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Introduction

Welcome to France

I DROVE WEST out of Paris in a gunmetal gray Citroën that didn’t so much as shimmy at a hundred miles per hour. It was a relief to be away. I had three hundred miles to drive, and a list of imperative tasks to accomplish when I got there. Foremost was finding the Tour de France. All I knew was that it started in Fromentine, a little fishing village famous for oysters and sea salt, located somewhere on the Bay of Biscay.

Fulfilling any stereotype one might have about the French being difficult, the Tour’s starting point is rarely easy to find. One reason is that the start location varies annually. Localities pay the Tour upwards of a million francs to host one of the daily starts and finishes, and a king’s ransom to host the beginning of the entire Tour. Sometimes, as an outreach to its traditional European fan base, the start is not even in France. The most dramatic example might be 1998, when the Tour began an overnight ferry ride away in Dublin.

But no matter where it starts, the Tour always ends in Paris, in the shadow of the Arc de Triomphe. Crowds line the Champs-Élysées on the last Sunday in July, cheering lustily from behind metal barricades as the riders fly past. The winner is the rider completing his tour of France in the lowest cumulative time. For his efforts, this man receives more than $400,000 in prize money, which he is expected to donate to the teammates who worked so selflessly to help him win.

But that finish line was still three weeks off. Paris could wait. It was time to find Fromentine. The fishing village was not in most guidebooks or even on many maps. So immediately upon driving away from the rental counter at de Gaulle, I had pulled into a roadside coffeehouse for a map study. The room was wreathed in cigarette smoke and the coffee was served in demitasse portions. I took a seat in the corner, directly behind a woman in a drab business skirt and white blouse. Her haircut was severe to the point of being frightening, and she angled her chin upward as she smoked, giving her an imperious air. Now and again the woman leaned toward her companion. When she did, her shirt rode up, exposing the small of her back and the lacy waistband of what appeared to be an expensive thong.

I studied my map — not just any map, but the Michelin France Tourist and Motoring Atlas, a 420-page, spiral-bound, 3.1-pound cartographic behemoth that listed every single highway, road, lane, and trail in the entire nation. The cover, coincidentally, was yellow, appropriate for charting a course through the Tour.

It is amazing to me that a nation that has existed for hundreds of years — if not more than a thousand if you start counting at Charlemagne, when France was a nation in concept and attitude only — has been unable to design a logical series of roads providing easy access to and from their most fabled and hallowed city. Democracy — yes. Champagne — yes. Catherine Deneuve — definitely yes. A simple way in and out of the City of Light — impossible.

Charles de Gaulle Airport is located northeast of Paris. The road to Fromentine is the A11, which begins southeast of the city. My atlas showed no easy path from one to the other. The last thing I wanted to do was cut through the city and get stuck in a Parisian traffic snarl. What I hoped to find was a perimeter expressway. What I found, instead, was a confusing array of two-lane highways and autoroutes interweaving around and through Paris like so many strands of cooked spaghetti hurled onto a plate. They changed direction and numeric designation without warning, their design a vestige of the city’s medieval origins. The roads were once paths connecting villages, grooved into the earth by cattle meandering from pasture to pasture — and it shows.

Far be it from me to suggest that France ignore its pastoral roots, but as I became more and more lost over the next three hours, lurching along in first gear surrounded by commuters who were also going nowhere fast, the rationale for allowing bovine wanderings to dictate the driving habits of thousands upon thousands of modern motorists seemed increasingly unclear. Not only was there the fear of getting lost, but with all the stop and go and road sign confusion, the chance of a fender bender (or worse) seemed awfully high. All I could do was inch forward and pray for the best.

But adventure, as Amelia Earhart once said so famously, is where you find it. So as the hours ticked past and the chance of making Fromentine before nightfall began to feel remote, I took deep calming breaths (Inhale peace. Exhale conflict. Repeat.) and reminded myself that even Parisian traffic could be considered a sort of fantastic voyage. Sooner or later I would find where I was going.

What was the worst possible thing that could happen? I would be unable to find the A11. In that case, I would be forced to drive into the heart of Paris to recharge my batteries for a night before trying again. I would rent a fabulously expensive hotel room with a king-size bed and one of those rain nozzles in the shower, eat an insanely overpriced meal, sleep off my jet lag, go for a 5:00 a.m. run along the Seine, then climb back into the Citroën and set forth. 

