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Introduction


 


The Tour de France is the most famous, most anticipated and most exciting bicycle race in the world. It takes place annually over a three-week period across the roads of (mostly) France in a great, loosely fashioned loop through cities, towns and villages, along coasts and lakesides, across hills and mountains, and through a bewildering variety of rural landscapes. For good measure, the organisers provide by way of backdrop as many World Heritage Sites and châteaux as they can cram into the route, which in itself is never the same from one year to the next. It is, in short, everything the French Tourist Board could possibly wish it to be. As elaborate as that might sound, though, it barely scratches the surface. To really get up close and personal with the Tour, you need to look beyond its impressive size and scale and familiarise yourself with over a hundred years of history; with the complexity of the competitions within the competition; with the levels of fitness, speed and endurance attained by its superhuman participants; with the perpetual technological advances of the bikes and all the other equipment (even if riders do still stuff newspapers down their jerseys to stay warm on mountain downhills); with the massive scale of the logistical operations that underpin the race; with the quite dizzying media hype that swarms around its successes, failures and scandals; with the ever-increasing amounts of corporate advertising and sponsorship; with the French people's (justifiable) obsession with everything and anything to do with 'their' Tour; and with the extreme passion and interest which the race arouses in its millions of followers and spectators around the world.




  This book attempts to capture all of that in a manner that is easy to digest and which will give clear insights into the many things that are going on at any one time during the race, both for those who are relatively new to the subject and for those who, like me, are already obsessed by the Tour de France and all its ups and downs.




  And, yes, Lance Armstrong does get mentioned a few times.

















Note: All results, records and statistics in this book are, to the best of my knowledge, correct as at the end of March 2013.










Chapter  1



La Grande Boucle











'As a test of physical and mental endurance, it has no equal… It's the only race in the world where you have to get a haircut halfway through.'


Chris Boardman, three-times Tour stage winner









The Tour de France is one of three 'Grand Tours', the other two being the Giro d'Italia and the Vuelta a España, but the Tour de France is the one that most cyclists dream of taking part in or, even better, completing. For the top riders, it is the one they most want on their so-called palmarès (the list of their cycling triumphs). It is to cycling what Wimbledon is to tennis, what the Grand National is to horse racing, what the Super Bowl is to American football. Along with the Giro and the Road World Cycling Championship, the Tour de France also makes up the Triple Crown of cycling each year. (This has only ever been won twice, by Eddy >Merckx of Belgium in 1974 and by Stephen Roche of Ireland in 1987.) The Tour is also a component part of the UCI (Union Cycliste Internationale) World Tour, which maintains the world ranking system for professional cyclists.




  The French often refer to their Tour as 'La Grande Boucle' – The Big Loop (literally 'buckle') – because that's exactly what it was originally, a race around the circumference of France (see 'Around France' in the chapter headed 'The Race' for more detail).




 



The Father of the Tour




 


Henri Desgrange was the (initially reluctant) father of the Tour de France and, as such, the inventor of the sport of bicycle stage racing. A prominent track cyclist and velodrome owner at the turn of the twentieth century, he was appointed editor of the fledgling sports newspaper L'Auto-Vélo in 1900. After a court ruling in 1903 decreed that the paper's name was too close to that of its fierce rival Le Vélo, the name was shortened to just L'Auto and the pages became yellow in contrast to the green of Le Vélo. L'Auto would later morph into L'Équipe after World War Two.




  Convinced by others in 1903 that sponsorship of a cycling road race around France would boost sales, the Tour was born, although Desgrange took no real part in its organisation. Surprised by its success, he took a more hands-on approach to the second Tour the following year, only to be dismayed by the disqualification of the first four riders home (because they had been towed by cars or had jumped on buses or trains during the night-time periods of the race!). But he overcame his early doubts to take almost dictatorial control of the race for the next thirty years. The harsh rules and penalties he imposed on riders made him unpopular, but the race was exactly what he wanted it to be – a real test of strength and endurance for men of steel. 
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Full Moon




Desgrange's legacy is a race that is still being run in the twenty-first century. If you had set out in the direction of the moon in 1903 to cycle the combined distance of all the Tour routes that have been run since then, you would be on your way back now. 











'The men waved their hats, the ladies their umbrellas. One felt they would have liked to touch the steel muscles of the most courageous champions since antiquity.'



L'Auto, 1 July 1903 


(reporting on the start of the first Tour)















When is a Centenary Not a Centenary?


 


It took the Tour de France 110 years to reach its centenary race in 2013 because of the years lost to the two world wars. The race did take place in 1914, the starter pistol having been fired the same morning as the pistol shot that killed Archduke Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo and precipitated World War One. The next Tour was after the war in 1919.


 


The 1939 Tour took place a few weeks before the outbreak of World War Two but without teams from Germany, Italy or Spain, as animosity across Europe had long since reached heights that prevented sporting camaraderie. The race would not be run again until 1947 in spite of German pressure to run the race during the war years in order to maintain a semblance of normality in occupied France.















