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Foreword by Bernard Hinault



I have a special relationship with the Tour de France. As a teenager growing up, I watched it go by and I dreamed of racing it. Then my life was changed by it and my five successes there. I remain the last Frenchman to have won it.
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Bernard Hinault’s Tour triumphs in 1978, 1979, 1981, 1982 and 1985 make him one of the event’s truly legendary figures.


Denmark enthusiastically welcomed the Tour’s Grand Départ in 2022 with massive crowds. Three weeks later they were rewarded with a Danish overall winner – Jonas Vingegaard.


What started with an idea of Henri Desgrange and 60 cyclists rolling out at dawn in 1903, is now a giant which celebrated its 100th edition in 2013. It dwarfs cycling’s other races in size, prestige, scope and worldwide reach. Around the world 180 nations tune in every summer, enraptured, to see their heroes compete for glory.


Every Tour de France creates new heroes and writes a new chapter too and the finest feats and legendary stories of the Tour are recounted in these pages: Eugène Christophe forging new forks in 1913, Fausto Coppi’s emphatic escapes to victory in 1949, the impudent control of Jacques Anquetil quickly succeeded by the irresistible dominance of Eddy Merckx and, later, that silent force, Miguel Indurain.


In the 2000s, there have been breakthrough wins for Great Britain with Bradley Wiggins in 2012, followed by Chris Froome’s four dominant victories. But the emergence of a new super-champion, the Slovenian Tadej Pogačar, who has already won the race three times, has electrified the most recent editions of the race.


The Tour rewards a little madness, both as a cyclist suffering on the roads and an onlooker surveying the spectacle. And what a spectacle it is: from the light, loud publicity caravan to the main show, that bunch of cyclists flying by, it’s one of life’s extraordinary sensory experiences. Travelling through town after town as if passing on a secret, the Tour has become a part of the fabric of French life and international sport. If it’s a folly, then it is a beautiful one.


The triumphs and near misses of the show perennially play out on the Tour’s spectacular and ever-changing canvas. Every July, there are new places to visit, but always accompanied by the peerless spires of the Alps and Pyrenees, the rolling hills of the south and miles of sunflower fields.


The Tour de France was invented by Man, and we must remember that it is sustained by the roster of champions and the annual dramas and dénouements that help to keep us in the Tour’s thrall.


Happy reading!
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Bernard Hinault
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During his time as ambassador, one of Hinault’s roles was to appear at stage finishes to greet stage winners and jersey holders.










The Greatest Race in the World



The Tour de France started out as a publicity stunt designed to shore up indifferent sales of a sports newspaper. A century later the Tour is a worldwide phenomenon and an icon of French life.


It’s come a long way since the first edition in 1903, and the modern version is a global event with an audience of millions, but the Tour is essentially the same beautiful, brutal and often quite baffling three-week race. To the professional cyclist it remains the ultimate challenge in terms of physical endurance, danger and earning power. To the roadside fan it’s a noisy carnival, with 200 cyclists flashing by somewhere in between. It works on every level and that is at the heart of the Tour’s appeal.


Live colour television has transformed the Tour de France into a race of beauty unparallelled in sport. Since the advent of live coverage in 1972 the mesmerising pattern of a peloton flowing along the roads of France has opened up the Tour to a whole new audience who can enjoy the race from the perspective of a lofty bystander, rejoicing in the images, without having to take any great interest in the minutiae of the contest.


A bicycle race can be enjoyed either superficially or in fine detail. The bike fanatic can watch hours of live television coverage, and read every day about the outcome of each stage on the internet and in the papers, most notably L’Equipe, the sports newspaper whose ancestry goes all the way back to L’Auto – the organising newspaper which created the Tour at the start of the last century. With 21 stages, 176 riders, and three weeks of unfolding competition, there is never enough space or time to relate the thousands of incidents and human interest stories that occur during the Tour de France.


MYTH AND MAYHEM


Any modern sports promoter would normally avoid the sort of unpredictable events that can happen outside the controlled environment of a stadium or racetrack. The Tour doesn’t make any sense; it’s a crazy race, the product of a bygone age when the bicycle rivalled anything on road and track and was used to test the heroic endurance of the best athletes of the day. In fact, modern Tours bear little resemblance to the pre-war Tours and those of the 1920s, when riders walked alone up unmade mountain passes and had to repair their own machines without assistance of any kind.
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Epic mountain stages in the early 1900s made heroes out of the riders and created many of the legendary stories that established the Tour as the ultimate cycling challenge.
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Goggles and leather face mask as worn by a Tour follower from the early years when rough roads threw up clouds of dust wherever the peloton went.


How many spectators were watching when in the 1913 Tour Eugène Christophe banged in desperation on the door of the village forge in Ste Marie-de-Campan and begged the blacksmith to lend him his tools so that he could repair his fork after breaking it on the rough roads in the Pyrenees? Very few, surely, apart from the race judges who ensured that he worked unaided, and the boy who worked the bellows – earning Christophe a three-minute penalty to add to the two hours already lost in the forge. This is one of the many legends of the Tour that were witnessed by no more than a few bystanders. Part true story, part myth, the history of the Tour de France is an elaborate construction, relying on the veracity – or lack of it – of colourful accounts by reporters caught up in the infectious drama of the race.
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Gravel sections on stage nine of the 2024 Tour evoked pre-war editions of the race, when riders suffered on farm tracks and dirt roads.
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The Tour is more than 100 years old – the cars following belong in museums and the bikes were crude and heavy and frequently broke down or punctured.
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After three weeks of racing, the Champs-Elysées in the heart of Paris is the traditional finale of the Tour.
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The polka dot jersey is awarded to the best climber in the Tour and, like the other coloured jerseys, is highly prized.