Seen in that light, things weren’t so bad.

I pushed on. Several times I almost ended up at Euro Disney. I kept expecting to round a bend and see the Eiffel Tower, meaning that my stellar sense of direction had led me into, rather than out of, Paris. But I followed the signs to Versailles, which my Michelin map told me was very close to the A11. Then I saw another sign, this one pointing toward Le Mans, which reminded me of a Steve McQueen movie I’d seen as a kid about auto racing. That made me think of Yves Montand and his sad eyes in Grand Prix (a different car-racing movie, but more French, and thus more applicable to my situation). “Do you ever get tired of the driving?” Montand’s character had asked another racer, then answered his own question. “I sometimes get tired of the driving.”

Me, too.

In a way, those movies had inspired my current quest. They had provided some of my first impressions of France, and the nature of competition, instilling a desire to know what it was like firsthand. The great French writer and thinker Albert Camus once wrote, “You cannot create experience. You must undergo it.”

That’s why I had come to France: to undergo the entire Tour experience. I had been there many times before, but just for a week or several days at a time. That was just a tease. I wanted more. As I discovered at my first Tour, millions of others felt the same way. In the clog of traffic it was easy to momentarily forget the magic. But suddenly, thanks to Steve McQueen, my waning sense of adventure was replaced by a buoyant sensation. You are in France, I thought, and over the next few weeks, you are going to witness one of the greatest athletic contests in the world. Forget about the traffic. Forget about the roads behind you. Forget about the road beneath you. Think only of the road in front of you. As the man who has won the last six Tours might say, just do it.

Then, as if I had slipped through some magical portal, I was on the A11. There was no warning. It simply happened. The traffic jams vanished. I temporarily severed my emotional attachment to the Michelin book. There is nothing more comforting in a foreign land than knowing where you are. For the first time all day, I did.

I eased the Citroën into the fast lane and shifted into sixth gear. The view was of rolled bales of hay and pale yellow pastures, divided one from the other by towering green pine trees. A stout wind was tipping them sideways. Herds of white cows lay on the grass, as still as rocks. The sky was the color of ashes. It was Nebraska, with castles.

When getting lost had seemed inevitable, the rationalizations about Paris hotel rooms had seemed acceptable. But now that I was on my way, my head cleared. I needed to find Fromentine. Then I needed to find the Tour, to pick up my press pass (or risk standing in a long line the following morning, and perhaps missing the start). Then I needed to find a hotel. Assuming that the accreditation center closed at five, I had about four hours to make it.

A Tour press credential is the grown-up equivalent of Willy Wonka’s golden ticket. It cannot be bought, only granted. It provides almost total access to any aspect of the Tour de France. A single flash of the credential means I can climb over the metal barricades onto the course to interview the riders before and after a stage. The credential procures access to the exquisite Tour buffet in each town along the way, with sideboards that groan with regional delicacies. It gets the stern, white-holstered Republican Guard gendarmes not only to wave my rental car through Tour roadblocks but also to snap off a quick nod of greeting as they do so, as if we are both part of some greater Tour brotherhood.

Most fun of all, the credential gets me that face time with Lance Armstrong and other top riders, a privilege not accorded the average Tour spectator. The credential is the difference between being woven into the Tour’s daily fabric and being an observer, standing back to admire it all.

Traffic jammed again at Nîmes, an hour from the Atlantic coast. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Everywhere on the road, I saw motor homes. Not those obnoxious behemoths clogging the roads in America, decorated with maps of the states the owner has visited and Good Sam Club stickers and towing a Honda and never easing to the side of the road to let anyone pass. These motor homes were small and low. Almost all of them had bikes racked to the bumper. More than one passed me.

That’s when it hit me: It was Friday afternoon. The Tour de France started in less than twenty-four hours. Those motor homes were on their way to Fromentine. Some, I knew from past Tours, were just going for a weekend. But many would spend the next twenty-three days like me, following each and every stage as the Tour wound about France. The motor homes again reminded me why I’d flown six thousand miles to find Fromentine.

I was Chasing Lance. Just like them.

A game is played at the Tour each day. I call it Chasing Lance. The players are Lance Armstrong, the roughly twenty-five hundred members of the international press, and the hundreds of thousands of spectators. For some the goal is an interview, for others an autograph. But the pinnacle of Chasing Lance — the ultimate coup, to be kept entirely to oneself until the proceedings have been written up and published — is the one-on-one discussion. These are as uncommon as Easter breakfast with the pope.

