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​Prologue

[image: ]




The mountain is alive.

It heaves and roars with the sound of cowbells, drums, and a thousand hoarse throats screaming in twelve different languages. Sunlight flashes off the painted names that cover every inch of the road — POGAČAR, VINGEGAARD, ALLEZ BERNARD! The scent is a strange mix of beer, dust, sweat, and wild thyme baking in the heat. And up through it all — through the madness and the noise — crawl the riders.

They are barely human now. Their faces are white with salt, their lips cracked, eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses. Each pedal stroke is an act of defiance against gravity, pain, and common sense. Thirty-seven hairpins twist up this mountain, Alpe d’Huez — a narrow strip of asphalt that has witnessed more agony and exaltation than any cathedral.

At the front, a rider in yellow glances over his shoulder. He sees nothing but empty road, a helicopter shadow flickering across the switchbacks. Behind him, the peloton is scattered — a trail of men unraveling in the heat. The crowd surges closer, parting at the last second. Someone runs beside him waving a flag; another sprays water that turns to steam on his back. The roar builds, rolling up the slope like thunder.

And then he is gone — swallowed by the next turn, the next wall of noise, the next test of will.

This is the Tour de France. It is not just a race. It is a nation’s heartbeat made flesh, a test of human endurance so cruel, so absurd, that it has become a kind of religion. For more than a century, the Tour has wound through the heart of France — through her wars, her scandals, her rebirths and betrayals — carrying with it the hopes and flaws of the people who call her home.

Every July, France remakes herself on the road.
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[image: ]


To watch the Tour is to watch France in motion — proud, wounded, beautiful, and complicated. It passes through medieval villages where old men sip pastis in the shade, across fields that once fed soldiers, through cities rebuilt from rubble. It climbs mountains that mark the borders of nations and descends into valleys that hold the ghosts of two world wars.

In Paris, when the peloton rolls onto the Champs-Élysées, the crowd always rises as one. They cheer for victory, yes — but also for survival. Because the Tour is not a story of triumph; it is a story of endurance.

The race began as a newspaper stunt, but it became something much greater — a stage on which France could measure her strength, her resilience, her soul. It has outlasted governments, empires, and even its own scandals. Kings have fallen, wars have ended, heroes have been unmade, and still the Tour rolls on, its rhythm as constant as the ticking of a clock.
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The idea was born in smoke.

Paris, winter of 1902. A cold rain beat against the windows of L’Auto newspaper, a struggling daily caught in a bitter feud with its rival, Le Vélo. In the cramped office at 10 Rue du Faubourg Montmartre, the editor, Henri Desgrange, sat at his desk — a wiry, hard man with a cyclist’s frame and the intensity of a general. His paper was failing. His advertisers were leaving. He needed something big. Something impossible.

Across the desk sat Géo Lefèvre, a twenty-six-year-old reporter with ink-stained fingers and a gambler’s grin. “What if we held a race,” he said, “not just in Paris... not for one day. What if we raced around all of France?”

Desgrange stared at him. “Around France?”

Lefèvre nodded. “A grand tour. Six stages. Thousands of kilometers. We could call it — the Tour de France.”

For a long moment, Desgrange said nothing. Then he smiled, slow and dangerous.

“Make it happen.”

When the first riders lined up outside the Café Réveil-Matin in Montgeron on July 1, 1903, there was little fanfare. They wore wool jerseys and caps. Their bicycles had no gears, no support cars, no mercy. The rules were simple: ride, survive, finish. Sixty men set off; most would not return.

That first Tour covered 2,428 kilometers — longer than any that would follow for decades. The riders pedaled through the night, guided only by lanterns and instinct. They fixed their own tires, ate in taverns, and slept in barns. Spectators threw nails on the road; rivals bribed innkeepers to hide their opponents’ food.

And yet, out of that chaos came a legend.

Maurice Garin — a chimney sweep from northern France — rode into Paris in the early dawn, covered in dust and triumph. He had ridden for seventeen days, sometimes twenty hours at a stretch, and finished hours ahead of the next man. When he dismounted, his legs gave out beneath him. France went wild.

A new hero had been born. And Desgrange’s dying newspaper had just created the greatest sporting event on earth.

––––––––
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Desgrange once said, “The ideal Tour would be so hard that only one man would finish.”

That was his vision: not competition, but purification. To ride the Tour was to suffer — and in suffering, to become part of something larger. Over the years, that idea became the soul of the race. Riders were not judged by speed alone, but by courage — the willingness to endure the unendurable.