UNIQUE EXPERIENCE


What the newspapers, television and radio can never show, however, is the unique experience of the one roadside Tour fan who may have glimpsed Christophe in the forge, or any of the many bizarre incidents that have occurred on every stage of the Tour since its inception. That is where the power of the race lies, in its accessibility to the public at stage towns and on the open road, its unpredictability, and of course the simple fact that it is a free show.


In this book we have divided the Tour into its most significant eras, relating some of the epic stories and giving a flavour of the overall race. There are also chapters which look at the history and development of specific aspects of the Tour, ranging from the famous coloured jerseys to the evolution of the racing bike. Meanwhile, superb images of Tour treasures, selected from the peerless collection of memorabilia collected by Serge Laget at the Société du Tour de France and presented here in all their glory, convey the authentic feel of each successive era.


As a sporting occasion the Tour is in a class of its own, and the rich and varied history of the race, its highs and lows, could fill these pages many times over. Now well beyond its 100th edition in 2013, the Tour has weathered the dark aftermath of the Armstrong era and has enjoyed a much healthier image in recent times thanks to better testing protocols and cleaner ethical practices among teams of the World Tour.


What started out as little more than a publicity stunt, witnessed here and there by amazed onlookers, is now broadcast to more than one billion viewers across 190 countries around the world. Roadside fans alone are estimated at 12 million. Thanks to incredible aerial imagery and on-bike cameras, the internet and social media, the Tour de France has broadened its appeal and is now reaching a younger generation of fans.


Owners Amaury Sport Organisation (ASO) have secured the future of the Tour as one of the premier global sporting events. They have safeguarded its future financially without losing its status as a French national treasure. As an advertisement for one of the world’s most beautiful countries, nothing beats the Tour’s three-week odyssey. And, for cycling fans, the Tour de France remains the ultimate gladiatorial clash of the champions in the home of cycling.
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Yellow is the leader’s colour including this yellow cap – a Tour innovation which has been copied many times by other stage races around the world.
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The Tour has transcended sport to become a French cultural staple. People come out in droves in route-side towns to see the race pass and cheer on their favourite riders.
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Arnaud Démare celebrates a hard-found victory at Stage 18 of the 2018 Tour de France.










Early
History



A stunt dreamed up by newspapermen, the first Tour de France saw a rag-tag bunch of cyclists waved off from outside a bar on the outskirts of Paris in 1903. Rapidly the Tour expanded into a race with legendary champions, a set of iconic leader’s jerseys and a wanderlust that took the race into the farthest corners of France. Mountains have become mythical and tales of Tour intrigue, nuance and controversy abound – and the Tour continued to grow, along with its history, folklore and following.
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No plastic bottles in those days. The bunch in the 1923 race take a drinks break.






Cycle Racing Before the Tour



Bicycle racing in France was a hugely popular sport long before the outlandish notion of a Tour de France was dreamed up in 1902.


France is credited as the country in which the first recorded bicycle race was held, on 31 May 1868 in the Parc de St Cloud in Paris. Seven riders, all of them sitting astride a revolutionary new machine, made such an impression on those present that a whole series of events sprang up to cater for a rapidly growing sport. It could hardly fail, as the sight of swashbuckling athletes riding wheel to wheel had all the elements of great sporting spectacle – speed, danger and fascinating machines.


BIRTH OF CYCLE RACING


A two-wheeler with pedals fixed to the front hoop cranked around by a rider was the brainchild of French coachmaker Pierre Michaux in 1867. The bigger the wheel, the more ground could be covered with each revolution. At a pedal stroke, literally, the era of the Draisienne or Hobby Horse, propelled by rhythmic paddling on the ground either side of a wheeled frame, was ended, and the Velocipède à pédale became an instant hit. By 1869 there were 60 makers of these fashionable machines in Paris and a further 15 beyond the capital. France led the way both in terms of the conception and production of the new bicycle, and also in the promotion of bicycle racing.


Britain would later catch up in the race to create bicycles both for leisure use and racing, but during this period machines from France were the choice of serious riders. One, James Moore, a vet living in Paris, won the first Paris–Rouen race, held in November 1869. His average speed for the 123km was an impressive 11.8kph, or 7.5mph, which included stops and was achieved over rough roads in wet weather. Moore’s bike was French-built with metal, not wooden, spokes and rims, and tyres made from solid rubber. In the hubs were steel ball bearings, polished by the inmates of the St Pelagie prison. The prison governor made Moore’s innovative bicycle, which was one of the first racing machines and weighed 25kg. The Franco-Prussian war in 1870–71 put the burgeoning French bicycle industry on hold, and across the Channel the British seized the opportunity to lead the way by developing the high-wheeled Ordinary, or Penny Farthing, and later the Safety bicycle, while also popularising racing and record-breaking on cinder tracks. Through the 1870s and 80s, the British and once again the French cycling scene poured their ingenuity into the chain-driven Safety bicycle, while racing events grew in length on both road and track. In the final decade of the nineteenth century the bicycle, pretty much as we know it today, was a hugely popular vehicle, used for both transport and competition. Long-distance marathon races in 1891 from Paris to Brest and back (1,200km), and from Bordeaux to Paris (572km) were astonishing demonstrations of the efficiency of the bike. Average speed for the winner of the Bordeaux–Paris race was 13.5mph (21.7kmh).
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Track events were hugely popular at the turn of the century.