The game can seem somewhat silly to the uninitiated. Lance, on the surface, is just a bike rider and the Tour de France is just a bike race. But just as the Tour’s twenty-three grueling days are a symbol of endurance and suffering, so Lance’s six Tour victories and famous triumph over cancer have made him a metaphor for perseverance. He is not a saint, and he has been known to carry a grudge to extreme lengths, but at the end of the day, what Armstrong has to say about life at the Tour — and, sometimes, life itself — carries a certain heft. Thus, Chasing Lance.

I was relieved to make Fromentine by four-thirty. Traffic was backed up for ten miles on the lone two-lane road leading into town. The land was flat and open near the coast, with the pines replaced by grassy estuary. Giant stone crucifixes towered over the roadside, the suffering Christ a subtle reminder of the religious wars that once divided France. And, always, the white cows, not a single one of them standing.

Fromentine bustled with preparation. A billboard with a picture of baby-faced French cyclist Thomas Voeckler proudly announced that the Vendée region, in which Fromentine perches on the far western edge, would be the site of the Tour’s 2005 departure. Shiny metal barricades lined the roads. Bars and cafés overflowed with tourists. The houses were painted in cheery pastels, and the air smelled of the ocean.

But there was no sign of Tour headquarters. I parked and wandered the streets until I found a construction crew erecting metal fencing for the prerace village. In the morning it would be the site of a gala send-off. Now it was just a fence.

A Tour official approached. He had flinty eyes. A black soul patch sprouted like a burr from beneath his lower lip. A Tour credential hung around his neck. I could see that his last name was Hinault. The headquarters, he told me between long pulls on his cigarette, was twenty miles back up the road in Challans. “But the start is here,” I insisted.

“Yes.”

“And the accreditation center is supposed to be at the start?” “Yes.” His gaze was distracted by something over my right shoulder. He studied it at length and took another long drag on the Gitane. When he looked back at me, surprise passed over his face, as if he’d forgotten I was there.

“So there must be some sort of media center or other place where I can pick up my credential.”

“There is. In Challans.”

“That makes no sense.”

He merely shrugged, lifting his shoulders toward his ears and turning his palms upward before exhaling forcefully and letting it all drop. There is a saying that I have reluctantly come to embrace: It is what it is. Don’t get worked up about things you can’t control, just accept them and move on. The Gallic shrug epitomizes that sentiment. It was what it was.

“Your last name is Hinault,” I said, hoping my tone sounded warmer.

He smiled. “Yes.”

“Is your father Bernard Hinault?” The Badger, as Bernard Hinault was known in his 1980s glory days, was a five-time Tour de France champion, famed for his aggressive riding tactics and brusque demeanor. Now Bernard Hinault made his living as a spokesman for the Tour. He was still brusque.

“Yes.” His pride was obvious and quite touching. I think every son likes to feel that way about his father.

“That’s pretty cool.”

He just nodded as he took one last drag. “The accreditation does not close until ten o’clock,” he told me. “I think you will make it.”

Challans was famous throughout the Vendée region for its fairs and markets. Thus it was uniquely qualified to host the Tour de France. I parked on the outer limits of a street carnival, in the shadow of a giant video screen showing Tour highlights. A live band played something that sounded like a French version of “Eye of the Tiger.” Local farmers and food vendors hawked their wares in open-air stalls. And a line of brightly decorated Tour

team cars and team buses were parked close to a grand hall known as the Palais des Expositions. A great white tent stood nearby, as long and wide as half a football field. Inside was Matthieu, the bearded young Frenchman in charge of accreditation. I had worried all day that there would be no credential waiting; that all those forms, photos, and letters of assignment I had mailed to Paris months ago had never arrived. That, in fact, I would be forced to follow the Tour without the access that so enhanced the daily sense of joie de vivre. But they had.

Matthieu and I have spoken at length on several occasions, but he always pretends he has never met me before. Whether this says more about him or me, I don’t know. When asked for my credentials, he did not hand them to me personally. Nor did his assistant, an icy young woman with gimlet eyes named Virginie. Those two merely oversaw the proceedings from a distance. Actual physical contact with the media was reserved for flunkies and interns. In my case, it was a guy with a ponytail who was passing the time juggling a trio of hacky sacks as I approached the desk.