The French called it la souffrance. Pain. Not as weakness, but as a kind of grace.

From those brutal beginnings, the Tour became a moving epic — part race, part national ritual. It survived two world wars, economic collapse, scandal, and technological revolution. Its heroes — Coppi, Anquetil, Merckx, Hinault — became demigods, their battles retold in cafés and classrooms. Each generation found its champion, and each champion found the mountain that would break him.

––––––––
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Stand by the roadside during the Tour and you feel it — the hum beneath your feet as the peloton approaches, the sudden rush of wind as they pass, the echo that lingers long after they’ve gone. It’s more than speed. It’s history. Every bend, every village, every climb carries the memory of those who came before.

On the Col du Tourmalet, you can still sense Octave Lapize cursing Desgrange as he hauled his bicycle over gravel in 1910. On Mont Ventoux, the wind whispers the name of Tom Simpson, who died there in 1967, eyes open, still clipped into his pedals. On Alpe d’Huez, the walls of noise seem to bend time — Merckx, Hinault, Pantani, Pogačar — all ghosts on the same strip of tarmac.

The Tour is not measured in kilometers, but in sacrifices.

––––––––
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Back on Alpe d’Huez, the modern peloton climbs in a blur of carbon and color. The technology has changed; the suffering has not. Heart rates, watt meters, nutrition — everything is optimized, but the road remains the same. It strips away everything artificial, leaving only the raw human struggle that Desgrange imagined more than a century ago.

As the leader crests the final turn, the crowd spills into the road, pressing closer, screaming his name. He raises his eyes, just long enough to see the summit. The camera follows him, the chopper hovers, the world holds its breath. For a moment, he is not just a man in yellow — he is France itself: proud, defiant, unbroken.

Tomorrow he will hurt. Tomorrow he may lose. But tonight, on this mountain, beneath this sky, he has become part of the oldest truth in sport — that glory and pain are one and the same.

The Tour de France is not about victory. It is about survival.

It is the story of how far the human heart can go when the road refuses to end.

And that road — the road to glory — still stretches on.
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​Part I: The Birth of the Dream (1903–1914)
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​Chapter 1 — The Race Nobody Asked For
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Paris, Winter 1902

The air inside the newsroom was thick with smoke and failure. The scent of ink and damp wool mingled with the heavy Parisian fog that clung to the windows, blurring the street beyond. Henri Desgrange sat at his desk, jaw clenched, watching the presses of L’Auto churn out another issue that no one seemed to want.

The presses thundered like artillery in the basement, but the real battle was being lost upstairs — in the pages of his rival’s paper. Le Vélo, with its green masthead and populist politics, had all the readers, all the advertisers, and all the power. Desgrange’s L’Auto, just three years old, was dying by inches.

He knew it. Everyone in the room knew it.

Desgrange was not a man accustomed to losing. Tall, angular, and disciplined to the point of cruelty, he had been France’s first world-record-holding cyclist — 35 kilometers in an hour, alone on a wooden track outside Paris. He was also a fanatic for order, a man who demanded silence where there was chaos and rules where there was doubt. Even the ink on his desk was arranged with military precision.

Now his creation — this struggling newspaper that was supposed to be his second great victory — was slipping away.

“Circulation?” he barked across the room.

“Down again, Monsieur,” came the answer.

He swore softly under his breath. The word failure was one he could not bear to hear, not after everything.

Outside, the city was in turmoil. France was still bleeding from the Dreyfus Affair, that great political and moral earthquake that had torn the nation in two. Captain Alfred Dreyfus — a Jewish officer falsely accused of treason — had divided the Republic between the Dreyfusards who demanded justice and the nationalists who cried betrayal.

The press had taken sides, and Le Vélo was loudly, proudly Dreyfusard. Its pages thundered with the rhetoric of the left, and its advertisers — the great cycling manufacturers of France — cheered it on.

Desgrange’s backers were different. Chief among them was Comte Jules-Albert de Dion, a wealthy automobile magnate and fierce nationalist who despised Le Vélo’s politics. He had founded L’Auto-Vélo (as it was first called) as a counterattack — a paper for the right, for patriots, for order and industry.

But ideology did not sell newspapers. Stories did. And L’Auto had none.

––––––––
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By late 1902, L’Auto was hanging by a thread. Its offices at 10 Rue du Faubourg Montmartre echoed with frustration. Editors came and went, each bringing grand promises and leaving behind smaller numbers. The public saw L’Auto as stiff, joyless — the voice of rich men who did not understand the soul of the sport they covered.

Henri Desgrange had to change that.