[image: ]


Major Taylor, one of the first black sports stars, was widely acclaimed when he came over from the USA to race in Europe in the early 1900s.
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A warmly dressed early motorist reads a copy of Henri Desgrange’s L’Auto-Vélo, later changed to just L’Auto.




Pierre Giffard


Pierre Giffard organised, in 1891, the first Paris–Brest–Paris and Bordeaux–Paris races, and was editor of Le Vélo, a cycling paper founded in 1892 which soon sold 80,000 copies daily. Giffard was a cycling evangelist who, writing in Le Petit Journal and Le Figaro in 1890, predicted a great future for cycling. As editor of Le Vélo, he promoted cycle races to boost sales of the paper and it was only when he wrote an article in defence of Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish French army officer charged with spying, that his anti-Dreyfus backers took their money elsewhere and started L’Auto-Vélo, in direct opposition to Le Vélo and with Henri Desgrange as editor. Giffard lost the circulation battle with Desgrange. In 1904 Le Vélo closed and Giffard was declared bankrupt. He briefly worked as a reporter for L’Auto and died in 1923.
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A caricature of Henri Desgrange’s rival Pierre Giffard shows him running his own publication, Le Vélo, into the ground.
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Media accreditation for Alphonse Steines, editor of L’Auto-Vélo, for 1900.


“The two-wheeled velocipede is the animal which will supersede everything else.”


THE VELOCIPEDIST, 1869


Every type of racing was tried out in the 1890s, from 24-hour endurance track races to sprint events and long-distance road trials with individual riders paced by multiple tandem crews or early versions of the motor car. In the USA, marathon track events often held over six days pitted teams against each other over incredible distances exceeding 4,000km (2,500 miles). These events were held at the Madison Square Gardens track in New York and are still known as Madison races or races à l’américain in France.



SOLITARY TESTS


Road racing during this period was very much a solo challenge, with riders either paced on the road or riding alone with no assistance from a bunch, or peloton. That was the ideal of a 27-year-old Parisian called Henri Desgrange, who on 11 May 1893 became the first holder of the hour record, riding 35.325km, or 21.9 miles, on the Buffalo track in Paris. Ten years later the same Desgrange, by then director of the sports paper L’Auto, would promote a stunt that combined the long-distance place-to-place road trials with the formula of a six-stage race that mirrored the track Madison Sixes from the USA. The Tour de France for bicycles would be a first, and the sport of cycling would never be the same again.




Charles Terront


Michelin’s Charles Terront was the first winner of the Paris– Brest–Paris in 1891. His time for the 1,198km marathon was 71-37, nine hours ahead of Jiel-Laval, riding for Dunlop, in second place. At 1,200km, the “P–B–P” is the oldest racing event that is still regularly run, although these days it is a “sportive” event held once every four years. Terront was born in 1857 in St Ouen and was a professional cyclist from 1875 to 1894. He rode during the era of the Ordinary and the Safety bicycles and had a formidable reputation over long distances, winning six-day track events and road marathons in Europe and the USA. In 1893 he set a record for the ride from St Petersburg to Paris, covering 2,836km in 14 days and seven hours.





[image: ]


The French cyclist Charles Terront, who won the first Paris–Brest–Paris cycle race, September 1891.
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Maurice Garin is pictured on the cover of Le Petit Journal winning the Paris to Brest road race in 1901.
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Booklet showing the range of bicycles produced by La Française, which supplied machines to the first Tour winner, Maurice Garin.
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Charles Terront (right), the winner of the first ever Paris–Brest–Paris race, holds a competitor’s bike at the 1910 Tour.






Birth of the Tour



As a marketing gimmick the Tour de France took some beating. Henri Desgrange may not have had the original idea, but his careful handling of the nascent concept ensured its survival.


A working lunch: what better way to combine a spot of business, some gossip and a few pie-in-the-sky ideas than across a white linen tablecloth, a couple of bottles of wine and the plat du jour? If you had walked into the Zimmer Madrid restaurant on Boulevard Montmartre in Paris on 20 November 1902, the animated conversation from a table with three men would not have aroused undue attention. Soberly dressed in black frock coats with waistcoats and starched collars, they looked no different from the businessmen at the other tables taking a traditional long French lunch.


There’s more to this group than meets the eye, however. The discussion is animated, mainly serious but punctuated by laughter, some of it incredulous. One moment of uproar is particularly noticeable. Diners in the restaurant momentarily put down their spoons of onion soup to see what the fuss is about. One of our group has just come up with an idea that is quite frankly preposterous to at least one of the others. The man who has their attention is Geo Lefèvre, a writer on the sports newspaper L’Auto-Vélo.


He has an idea for what we would today call a marketing promotion, but such an anodyne phrase could never do justice to Lefèvre’s crackpot notion of a bicycle race around the whole of France, to be completed in just six marathon stages. Such a stunt, he says, would generate pages of colourful stories that would capture the imagination of the French public. More to the point, sales of L’Auto-Vélo would take off, and their great rival, Le Vélo, would suffer.