Race Composition


 


Although the early Tours were limited to a straightforward race around the periphery of France, a number of changes over the years have resulted in the multifaceted competition we enjoy today. The composition of the twenty-one stages that now comprise the Tour varies from year to year. It will typically include a couple of individual time trials (where each rider races alone against the clock) and a team time trial (where each nine-man team races on its own against the clock). The remainder will be so-called 'mass-start stages', which will either be flat (primarily for the sprinters to show what they're made of), hilly (ideal for breakaways) or mountainous (where the climbers get to slug it out).




  Individual time trials were first introduced in 1934 and are sometimes used as a 'prologue' to the race on day one. The first such prologue took place in 1967 at Angers, and the one that took place in London in 2007 (along with the London to Canterbury stage the following day) gripped the British nation with a Tour fever that shows no sign of abating. Team time trials had been introduced in 1927, when the twenty-four-stage Tour consisted of sixteen team time trials, five mountain stages and only three 'plain stages' for individual riders on the flat. Time trials, in common with other stage wins, help to boost overall earnings as they bring in around €10,000 for a team or individual win.




 



General Classification (GC) (Classement Général)



 


Much more commonly known as the Yellow Jersey (Maillot Jaune) competition, this is the ultimate prize in cycling, awarded to the rider who completes the overall Tour de France course in the shortest time. Generally speaking, if you're going to win the GC, you're going to have to be a very strong climber, a more-than-decent time triallist and a rider who can stay out of trouble in the pack on the flatter stages while the sprinters ahead are going for glory. To stay in contention, or maintain the lead that you gained in a previous stage or stages, it is often enough to cross the line in the middle of the main bunch (the so-called 'peloton') as those riders are all awarded the same finishing time (so you do have to be sure that your main rivals are in the same peloton and not speeding ahead in an individual or group breakaway). 


  After day one, the yellow jersey is worn each day by the overall race leader. In the early years of the race, the leader wore a green armband, but this wasn't obvious enough to other riders, spectators or officials, so by 1919 the armband had been replaced by the more identifiable yellow jersey. Desgrange chose yellow because, as we have seen, that was the colour of his L'Auto newspaper pages. 




  From a total Tour 'prize pot' of over €2 million, the pot for the Yellow Jersey competition alone is around €1 million. The Yellow Jersey winner pockets around €500,000 of that, with the runner-up getting around €200,000, third place around €100,000, and so on all the way down to a few hundred euros for finishing outside the first ninety riders home. The prize money awarded in 1903 to chimney sweep Maurice Garin for winning the first Tour was 12,000 francs, roughly £18,000 in today's terms but still about six times what most workers could earn in a year in the early twentieth century. Occasionally over the years sponsors have thrown in extra incentives and the Belgian Lucien van Impe received an apartment in addition to his prize money for winning the 1976 Tour.
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Points Classification (Classement par Points)



 


More commonly known as the Green Jersey (Maillot Vert) competition, this is the competition for the fastest riders, or sprinters. The competition was introduced in 1953 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the first Tour and the colour green was chosen because the original sponsor was the lawnmower manufacturer La Belle Jardinière. Points are awarded for stage wins, for intermediate sprints within stages, and for the fastest times recorded in individual and team time trials. Each day the competition leader gets to wear the green jersey, but to win the Green Jersey competition overall, the rider also needs to reach Paris at the end of the Tour, easier said than done when your training regime is not primarily designed to get you over tough mountain climbs. The sprinter who does eventually race up the Champs-Elysées with the most points in his saddlebag stands to make around €25,000 plus around €8,000 for each stage win and around €1,000 for each sprint win.

















In The Pink




 


The equivalent of the yellow jersey in the Giro d'Italia is the pink jersey (maglia rosa), and it is pink for exactly the same reason that the yellow jersey of the Tour de France is yellow i.e. because the Giro is organised by the Italian newspaper La Gazzetta dello Sport, the pages of which are – you guessed it – pink.
















King of the Mountains (Classement des Grimpeurs)



 


The best climber (meilleur grimpeur) of the Tour has been recognised since the early years of the competition, with prizes awarded since 1934. The points system used today awards points to the first riders over the top of each climb – the more difficult the climb, the more points awarded, with double points awarded for the final climb of the day. The highest points are awarded for reaching the summits of legendary climbs such as the Col du Tourmalet, Mont Ventoux and l'Alpe d'Huez, which are considered so difficult that they are classified as hors catégorie (beyond categorisation). The leader, and the ultimate winner, of the King of the Mountains competition wears a white jersey with red polka dots (maillot à pois rouges), because the first sponsor in 1934 was Chocolat Poulain, the manufacturer of a chocolate bar that had a polka dot wrapper. The climber who makes it back to earth with the most points stands to make around €25,000 plus around €8,000 for each stage win and around €1,000 for each climb win. 
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Tour de Crufts




In 2009 Alberto Contador may or may not have been thrilled when he also received a slobbering St Bernard dog for winning the mountain stage up in the Swiss Alps.