He could have been juggling chainsaws for all I cared. It was all about the credential. The three-by-five bit of plastic was attached to a green lanyard. I slipped it over my head as if I were donning Harry Potter’s cloak of invisibility. Both conferred special powers. I navigated back to the Citroën and affixed bright orange credential stickers to the front and rear windshields. Then I set out to find a room for the night.

I stopped first at a small inn. It was on a country lane, halfway back to Fromentine. A restaurant was in front. Guest rooms were in a separate building out back. The dining room was almost full as I stepped inside. The air smelled of garlic and seared steak. The proprietress ran the hotel and restaurant as her two teenaged daughters served the food. I assumed that the gentleman in chef’s whites who emerged from the kitchen to pour a draft beer down his throat in a single gulp was her husband. “Vouz avez une réserve?” she responded to my inquiry.

“I’m sorry. No reservation. I was just hoping you had a room.” “No, monsieur,” she replied in halting English. “We are complet — full, as you say.” I couldn’t tell who felt more successful: me, for understanding her original statement in French, or Madame, for translating my English.

L’Aubergine, as the establishment was known, was unassuming, and even a little tacky in a Thomas Kinkade sort of way. The room was decorated in French provincial fashion: wood plank floors, dark wooden chairs and tables. But the flowers on the tables were plastic and the artwork on the plaster walls had an offbeat cycling theme, such as the painting labeled Tour 2005 that featured a group of cyclists pedaling along the ocean and was framed by, of all things, a life preserver.

But the food smelled delicious. I hadn’t eaten since the curried chicken burrito at a rest stop in Le Mans, eight hours earlier. (In addition to forgoing hotel reservations, just for the sake of adventure, I had also made a pre-Tour vow that I would try any regional delicacy or house specialty — no matter how strange — placed before me. The curried chicken burrito had been very good.)

I asked for a table and ordered from the prix fixe menu: oysters first, followed by steak au poivre, then chocolate mousse for dessert. I would wash it all down with a glass of red table wine. The oysters were different from the ones I’d eaten before — smaller and slimier and served with a dark salty substance that looked and tasted a little like soy sauce. But they were interesting. I felt myself relaxing after the long day of pre-Tour meandering, and I passed the time between courses gazing at a particularly odd mural. It showed a white-haired gentleman sitting on a cloud, looking down upon the smiling faces of Lance Armstrong, Bernard Hinault, Eddy Merckx, Laurent Fignon, and a handful of other Tour champions. The mural covered an entire wall and was just weird enough to be cool.

A fabulous meal and one hour and a half dozen hotels later, I found a room in the charming little village of Notre-Dame-de-Monts. The mattress was lumpy and thin, a roll-up metal security curtain covered the window, and the “shower” was a metal tube poking out of the bathroom wall. But it was a place to lay my head. And after a long day of travel, that simple room looked as inviting as the Presidential Suite.

The bar was still open and I didn’t quite feel like sleeping, so I sat outside with a tall dark glass of Leffe, searching the sky for Orion’s belt but not finding it. The night air was warm. It felt good to be in that little coastal town, drinking cold beer under a sky shot through with stars. I opened my notebook and began writing.

The Tour de France, I realized, is an actual tour of France. Officially, there is no such thing as a starting line. The place where the riders begin their travel each day is known by the French word for start: Départ. I had traveled across a continent across an ocean across a nation to find charming little Notre-Dame-de-Monts. But for all the miles I had traveled, I had not yet departed on my tour of France. Nor, for that matter, had the man we would all be chasing. That departure would happen the next day.

The race begins where it begins.


Part I

Trials


Stage One

July 2, 2005

Fromentine–Noirmoutier-en-l’Île

11.8 Miles

THE TOUR DE FRANCE travels around France in a clockwise direction in odd-numbered years and counterclockwise in even. As the race unfolds, the three-week duration entwines the Tour with the three-part structure vital to all great dramas. Week One is the setup, contested in the flat (and usually rainy) northern regions and known for sprint finishes and hard crashes. Week Two sees the agony of the long mountain climbs and descents. This is when a true leader emerges. Week Three is the final dash to Paris, where the winner is crowned. By then the riders are exhausted and have lost almost all their body fat. The third week is one of attrition. The rider who most desires victory must find it within himself to rise above his pain and fatigue.