DUELLING NEWSPAPERS


With this Lefèvre had the attention of his L’Auto-Vélo colleagues. The paper’s accountant, Victor Goddet, perhaps surprisingly, reacted with enthusiasm. His editor, a former champion bike racer turned journalist, was more measured in his reaction. Henri Desgrange knew who would carry the responsibility for an event with such massive publicity potential. Of the three men sitting at that dining table on a nondescript November lunchtime, it was he who understood the enormity of the undertaking, the consequences of failure and also, quite probably, the brilliance of an idea of truly historic proportions.


“I have dreamed many sporting dreams but never have I conceived of anything as worthy as this reality.”


HENRI DESGRANGE (1903)
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Front cover of L’Auto showing results from the scandal-hit second Tour in 1904.
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Desgrange (centre) with 1932 Tour de France winner André Leducq of France.
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Henri Desgrange, the Father of the Tour, by Raoul Cabrol in 1932.
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Letter from Henri Desgrange about the arrangements for the Tour and the number of expected entrants.
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Henri Desgrange, pictured in 1903.




Henri Desgrange


Paris-born Henri Desgrange was a legal clerk when he took up cycling. He was a talented rider and in 1893, aged 28, set the first hour record, covering 35.326km (21.9 miles) in one hour on the Buffalo track of a Paris suburb. He became a journalist, but an unexpected event landed him at the head of a new sports paper, L’Auto-Vélo, in 1900. Pierre Giffard had founded Le Vélo in 1892, but the idealistic Giffard was enraged at the treatment of French army officer Albert Dreyfus, a Jew falsely accused of spying for Germany, and lobbied for him in Le Vélo. Among the anti-Dreyfus brigade, however, were a number of Le Vélo’s financial backers. They decided to abandon Le Vélo and start a new paper, Le Vélo-Auto, with Desgrange as its director.
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Jacques Goddet (in white) talks to Antonin Magne in 1934.




L’Equipe


Since 1946 L’Equipe has been the successor to L’Auto, the paper run by Henri Desgrange which profited handsomely from the first Tour in 1903. Motorsport, however, was the inspiration for the paper’s title. L’Auto’s great rivalry with Le Vélo was short-lived. On changing its name in 1903 from L’Auto-Vélo to L’Auto the launch of the Tour de France in July was an overnight success for the re-branded paper. Circulation more than doubled to 60,000, and by 1908 it was 250,000. It reached a peak of 854,000 in 1933 under Desgrange. Le Vélo changed its name in 1904 to Le Journal de l’Automobile and never troubled L’Auto again. Today L’Equipe is France’s only daily sports newspaper with a global reach online and in social media. It honours L’Auto in its motor racing section where the title is still printed in the same gothic typescript of the original.
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A L’Equipe front page from the 1953 Tour proclaims Louison Bobet’s brilliance after claiming the yellow jersey on the stage between Gap and Briançon.


Desgrange was right to be cautious. He was locked in a circulation battle with rival sport paper Le Vélo, and both titles were languishing with sales around 25,000. The rivalry was more than commercial, however. It dated back to 1900, when a split between the editor of Le Vélo, Pierre Giffard, and its backers led to the founding of a new rival paper. In 1900 L’Auto-Vélo was launched with support from the old Le Vélo backers Michelin, Clement and De Dion. At the editorial helm was Desgrange, with Goddet keeping the books. Le Vélo was printed on green paper; L’Auto-Vélo countered with yellow.


BRINGING AN IDEA TO REALITY


Promoting bike races was an integral part of running the paper, generating sales from the stories of the riders and the races. Desgrange was immediately successful, organising the second edition of Paris–Brest as well as the first Marseilles–Paris and Bordeaux–Paris – all marathon challenges contested by the leading riders of the time. So when Goddet suggested stringing together a nationwide tour comprising six such marathons with rest days in between, Desgrange grasped the appeal immediately, but he sucked his teeth at the thought of pulling it all together.


It had to happen though – a “Tour de France” for bicycles was too good an idea to leave to others. On 19 January 1903, just two months after that fateful working lunch at the Zimmer Madrid, L’Auto (Giffard had by now taken legal action to prevent them from using “Le Vélo” in the paper’s title) announced on its front page a new event to take place later the same year: “The Tour de France, the greatest cycle race in the world”. At that point the Tour was still just an idea – Desgrange had yet to contract any riders, and the route was little more than a few towns scribbled on a napkin.


Desgrange was right to be daunted. By April he had only 15 riders contracted to appear in his publicity stunt, which at least had a route worked out and running dates 31 May to 5 July. The six stages were also set, to run between Paris, Lyons, Marseilles, Toulouse, Bordeaux, Nantes and Paris. Desgrange moved the date back from 1 July to 18 July, halved the length of the stages and reduced the entrance fee. It worked: by the end of June there were 78 entrants, a race route, and prize money. The first Tour de France was about to begin.
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Tour winner Gino Bartali and his Italian team ride a lap of honour at the Parc des Princes at the end of the 1938 Tour.






First Edition (1903)



Six mammoth stages awaited the group of hardened professionals, adventurers and chancers who came together on the start line of the first Tour on 1 July 1903.