 



Best Young Rider (Classement des Jeunes)



 


Also known as the White Jersey (Maillot Blanc) competition, this is no different to the Yellow Jersey competition, except that it is confined to riders under the age of twenty-six. The prize was first awarded in 1975 and was officially renamed the Souvenir Fabio Casartelli in 1997, in memory of the Italian rider who lost his life after crashing on a descent in the Pyrenees in 1995. The overall best young rider will net around €25,000 plus around €500 each time he records the best time in a stage in the Young Rider category.
















Miscellaneous Jerseys 


 


In addition to those riders wearing the official Tour jerseys described above, it is not uncommon to see others wearing 'non-regulation' jerseys instead of their team colours. These riders will be national champions sporting the colours of their home nation or, in the case of a 'rainbow jersey', the current road-race or time-trial world champion. 
















Most Aggressive Rider (Prix de la Combativité)



 


In spite of the prize's name, no points are awarded for kicking, punching, spitting or gouging. Instead, the Prix de la Combativité has been awarded since 1952 to the rider in each stage who makes the most or the strongest attacking moves, which often take the form of breakaways from the peloton. In addition to the cash prize on offer, the winner gets to wear a symbolic white-on-red (instead of black-on-white) identification number in the next stage. Based on a points system, the overall winner (le super-combatif) at the end of the Tour will net around €20,000 plus around €2,000 for each 'most aggressive' stage win.




 



Team Classification (Classement des Equipes)



 


Although many different time and points systems have been employed over the years, since 2011 this classification is determined after each stage by adding the times of the first three riders home from each team of nine, except in team time trials when the time of the fifth rider home is what gets counted. A good team performance can ensure entry to the following year's Tour, and winning the competition also brings in around €50,000 (plus around €3,000 for each stage win). See the chapter headed 'Team Spirit' for more information on this aspect of the race and its history over the years.
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Ex-jerseys


 


Until 1989 there was a Red Jersey competition for the fastest riders in the intermediate sprints within stages. In addition to points, these riders could win cash prizes donated by the residents of the areas in which the sprints took place.


 


Another ex-jersey is the Combination Jersey, a patchwork design incorporating the colours of the four main jerseys based on a rider's combined standings in the Yellow, Green, Red and Polka Dot Jersey competitions. This was also abolished in 1989, robbing spectators forever of the sight of the best all-round rider of the Tour whizzing past in the worst all-round jersey of the Tour. There are no prizes for guessing that Eddy Merckx won the Combination Jersey more times than anyone else, but it is not clear whether he chose to wear it in preference to the yellow jersey he was also entitled to wear most of the time (I seriously doubt it, though).










Chapter 2



Road Warriors












'When I feel bad, I attack – that way no one can find out how bad I feel.'





Bernard Hinault, five-times Tour winner











Many different types of bike rider participate each year in the Tour de France. Occasionally history has produced a versatile all-rounder, like Eddy Merckx (Belgium) or Bernard Hinault (France), who could climb, sprint and time-trial. These all-rounders are considered the most worthy winners of the most worthy bike race on the planet, but sprinting has become such a specialism that we are unlikely to see their like again. There are specialist time-triallists, who gain time over their rivals against the clock – if they are strong enough, like Jacques Anquetil (France) and Miguel Indurain (Spain), they can win the Tour by hanging on during the mountain stages to the time margins they built up contre-la-montre (against the clock) back at ground level. This was the tactic employed by Bradley Wiggins when he became the first British winner of the Tour in 2012.




  There are specialist climbers, like Richard Virenque (France), Federico Bahamontes (Spain) and Lucien van Impe (Belgium). It is certainly not unknown for such climbers to win the Tour outright (although Virenque never did) because Tours are often won and lost in the mountains. But most climbers are unlikely to win anywhere but in the mountains, where their generally smaller physique (and, therefore, lower weight) allows them to perform more efficiently than heavier riders. It is not, however, uncommon for those lightweight climbers to be among the poorest descenders and to lose the time advantage gained on a climb by the time they reach the bottom again. The riders generally considered to be the top climbers of recent years are Andy Schleck (Luxembourg) and Alberto Contador (Spain). Then, of course, there are the sprinters, the ones who excite the crowds by racing towards the finishing line in a blur of speed. It is said that sprinters are born, not made: you need a high proportion of 'fast-twitch' muscle and steely nerve to go shoulder-to-shoulder with a dozen similarly gifted riders at blistering speed. The best of them get to enjoy the glory of stage wins, arms aloft in their own inimitable styles as they cross the line, but they are the riders most unlikely to win the GC because they train for speed rather than endurance. Eddy Merckx was a notable exception to that rule, but even he is being left far behind by Britain's Mark Cavendish when it comes to sprint-finish wins in the Tour de France.
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