As Charles de Gaulle once noted, “France is not France without grandeur.” The Tour is a daily confirmation of those words. Pageantry on the grandest scale attends its progress. A miles-long advertisement caravan of absurdly decorated cars, buses, and motorcycles precedes the peloton (as the main pack of cyclists is known) each day. An entourage of mechanics, masseurs, managers, doctors, cooks, journalists, race officials, the Tour’s private police force, and the mobile Tour bank (the only financial institution in France allowed to remain open on Bastille Day) accompanies the riders from town to town. Helicopters fill the skies. TV cameras document every moment of the action, broadcasting live to dozens of countries. Twenty million spectators stand alongside France’s narrow country roads to witness the race in person. Many will have camped there for days, eating picnic-style from hampers of food, waiting for that blink of an eye when the riders whiz past. The spectators spread banners exhorting their personal favorites and paint their sentiments on the roadway in great brushstrokes. It is as if a giant force blows through France each July, unencumbered by traditional standards of scale, perspective, and passion — a metaphor for France itself.

The Tour typically comprises an opening prologue followed by twenty stages. Two rest days are held along the way, making the Tour twenty-three days soup to nuts.

If the Tour were a symphony, the prologue would be the overture. Starting alone, one minute apart, cyclists race against the clock. The distance varies from year to year, but Tour rules stipulate that a prologue can be no more than five miles long. Over such a short course, the gap between the first-place finisher and the last is rarely more than seconds. But competition isn’t really the point. It’s all about the great drama soon to unfold. Sending cyclists off one at a time is their introduction. Each man enjoys his sliver of glory before relegation to peloton anonymity, which happens to all but the elite in the three weeks of riding that follow.

Which is not to say that competition is absent. The yellow jersey denoting the overall Tour de France leader is awarded to the prologue winner, and wearing the maillot jaune is a dream of every professional cyclist. The chance to snatch it, if only for those mere twenty-four hours until the end of the next stage, when their talent catches up with them, compels many a middling rider to race out of his mind, turning in a performance far beyond any reasonable expectation.

Lance Armstrong appeared to do just that when he won the prologue in 1999. It was Armstrong’s first year back after his battle with cancer. At the time, most people thought the prologue victory was a fluke or a gift. It was only later, when he punished the competition in the mountains and went on to win his first Tour, that it became clear there had been no gifts.

But Tour director Jean-Marie Leblanc had announced a break from tradition for 2005. There would be twenty-one stages instead of twenty. The first day of riding would still be an overture. The riders would make their entrance one at a time, allowing spectators and fellow racers to get a glimpse of who was fit and who was not, who was confident and who was not, who was hungry to wear the yellow jersey into Paris three weeks and a day later — and who was not.

This would be accomplished through a brutish contest known as the individual time trial. Cyclists call it “the race of truth.” There are two at the Tour each year. A rider cannot possibly hope to become champion until he masters this event.

The individual time trial differs from a prologue only in its greater length. But therein lies the truth serum. With each additional mile in the saddle, a cyclist’s relative strengths and weaknesses are revealed. It is possible to bluff one’s way through a three-mile prologue, willing the legs to turn the pedals at a superhuman tempo for a scant seven or so minutes. But an individual time trial may last more than an hour longer. The gap between first place and last is not measured in seconds anymore but in multiples of minutes.

I feel a vulture’s fascination watching lesser riders contest an individual time trial. They decompensate over the final miles, stop pedaling hard through turns, raise from their aerodynamic tuck more often, and sometimes just plain crash. Hubris and bravado vanish, done in by the brutal public display of mediocrity. Nothing in cycling, with the exception of a mountaintop finish, is as dramatic.

Leblanc was a professional cyclist in his youth. He had ridden the Tour twice and excelled at the race of truth. At sixty-one, the shrewd and gregarious director with the jaunty Franklin Delano Roosevelt chin and Roman nose was too old and heavy to dream of racing a bicycle. But he could be a competitive force in another way. The director used his power to ensure that the Tour’s course would be a living adversary, not just the landscape but the order and layout of individual stages, right down to whether a finish was atop an Alpine crag or in the valley below. Throughout Armstrong’s six-year run as champion, Leblanc had repeatedly been accused of jiggering the course to make it “Lance-proof.” That is, he designed courses that played down Armstrong’s strength and accentuated his minor weaknesses. The charges were not without merit.