Road works outside the Reveil-Matin bar in Montgeron on the outskirts of Paris forced the organisers to move the start of the first Tour de France a little way down the road, where 60 cyclists were sent off on a journey into the unknown. Nineteen days later, back in the capital, 21 survivors were cheered to the rooftops as they paraded around the Parc des Princes track. Of the non-finishers at the end of the six-stage, 2,426km race, many had been ejected for cheating, some had abandoned through fatigue and injury, and a few simply disappeared.


The six stages, which married the popular format of a six-day track event with the romance of long-distance, place-to-place, unpaced road races, went from Paris to Lyons, Lyons to Marseilles, Marseilles to Toulouse, Toulouse to Bordeaux, Bordeaux to Nantes and Nantes to Paris. All were individual, non-stop stages, but there were seven days of rest to allow the battered and dust-encrusted warriors a fleeting chance to recover. There were no transfers between stages, and by keeping the loop south of Paris and inside the great mountain ranges of the Alps and Pyrenees the first Tour was more than 1,000km shorter than modern Tours. Factor in the terrible roads – choking with dust in the dry, and slippery with mud in the wet – unreliable and heavy bikes and the solo nature of the contest, and the organiser pitched it just right.


DAZZLING DEBUT


The first edition of the Tour de France was a runaway success, inspiring massive interest from the French public and galloping sales of L’Auto, which printed endless pages devoted to the event in special editions. Tour founder and director of L’Auto Henri Desgrange had failed to achieve his dream of creating a race so gruelling that only one man would finish, but got pretty close, and a great sporting event was born.


“And that was the first Tour de France! I wish the hours of work and great satisfaction the race has meant for us could go on indef initely.”


HENRI DESGRANGE, 1903
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Maurice Garin, the first champion of the Tour, prepares for the victory parade at the Parc des Princes in Paris. Garin Jnr is also suitably equipped for the occasion.
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Au Reveil-Matin, the bar on the outskirts of Paris, where the Tour legend was finally made real.
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Competitors in the general classification competition reach the end of the stage.
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Charles Laeser of Switzerland won the stage and thus became the first non-French rider to win a Tour de France stage.
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A real pioneer of early professional cycling, Maurice Garin, winner of the first Tour, pictured in 1902.




Maurice Garin


A professional cyclist riding for the La Française team was the winner of the first Tour. Maurice Garin, a Frenchman with Italian parents from the northern mining town of Lens, had won the Paris–Roubaix in 1897–98, the 1,200km Paris–Brest–Paris in 1901 and the 1902 Bordeaux–Paris marathon in 1902. Nicknamed “The Little Chimney Sweep” and “The White Bulldog” owing to his habit of riding in a white jacket, Garin was a long-distance champion who also held the paced record for 500km of 15-02-32 set in 1895 and was the winner of numerous place-to-place races across France in the 1890s. Garin quit racing after he was disqualified from first place in the 1904 Tour. He made a comeback and finished the race in 1911 before retiring for good and running a garage in Lens. He died aged 86 in 1957.
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Riders prepare to leave the Nantes velodrome before the final stage of the Tour.
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Garin is clearly visible in his trademark white jacket as he rounds a bend in the centre of the pack during the 1903 race.
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The Tour inspired books and stories that featured the race in a very romantic light.
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Onlookers witness the race as it rattles through the southern French town of Castres in a cloud of dust.


Stage one started at 3.16pm and headed south-east from Paris to Lyons. At 467km it was the second longest stage of the remaining five and France’s Maurice Garin was first across the cobbles into Lyons at nine o’clock the following morning. Less than a minute behind, Hippolyte Pagie, riding for Cycles Pagie of Tourcoing, was close on Garin’s heels and had the reporters licking their lips at the prospect of a close contest. Pagie would abandon the race later, however, leaving second place to Garin’s team-mate Lucien Pothier, whose best place was third on stage five from Bordeaux to Nantes (425km), won by Garin in 27-47-00.


Garin also won the final stage, the longest of the race from Nantes back to Paris (471km), to record three stage wins and a convincing overall victory. Other stages were won by Hippolyte Aucouturier, who abandoned the race on stage one with stomach cramps, most probably from a bout of food poisoning, but won stages two and three as an unclassified rider. Stage four was taken by the first non-French stage winner in the Tour, Charles Laeser of Switzerland, who failed to finish in either of the first two years.


A NATION INSPIRED


Stage starts were not always designed with spectators in mind. Two were flagged away last thing at night, and one before dawn. All the stages took at least 24 hours to complete, and riders were expected to feed themselves and make repairs to their bicycles without outside assistance.


After a total riding time of 94-33-14 Garin finished 2-59-02 ahead of Pothier, a margin between first and second overall that has never been exceeded. His average speed was 25.69kph, or nearly 16mph, some 10mph slower than the Tour a hundred years later. The crowds that came out in increasing numbers as the race worked its clockwise way around France were not interested in the speed of the riders so much as their heroic tales of endurance, described in the most colourful language throughout the pages of L’Auto. A few dozen curious onlookers had turned out on 1 July to see the Tour leave Paris. On its return on 19 July to the stage finish at Ville d’Avray, there were 100,000 in attendance, and a further 20,000 were at the Parc des Princes track for the final victory parade.