He had been a cyclist, a lawyer, a philosopher of pain. He believed that suffering purified the spirit — that true sport demanded sacrifice. His book, La Tête et les Jambes (“The Head and the Legs”), was a testament to his creed: discipline, courage, endurance. But translating that philosophy into journalism had proved harder than any mountain he had climbed.

In November, as another gray Parisian afternoon faded into drizzle, Desgrange summoned his young cycling reporter, Géo Lefèvre.

Lefèvre was twenty-six, bright-eyed and mischievous, with a streak of audacity that often clashed with his editor’s iron temperament. But Desgrange respected his mind. Lefèvre had ideas — wild ones — and L’Auto needed wildness.

Desgrange motioned for him to sit.

“Géo,” he said, “this paper is dying. We need something no one has ever seen before. Something that will make L’Auto the talk of France. What do you have?”

Lefèvre hesitated, twisting his cap in his hands. “Something big, monsieur,” he said slowly. “But... perhaps too big.”

“Too big?” Desgrange arched an eyebrow. “Try me.”

And then Lefèvre said the words that would change history.

––––––––
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“What if,” Lefèvre began, “we held a race — not in Paris, not for a day or a weekend, but across the entire country? A race that circles France, over the mountains, through the towns, all the way back to Paris. The longest, hardest race anyone has ever seen.”

Desgrange stared at him. For a moment, the only sound was the rain against the glass.

“You’re serious?”

“Completely,” Lefèvre said. “Six stages. Maybe seven. Two thousand kilometers or more. Riders from everywhere. It would capture the imagination of the public. France loves endurance, and no one has ever attempted something so... mad.”

Desgrange’s mind began to race. The scale was absurd — logistically impossible, financially suicidal. And yet, it had the one quality every idea needed to live: it was new.

“How would we do it?”

“Simple,” Lefèvre said, warming to his pitch. “We start and finish in Paris. We go to Lyon, Marseille, Toulouse, Bordeaux, Nantes, and back. Riders fend for themselves. No teams, no support. Just men, bicycles, and the road.”

Desgrange leaned back, eyes narrowing. “And what would they win?”

“Money,” said Lefèvre. “Enough to make them forget how hard it is.”

For a long while, Desgrange said nothing. He looked at the window, at the dripping eaves and the gray sky beyond, and imagined those men — thin, desperate, burning with ambition — racing through the night on rough roads, through mountains and storms, across the sleeping towns of France. He saw them suffer, and he saw France watching.

At last, he nodded.

“Let’s do it.”

––––––––
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The plan took shape over the winter of 1902–03. Lefèvre worked out the route; Desgrange handled the sponsors. The idea was met with disbelief. A race around France? Madness! Riders would die! The public wouldn’t care!

But the desperation of L’Auto’s situation left no room for hesitation. The race would begin on July 1, 1903. Six stages. 2,428 kilometers. Prize money of 20,000 francs — a fortune for men who earned barely five a day.

As the announcement ran on the front page of L’Auto, Desgrange’s staff waited for the public to laugh. Instead, letters began to pour in. Dozens. Then hundreds. Riders from across Europe — professionals, laborers, soldiers — signed up. Many could barely afford bicycles; others planned to sleep in barns or ditches. But they came, drawn by something they couldn’t quite name.

Adventure. Glory. Escape.

By spring, L’Auto’s sales were already climbing.

––––––––
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To understand why the idea caught fire, one must understand the France that birthed it.

At the turn of the century, France was a nation reborn and uncertain — industrializing fast, yet haunted by the humiliation of defeat in the Franco-Prussian War. The bicycle was the perfect symbol for this new age: modern, democratic, liberating. It allowed workers to travel, soldiers to train, lovers to escape. To ride was to be free.

Cycling had become the people’s sport, and races like Paris–Brest–Paris and Bordeaux–Paris drew massive crowds. But nothing like what Lefèvre proposed had ever existed. His race would not just test riders; it would map the nation itself. The Tour would stitch together provinces and dialects, cities and countrysides, in a single circle of sweat and suffering.

In a country still divided by politics, religion, and class, the Tour de France promised something radical: unity through struggle.

Not everyone was convinced. Rivals in the press mocked Desgrange’s “circus of fools.” Some predicted no one would finish. Others sneered that L’Auto was exploiting desperate men for headlines.

Desgrange didn’t care. “The race will speak for itself,” he told his staff.