Tour directors have long enjoyed a reputation for petty tyranny. Race founder Henri Desgrange so frequently enraged Henri Pelissier in the 1920s that the great rider often quit the Tour in disgust long before the finish. But Leblanc’s thinly veiled disdain for Armstrong set a new benchmark. They had jousted in the press and in person. I stood a few feet away as Armstrong chewed out Leblanc after a mountain stage in 2004, stabbing his finger and speaking angrily. Leblanc had taken a swipe at Armstrong just days before the start of the 2005 Tour, questioning his morale and professionalism. At the same time, Leblanc let slip a fondness for “old-fashioned” riders — those who raced hard from March to October rather than focusing only on the Tour, as Armstrong did.

After he had spent seventeen years at the helm, 2005 would be the last Tour for Leblanc — and for Armstrong. It was the final chance to Lance-proof a course. A long opening time trial might have allowed Armstrong to bust the race wide open, providing he was fit enough to outrace his opponents. So Leblanc announced a time trial of absurd length to open their final Tour: too long to be a prologue but far too short for a respectable race of truth. The last time Leblanc had replaced the prologue with such a short time trial had been 2000. Armstrong was runner-up that day in Futuroscope, losing by just two seconds.

The route that would open the 2005 Tour was just under twelve miles long, from Fromentine to Noirmoutier-en-l’Île. The route would be entirely flat, with the exception of a tall, windblown causeway connecting the mainland and the island. That portion of the Atlantic coast was also an area of great history, dating back to Napoleon and the later civil wars of the French Revolution. The Nazi U-boat fleets had sheltered at nearby Lorient. The Vendée coast was the scene of intense fighting between German and Allied forces in August 1944. At low tide the hulls of sunken ships could still be seen.

Stage One was due to start at three-forty in the afternoon. Frenchman Ludovic Turpin would roll out of the starting house first. One hundred eighty-eight riders would follow in one-minute intervals (the number of riders varies by year, but in 2005 the Tour would be composed of twenty-one teams, each having nine riders). Defending champion Armstrong, the last racer onto the course, would roll out three hours and eight minutes after Turpin.

By day’s end, the top tier of competitors would be separated from the also-rans like wheat being separated from chaff. The stage would be set for those elites to battle it out all the way to Paris.

I was up at seven-thirty and stumbling out the front door of the hotel for a run five minutes later. My hamstrings were stiff from too many hours sitting on planes and in cars, and my first steps were a glorified hobble. Lavender was growing by the road. I plucked a sprig and crushed it between my thumb and fore-finger, then lifted it to my nose and inhaled deeply. The aroma was shocking and sweet, as I’d hoped it would be.

I passed an old stone church with bright red wooden doors and aimed toward a meadow marking the border between town and country. The rising sun was pale, and the flat farmland smelled of dew-covered grass. I was reminded that the area was once so known for cereal crops that froment, French for wheat, is how Fromentine got its name. An old woman cried, “Bonjour!” as I trotted past her whitewashed cottage. I yelled the same in reply, desperately hoping to sound French but knowing by her surprised look that I did not.

But it was a start. I travel best when I give in to my surroundings, letting their sights and smells wash over me until I forget when I arrived and when I will fly home.

I had no problem giving in to France.

Breakfast in the hotel’s small mauve nook was croissants baked that morning and unrepentantly strong coffee. The room had six tables with frail wicker chairs but was empty. I read a two-day-old Wall Street Journal, focusing on an article stating that a bee had stung Lance Armstrong during a final pre-Tour training ride. Details were fuzzy, but it seemed the bee had flown up under his sunglasses. In the chaos that followed (visions of Oakleys being ripped from the cropped head, sputtered profanity, a surprised French bumblebee flying off to die, unaware that he had given his life for a six-time Tour champion), Armstrong crashed and got a black eye. Whether or not this would hurt his chances of winning a seventh consecutive Tour was anyone’s guess.

Crash or no, his fitness was the matter of some debate. Armstrong’s pre-Tour buildup had been anything but smooth. He had failed to finish the Paris–Nice stage race in March — and looked less than slender doing so. There had been a lackluster performance at the Tour de Georgia in April, his final race on American soil. Add in a jet-set lifestyle that saw his picture in People on a somewhat regular basis and it was difficult to be optimistic about Armstrong’s possibilities.