Hippolyte Aucouturier


Hippolyte Aucouturier, “Le Terrible”, won two stages in the first Tour de France but could not compete for the overall prize having already abandoned the race on the first stage. The rules allowed for a rider to ride on a stage-by-stage basis, and although he was excluded from contesting for the win overall, Henri Desgrange was unable to prevent him from contesting for stage wins. He tried to handicap Aucouturier after his win on stage two, but the man from Allier caught the leaders and won stage three to Toulouse. An embarrassing situation was resolved when on stage four from Toulouse to Bordeaux a dog brought down a bunch of riders, Aucouturier among them, who abandoned.
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An artist’s sketch of Aucouturier racing the 1903 Paris-Roubaix.






The Early Years (1904–1909)



After the stunning success of the first Tour de France in 1903, it was not unreasonable to expect even greater acclaim in the years that followed.


Tour founder Henri Desgrange and his organising team at the sports newspaper L’Auto had every reason to enjoy a honeymoon period after the runaway popularity of the inaugural Tour de France in 1903. It lasted a little over 12 months, till 2 July 1904, when the second Tour headed out of Paris in the direction of Lyons – and into trouble, lots of it. Things looked promising at the start, with a bigger field of 88 riders headed by 1903 winner Maurice Garin but with a strong rival in Hippolyte Aucouturier. Nor would there be any confusion over riders competing for individual stages but not the overall classification, as the rules now stated that a rider who failed to finish a stage could neither return to bag individual stages nor compete in the overall standings, as Aucouturier had done in 1903.


Garin won the first stage from Paris to Lyons (467km), but a crash for Aucouturier during the stage cast him over two hours adrift of Garin. After a five-day rest period the race continued with the second of six stages, destination Marseilles, 374km away. During the stage Garin was stopped and roughed up by a mob who favoured a regional rider, Alfred Faure. The widespread use of cars inside and outside the race also proved too tempting for some riders who “door-handled” their way to the front, and it was even alleged that some competitors took train rides to circumvent the route.


CHEATS AND CHICANERY


Partisan crowds in St Etienne and Nîmes harassed riders, blocked roads and caused havoc, strewing broken bottles and tin tacks along the route. Officials only got through after brandishing pistols at the hostile crowds. Widespread accusations of cheating were levelled at the leading riders, and when Garin arrived in Paris on 23 July as the winner once again, an announcement was soon made that the result of the race would face the equivalent of a stewards’ inquiry, carried out by the Union Vélocipédique de France. In December the verdict was issued: Garin was disqualified; Aucouturier was stripped of four stage wins; and runner-up Lucien Pothier was banned for life. All were accused of indiscretions that ranged from accepting lifts from cars to eating at the wrong time and place. The winner was a 20-year-old who had placed fifth overall, Henri Cornet.




Louis Trousselier


Louis Trousselier was one of the most popular riders of the era. He won the 1905 Tour, taking five stages on the way. As a soldier in the French army, Trousselier didn’t have time to enjoy the spoils of victory. He was called back to his battalion the next day, having been given special leave by his commanding officer. The Parisian was a showman with a deft hand for bike acrobatics, able to perform nimble dismounts. Rumour has it the moustachioed Frenchman lost all his winnings from his successful Tour in a game of dice soon afterwards. Trousselier was a surer bet on the bike during his career, winning two tough one-day Classics, the 1905 Paris–Roubaix and the 1908 Bordeaux–Paris. He won four stages in the 1906 Tour and was third overall, but never returned to his previous heights.
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Henri Cornet of France was eventually declared the winner after the scandal-hit Tour of 1904, but he had to wait until December of the same year to find out.
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The 1905 Tour de France winner, Louis Trousselier, pictured during his victorious campaign.
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Nine riders fan across the long road from Bayonne to Bordeaux during the 1908 Tour.
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A postcard advertising the Elims Pierre Bicycle.
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Louis Trousselier is first into a corner on the Metz to Belfort stage of the 1909 Tour.


Desgrange lamented in the pages of L’Auto that his beloved Tour de France was finished. “The Tour de France is over,” he wrote, “and its second celebration will also, I deeply fear, be its last.” As has been shown in more recent times, however, the Tour rides out scandals and chicanery that might sink lesser events. Sales of L’Auto remained buoyant, and after a few more rule changes and the introduction of the first big hills in the race, the 1905 Tour was presented to the public as a crusade for the reform of cycling. From 1905 to 1912 the general classification was decided by points, not by each rider’s total elapsed time, and the race got longer too, with 11 stages in 1905 totalling 2,994km. Louis Trousselier rode consistently to win the 1905 race, benefiting from the withdrawal of René Pottier, who was first to the top of the Tour’s first mountain, the Ballon d’Alsace, but fell out of the race a few days later after injuring his leg in a crash while in the lead. The race was not without trouble, however, and tin tacks on the road during the first stage from Paris to Nancy (340km) resulted in just 15 riders finishing the stage out of 60 starters. Once again the regulations were overlooked and a full field assembled for the second stage from Nancy to Besançon (299km).


“Speeding over the Ballon d’Alsace is much easier for me than writing a newspaper article.”


RENÉ POTTIER, 1906 TOUR WINNER
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Georges Passerieu and Albert Dupont, pictured in 1908.