When the entry list finally closed, sixty names were printed in L’Auto. They came from all walks of life — butchers, mechanics, miners, postal workers, a few seasoned professionals, and one chimney sweep named Maurice Garin, who rode a gleaming white bicycle and carried himself like a man born for pain.

Desgrange inspected the list with a grim smile.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “France is about to meet its toughest sons.”

––––––––
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June 1903. Paris baked in summer heat. The cafés were alive with gossip about the coming spectacle — the Tour de France, a phrase that rolled off the tongue with both awe and disbelief.

At the Café Réveil-Matin in Montgeron, on the outskirts of Paris, the riders gathered the night before the start. They drank black coffee, smoked nervously, checked and rechecked their bicycles. There were no mechanics, no team cars, no radios. Just men and machines.

At dawn, the crowd was small — a few curious locals, some officials, and a handful of reporters. Desgrange stood off to the side in his dark suit, arms folded, expression unreadable. He had created the stage; now he would see if anyone survived it.

When the clock struck 3:16 a.m., a pistol fired into the air. The riders pushed off into the darkness, their lamps flickering like fireflies down the road to Lyon.

The Tour de France had begun.

And though no one yet knew it, Desgrange had done the impossible. He had saved his paper, given birth to a legend, and changed sport forever.

The race that nobody asked for had become the race that would define a century.
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​Chapter 2 — Fire and Dust
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The crowd at Montgeron was still rubbing sleep from its eyes when the riders disappeared into the dark. It was 3:16 a.m., July 1, 1903 — the first day of the first Tour de France — and Paris was only beginning to stir. In the glow of gas lamps, sixty men pedaled south into the unknown. Their lamps flickered, their tires hissed, and the sound of their chains blended into a single metallic hum that faded down the road.

For most of them, this was not adventure. It was survival.

They rode not for glory, but for francs — a chance at a prize that could feed a family for years. The roads were rough stone and dirt, the nights long, the distances obscene: nearly 470 kilometers to Lyon on the first day alone. No stage race had ever attempted such punishment. The men carried spare tires around their shoulders, food stuffed into their pockets, and enough determination to shame soldiers.

The air was cold at first, but by dawn, the heat began to rise. A fine dust clung to their skin, turning sweat into mud. Horses pulling carts refused to yield. Dogs gave chase. Some riders sang to stay awake; others prayed.

At the front rode Maurice Garin, the small man with the great lungs. They called him le petit ramoneur — the Little Chimney Sweep — because he had once scraped soot from fireplaces in Lens. He was thirty-two now, compact and barrel-chested, his eyes pale and unreadable. Garin didn’t talk much, but when he did, it was about one thing: winning.

Behind him rode men with names that sounded like legends in the making — Aucouturier, Pothier, Pasquier, Samson. They all believed they could endure what no one had ever tried before. They were wrong.

––––––––
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The first stage began in the dark for a reason. Henri Desgrange, ever the sadist, believed that true sport should flirt with madness. The riders were to race through the night without sleep, without support, and without the help of anyone along the route. “Each man alone against the road,” Desgrange had written.

By midnight of that first day, most were already broken. Their legs trembled from fatigue; their eyes burned from dust and kerosene smoke. In the countryside, villagers gathered outside taverns to watch the strange procession pass — gaunt men bent over handlebars, faces lit by weak lanterns, pedaling into eternity.

In Chalon-sur-Saône, one of the favorites, Hippolyte Aucouturier, collapsed by the roadside. He cursed, vomited, tried to remount, and failed. When a local offered him wine, he drank, spat, and kept going.

Others weren’t so lucky. Some fell asleep while riding. Others dismounted to rest and never got back on. By the time the sun rose, half the field was gone.

Garin didn’t stop.

He ate while pedaling, strips of ham and bread washed down with red wine. Every few hours, he refilled his bottle with whatever he could find — beer, water, milk — anything to keep moving. His rhythm was steady, relentless. He rode like a man chased by something only he could see.

––––––––
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At 9:00 p.m. — after nearly 17 hours on the road — Garin rolled into Lyon. His face was gray with dust; his eyes red. He dismounted slowly, handed his bicycle to a steward, and collapsed into a chair.

He had won the stage by over an hour. The next rider didn’t arrive until after midnight.

When reporters asked him how he had done it, Garin shrugged.

“I will last until the end,” he said simply.

In Paris, L’Auto exploded with excitement. The next day’s edition screamed in bold letters:

“GARIN TRIUMPHS! THE TOUR DE FRANCE BEGINS IN GLORY!”

Sales doubled overnight. Desgrange, pacing the newsroom floor, tried not to smile. He had risked everything — and it was working.
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