The top threats were riders who had dogged his heels at the 2004 Tour: Italian Ivan Basso, who rode for Team CSC; Germany’s Jan Ullrich, who rode for T-Mobile; and Alexandre Vinokourov — “Vino” — the national champion of Kazakhstan. Wily and unpredictable, Vino also rode for T-Mobile. There was no doubt that those three men were capable of humbling Armstrong. Some other threat would arise as the Tour unfolded. One always did.

That threat could be an American. Levi Leipheimer of Team Gerolsteiner and Floyd Landis of Team Phonak were said to be stronger. Leipheimer was a bold Montanan with an introvert’s penchant for brooding. Landis, with his quick wit and air of defiance, had become a cyclist against his father’s wishes. Both men had ridden on Armstrong’s U.S. Postal Team in previous Tours (title sponsorship shifted to the Discovery Channel one day before the end of the 2004 Tour). When Landis and Leipheimer took their considerable talent to other squads for more money and the chance to be team leader, Armstrong considered it an act of disloyalty. There was no love lost between the three men.

The lead piece in the French papers was about Ullrich. I couldn’t read the caption, but a full-color shot of a car’s shattered rear window told the story: The German had also crashed. And, apparently, right through a panel of tempered glass on one of his team’s assistance vehicles.

I downed the last of my coffee. It was time to watch the Tour de France in person.

The village square where I’d parked the Citroën reminded me of the opening scene from Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. On the far side was the old stone church. The good people of Notre-Dame-de-Monts were using the structure as an elaborate bike rack, leaning their three-speeds against its weathered walls while they wandered through the Saturday market or across to the boulangerie for a fresh baguette.

My previous visits to the Tour had taken place during its second and third weeks. The air then sizzled with Tour fever — flags affixed to cars, homemade banners lining the roadway, amateur cyclists pedaling in the uniforms of their favorite teams. And, of course, the drunks. The Raider fans of Europe, the hooligans of cycling; Spanish, Dutch, German, and American, they lined the mountain stages as if it were their own personal party, taunting and spitting on riders they didn’t like. Just as often they simply painted slogans on the road to get their point across.

I saw none of that in Notre-Dame-de-Monts. The bikes against the church were the only sign that the world’s greatest cycling event was getting under way one town over. I had heard that there was a different vibe to the Tour’s first week — more laid-back; more small-town French; less jingoistic. Perhaps, I thought, there would be just a handful of spectators on hand to witness the prologue.

I was wrong.

There is a reason the Tour is the world’s biggest sporting event. That reason, in a word, is fanaticism.

Easing the Citroën onto the course, I plunged into a gauntlet of spectators. Thousands upon thousands lined the road. Cyclists wearing the colors of their favorite teams clogged the blustery two-lane. The motor homes were there, too, parked off the course with such neat precision that it was as if the parking-lot fairy had striped the roadside in the middle of the night. Banners supporting a favorite rider hung from individual vehicles. Teenagers painted slogans and riders’ names on the pavement in three-foot block letters. Nothing like in 2004, when Lance Armstrong was greeted by “I Fucked Sheryl” as he climbed L’Alpe d’Huez. German fans had used white paint and toilet brushes to create that insult to Lance and his girlfriend, singer Sheryl Crow. Undeniably crude but stunning in its audacity, it had set a new standard for drunken Tour behavior. The American comeback (“Rip Their Balls Off, Lance”) was corporate and vaguely impotent by comparison.

Portable tables were arranged on the shoulder. Whole chickens, hard sausages, bowls of fruit, long baguettes the shape of a flattened cylinder, and bottles of wine and water were laid out next to paper plates and plastic glasses. In hard-vinyl lawn chairs set facing the road, spectators claimed their spot. It would be at least six hours before the first rider came through, but they showed no signs of impatience.

The crowd corridor was like that all the way to the finish line, ten miles away. Oyster farms and low salt marshes defined the topography. The air smelled like low tide. It was as if the Tour were being held in Cape Cod on Fourth of July weekend.