THE TOUR EXPANDS


More changes and extra kilometres were piled on to the 1906 Tour. The total distance was now 4,543km, more than 2,000km longer than the first Tour and now made up of 13 stages, some of which for the first time required a transfer by car from the stage finish to the start of the next leg. This was also the year that the Tour became “La Grande Boucle” (The Great Loop), reaching out to the far corners of the French hexagon, and in 1906 going beyond – into Germany, Spain and Italy. This was also the year that the flamme rouge, the red kite, was flown above the road, signalling one kilometre to go to the finish. Pottier, the ace climber who once again won the stage over the Ballon d’Alsace, the Col de Laffrey and the Col Bayard, plus four others, took the overall honours in Paris. Pottier committed suicide in January the next year, ending what could have been an illustrious Tour record.
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Crowds throng the road as François Faber leads the race near the end of the 1909 Caen to Paris stage.




Checkpoints


In the early years of the Tour every rider’s machine was stamped with a number at the start. These bikes were referred to as “Poinçonnées”, meaning stamped or punched. A bicycle in the Tour de France could only be repaired, not replaced in whole or part, and they were regularly checked by race officials. At overnight stops the machines were guarded by a gendarme to prevent illicit repairs or sabotage by a rival. Machines from this era were sturdy but still prone to tube fractures caused by crashes and the constant hammering from rough and unmade roads. Punctures, whether from sabotage (tin tacks thrown in the road) or just from sharp objects, were a common occurrence and every rider carried a spare tyre wrapped around their shoulders.





One more stage took the total to 14 in the 1907 Tour, which visited Switzerland for the first time and added climbs of the Col de Porte and the Col de Sappey in the Chartreuse. Lucien Petit-Breton won the race, having inherited the lead from Tour favourite Louis Trousselier, who had withdrawn in protest at the penalty imposed on race leader Emile Georget for finishing stage nine from Toulouse to Bayonne (299km) on a borrowed bike.


In 1908 Petit-Breton lined up at the head of what was arguably the first super-team. Peugeot had already won the team classification of the three previous Tours and would take a fourth, plus the individual overall victory thanks to Petit-Breton, in 1908. The French bicycle manufacturer had a rider for every terrain and won all 14 stages, placing four riders in the top four overall. Petit-Breton was tactically astute and strong, riding with incredible consistency to finish in the first four in all but one stage, when he was tenth. His five stage wins resulted in a conclusive Tour double – the first rider to do so. The Tour in just its sixth year was already well on the way to becoming a regular fixture in the French summer sports and social calendar, with thousands taking time off to watch the race and many more following its progress through the pages of L’Auto, which by now was enjoying sales of a quarter of a million.


A giant from Luxembourg, François Faber, dominated the 1909 Tour and became the first overall winner from outside France. His all-powerful Alcyon team almost emulated the performance of Peugeot the previous year, with wins in 13 of the 14 stages, six of them by the six-foot Faber who excelled in atrocious weather that July. Many riders abandoned a race that was considered one of the hardest in Tour history as gales, snow blizzards and quagmire conditions made this a Tour of survival. Of the 150 starters only 55 made it to Paris.
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François Faber of Luxembourg was a big and powerful Tour rider, winner of the Tour in 1909, and seen here running across the line at the end of the fourth stage from Belfort to Lyon.






Into the High Mountains (1910–1914)



Tours in the run-up to the First World War witnessed a decline in French domination and the advent of tremendous climbing stages through the Pyrenees and Alps.


Stages through the Pyrenees and Alps, a return to the general classification based on time and not points, and the introduction of rudimentary gear systems all helped shape the Tour in the prewar years. The style of racing was changing too, with small groups of riders coming together in a bunch, or peloton, often resulting in sprint finishes on flatter stages. This hardly made the racing any easier – many stages were still more than 300km long and one or two each year exceeded 400km, or 250 miles. Powerful teams backed by bicycle manufacturers continued to attract the best riders, clean up many of the stages and claim top overall positions. French squads Alcyon and Peugeot also helped to introduce the first non-French winners, opening up the race to Belgian champions who would henceforth have an influence on the race out of all proportion to the size of their nation.


In 1910 the Tour entered the Pyrenees for the first time. Stage 10 was the first great mountain stage in Tour history, a 326km trek from Luchon to Bayonne over the now legendary cols of the Peyresourde, Aspin, Tourmalet and Aubisque. This and the preceding stage nine, over the Col de Porte, Portet d’Aspet and Portet des Ares, were won by French climbing ace Octave Lapize, who walked and rode his way across the summit passes, leaving the field in tatters many hours behind. Pushing his bike over dirt roads often impossible to ride on owing to the poor surface and the steepness of the gradient, he raged at race officials, shouting “Murderers!” as they awaited the much delayed race at the top of the Aubisque.
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Gustave Garrigou, winner of the Tour in 1911, toils up the Col d’Aubisque.
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Eugene Christophe’s broken forks are repaired at a blacksmith’s shop.
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Eventual winner Octave Lapize walks his bike up a mountain track in the Pyrenees during the 1910 Tour.




Boy and Bellows


In 1913 in the Pyrenees, at the bottom of the Tourmalet, an incident occurred which became one of the enduring legends of the Tour. His forks broken after being hit by a following car, Eugène Christophe shouldered his bike and walked on down to the foot of the valley and the village of Ste Marie-de-Campan, where he found a forge and set about repairing the broken forks of his machine. No help was allowed as the exhausted Christophe hammered and filed away under the strict eye of a race official. Having lost two hours, and any hope of winning the race, he finally set off to complete the stage over the Aspin and Peyresourde to the finish in Luchon. There it was announced that he had been penalised three minutes for allowing a boy to work the bellows in the forge.
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The notes of journalist Alphonse Steines, who was at the finish of stage 9 of the 1910 Tour, from Perpignan to Luchon.


By the finish it was Lapize who ran out the narrow winner over Luxembourg’s François Faber, his Alcyon team-mate and the second of four Alcyon riders in the top four overall. Tragedy overshadowed the 1910 race, which suffered the Tour’s first fatal incident after French rider Adolphe Hélière died, possibly from a jellyfish sting, while swimming in the sea during a rest day in Nice.


INTO THE ALPS


Longer and higher went the 1911 Tour, which at 5,344km over 15 stages (with 14 rest days) was more than twice the length of the first Tour and visited the high Alps for the first time. The field was made up of 47 independent riders and 37 team men representing four marques: La Française, Alcyon, Le Globe and Automoto. From the off the ninth edition of the Tour took a heavy toll on the favourites as 1907–08 double winner Lucien Petit-Breton crashed on the first stage from Paris to Dunkirk (351km) and both Lapize and Faber were later forced out, owing to a crash on the descent of the Ballon d’Alsace which eliminated Lapize from the race and a saddle injury which did for Faber.


The honour of crossing the mighty 2,645m-high Col du Galibier went to Emile Georget, who wheeled his machine between banks of snow on a muddy track and negotiated the long descent to win stage five from Chamonix to Grenoble (366km). Overall victory that year went to Alcyon’s Gustave Garrigou, a Tour stalwart and eight-time top-ten finisher who used a single gear with a freewheel to record his one Tour victory.


Garrigou’s win was not without controversy, however, as he was suspected of being involved in the poisoning of runner-up Paul Duboc of Rouen during stage 10 from Luchon to Bayonne (326km). Duboc had escaped the field but was struck down with stomach pains and vomiting which lost him the stage and valuable points in the overall. When the Tour reached Duboc’s region for the penultimate stage from Cherbourg to Le Havre (361km), Garrigou rode incognito in a different jersey and with his moustache shaved off to avoid the attentions of Duboc’s vengeful supporters.
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Henri Alavoine climbs the Col d’Allos during the 1913 Tour. The brother of four-time podium finisher Jean Alavoine was a wartime casualty, dying in 1916 at the age of 26.


“The time-based classification has proven itself the only system capable of maintaining interest from start to f inish.”


L’AUTO, 1913
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Philippe Thys on the descent of Col de Tourmalet in 1913, the year he won his first Tour.
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In the mountains of the Swiss Alps during the 1913 Tour, riders chip away at the gradient, and the gaps between them, on the hairpin turns.


THE BELGIAN ERA


Belgium recorded its first victory of the Tour in the tenth edition of 1912. Trade team numbers were capped at ten and it was accepted that team-mates could also work together and did not have to ride solo. Terrible weather followed the race, which was controlled by overall winner Odile Defraye, his Alcyon team-mates and Belgian riders keen to see a compatriot make Tour history. French opposition looked strong at the start, but Petit-Breton hit a cow on the second stage from Dunkirk to Longwy (388km) and Lapize was dropped in the Pyrenees and abandoned the race, complaining that he was outnumbered by Alcyon and the Belgians. Frenchman Eugène Christophe finished second that year and would have won the race had it been classified by time and not points.


In 1913 the Tour, for the first time since 1904, was contested on the basis of elapsed time. It failed to produce a French winner – another ten years would go by before France put a halt to Belgian victors. Riding for the all-powerful Peugeot team, which won ten of the 15 stages and produced the first three overall, the 23-yearold Belgian Philippe Thys put in a consistent performance to lead the race for the last seven stages after Nice. That year the race was run for the first time in an anti-clockwise direction, taking in the Pyrenees before the Alps.


The last Tour before the First World War took place as international events began to unfold with catastrophic speed. On the day that the Tour started, 28 June, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian empire, was assassinated in Bosnia. Eight days after the Tour ended on 26 July, Germany declared war on France. Many Tour riders went straight into the war and never came back, including Petit-Breton, Lapize and Faber. The race itself looked a lot closer than it was, as Thys once again tenaciously held on to a 30-minute lead through the Pyrenees and Alps and looked set for a comfortable victory. On the penultimate stage from Longwy to Dunkirk (390km) a 30-minute penalty handed out to Thys after he accepted an unauthorised wheel change threw the result into doubt. The Belgian stayed glued to the wheel of France’s Henri Pélissier on the final stage to Paris (340km) and emerged the narrow winner with a 1-50 lead over Pélissier.




The First World War


Continuation of the Tour de France was out of the question as the war swept across Europe and sport took a back seat to survival. Race founder Henri Desgrange threw his efforts into training army recruits before enlisting as a soldier himself, winning the Croix de Guerre. Cycles still played a part in the war, with bicycle infantries, medics, scouts and messengers. The first wearer of the yellow jersey, Eugène Christophe, served in a cycling battalion. Peace returned in November 1918, and the Tour followed seven months later, symbolising resilience and renewal as riders raced along roads scarred by battle. Sadly, many former competitors did not return. As well as three Tour champions, Emile Engel was killed ten weeks after winning a stage of the 1914 Tour and the first man to crest the Aubisque, François Lafourcade, also did not come back.
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