Arriving at the finish area of the Tour is like driving into an extraordinary carnival with an equally extraordinary security fetish. Fences are everywhere. Security badges are checked constantly. But soon all that is just part of the scenery. There is a feeling that an exciting new world, one with an extremely focused sense of purpose, has been entered. There are impromptu television studios for beaming the Tour around the world, in dozens of languages. There is an inflatable amphitheater with a special awards podium where the yellow jersey is awarded each afternoon. A great blue-and-white banner signifies the finish line. Special VIP areas serve cocktails and appetizers. There is a press tent capable of holding a thousand media at the same time. The Tour finish area has its own telecommunications, sanitation, showers, drug-testing lab, kitchen, and massive video screen that broadcasts the race live for the spectator throngs lining the homestretch three-deep. A French television show named Vélo-Club is shot entirely on location at the conclusion of each stage.

This entire mass is broken down each and every night, then moved to the next day’s finish and reconstructed. Hundreds of semitrucks are parked in neat rows near the finish, specifically for that purpose. The broadcast booths, amphitheater, VIP risers, and Vélo-Club set are all situated atop flatbed trailers. In an act of automotive origami, they fold in on themselves at the end of the day and get hitched to a cab for their overnight drive. It is the equivalent of setting up and breaking down a Super Bowl each and every night for twenty-three consecutive days, and easily the most amazing feat of logistics I have ever witnessed.

But most of all, the finish area is defined by a sense of expectation. It is the place, after all, where each stage’s actions conclude. Two big questions are answered there each day: Who won the stage? And, who’s wearing the yellow jersey? Excitement hangs in the air at all times — the awareness that sometime late in the afternoon, there will be pandemonium and exultation and despair and great wondrous confusion. Each and every person in attendance will scramble to make sense of it all. The sense of expectation is contagious and verily hums through your body. The air smells sweeter, food tastes better, the senses grow sharper, and fatigue has no place. It’s not like being in love. And it’s not like having sex. But it’s very, very close.

Next to the victory podium, Bob Babbitt was having a discussion with Armstrong’s coach, a somewhat bedraggled former racer named Chris Carmichael. Carmichael was laying out Armstrong’s strategy for the entire Tour. A lot of “Lance wants it bad” and “Landis is too immature to win” and stuff like that. What struck me most were the comments that Armstrong had struggled to get himself in shape, that the daily motivation to get out of bed and push his body to a new level had been a chore. I liked that. It made him sound human, rather than like some guy who just snapped his fingers and won.

It was nice seeing Babbitt and Carmichael together; they had both played pivotal roles in Lance’s career. Carmichael is best known as the coach who first tutored a young Armstrong in cycling tactics and later talked him into a comeback after cancer. His coaching career would end with Lance’s final Tour.

Babbitt was on the scene even before Carmichael. An influential figure in the sport of triathlon, Babbitt first perceived Armstrong as the next big thing in endurance sports. This was back in 1986, when the brash Texan almost beat a world-class field in a Dallas-area triathlon (Armstrong had the lead but faded badly to finish ninetieth). Armstrong was just fifteen at the time.

The intense, wisecracking Babbitt became Lance’s champion. Later, Babbitt was one of the first to learn of Armstrong’s cancer and an ardent supporter throughout that battle. It was Babbitt who predicted to me (somewhat ludicrously, I thought at the time) that Lance would win the Tour back in 1999. Babbitt didn’t make the statement after Armstrong won the prologue, but one week before that Tour began, when the rest of the world thought Lance was washed up. “I really only came here for Lance,” Babbitt confided to me at the 2005 Tour. He’d never been to the Tour before. “I just want to see him race one last time.”

Conversations like Babbitt and Carmichael’s, in one language or another, were everywhere. The Tour thrives on rumor and speculation. For months, there had been gossip about whether Lance Armstrong could win, distilled to single-sentence sound bites: too old; too complacent; too distracted; and so on. Now the arguments focused on whether he could win today. No longer was the Tour being viewed in the abstract but on a stage-by-stage, here-and-now basis.

It was five hours later when Armstrong prepared to confront those rumors. He rolled his special time-trial bike with its low-slung handlebars into the start house. A small yellow line on the floor marked the departure point. As with all time trials, the start would see him ride out the front opening of the small hut, then down a short ramp onto the course. It was 6:47 and 45 seconds in the evening. He would start at 6:48 exactly. Ivan Basso had started two minutes before. Jan Ullrich was Armstrong’s one-minute man.
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