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Introduction



Once a year, an eighty-year-old widow and her two forty-something children gather in a Paris office to sign off on the financial accounts of the Tour de France and some other smaller sports events. The meeting occurs every June, and is a formality. After all, they speak to each other almost every day. After agreeing to award themselves a dividend, often worth tens of millions of euros, they go their separate ways. The rendezvous has taken little more than an hour, and is over for another year. As the trio leave, they disappear on to the streets, unrecognised.


Yet the cycling race that finishes on the Champs Élysées in a mark of its stature is owned by this closely knit triumvirate. Between them, these three have the right to set the route, invite some of the teams, sell television rights, decide the prize money and pocket the profits.


For decades, the family has stayed out of the public eye. It is shielded from scrutiny by a small group of management executives, a ring of steel protecting its privacy. Typically, the matriarch appears before her staff once a year for a New Year’s toast with champagne. The son gives a five-minute speech each autumn at the unveiling of the following year’s race route. His words are ceremonial, designed to avoid headlines.


For most of the last century, sport was not big business and the Tour de France was a money-losing marketing vehicle to promote a portfolio of newspapers the family owned. Today, its media empire is shrinking and the cycling race has become its biggest cash machine. To protect its heirloom, the family works hard to strengthen the race’s bond with the state. In the sport of professional cycling, perhaps the only person who wields more power than the race’s matriarch and her children is the President of the French Republic.


Broadcast on French public television, it provides lingering helicopter shots of châteaux, patchwork farmland and snow-covered peaks worth tens of millions of euros in advertising for the French tourism industry. In an act of calculated diplomacy, the family each year charters a jet that is on hand to fly in to mountain stages public officials such as the mayor of Paris and Government ministers along with executives of the race’s sponsors. Maintaining good relations with the state as well as business is important because it’s the Interior Ministry that issues a decree each year that temporarily shuts off 2,300 miles of roads on the race route, loans the President’s motorbike cavalcade as a security detail and generally makes life as easy as possible to organise the logistics of the travelling circus.


Since the 1970s, sports from tennis to football and motor racing have developed from amateur pursuits to commercially driven behemoths. The sale of television rights has turned them into lucrative businesses, in which athletes and teams share in most of the spoils. Cycling, in contrast, has stayed true to a feudal business model formulated a century ago and, for more than half a century, controlled by the same Parisian family.


The teams that compete in the Tour de France have long searched for a way to modernise. Like a group of cyclists in a Grand Tour - comprising the three most prestigious multi-week stage races in professional road cycle racing - the teams have tried to launch a breakaway attack to wrest control of the race. To defend its prize asset, the family leans on the state and a Gallic distrust of foreign intervention. To this day, in no small measure because of the family’s conservatism, professional cycling’s business model is nothing like that of the ATP men’s tennis tour, the UEFA Champions League or the FIA Formula One championship.


In recent years, as private equity began buying up strategic stakes in sports for the first time, the family has rejected buy-out attempts by everyone from China’s richest man to Lance Armstrong’s buddies on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley before his spectacular fall from grace.


Dozens of books have covered the rich history of the Tour de France. This book takes a different approach. It looks at its changing relationship with money or cash – le fric – during the eras of newspapers, television and the Internet. But, more than anything, it is the first book to unravel how, over the last seventy-five years, one Parisian family gained and maintained control over the world’s most famous bicycle race.










Prologue



Marie-Odile Amaury occasionally came across them at private functions. With her unassuming manner and simple but stylish clothes, she chatted amiably about the weather, house prices and holiday destinations. Peering out from under her blonde fringe, and fixing the middle-aged men from Belgium, Italy, Spain, the UK and the United States with her piercing blue eyes, she was always polite and spoke respectable English to those with no French. The owner of the Tour de France kept her public profile so low that many of them did not recognise her.


While drinking tea out of china cups on the balcony of the Belgian king’s residence outside Brussels on the eve of a recent Tour de France start, she was chatting with one of them about their grand surroundings for several minutes. They joked about their holiday homes, how theirs also had similar décor, marble columns and chandeliers, and a garden with its own golf course. The man thought the unassuming lady he was talking to was an aide to the Belgian royal family, or perhaps a member of its catering staff. It was only when she introduced herself that he realised he was chatting to a woman who was richer than their host, King Philippe.


Those of the Tour de France team managers who recognised Marie-Odile Amaury would often try to steer the conversation to the business of cycling. Face to face with the matriarch who controlled the purse strings, they reminded her they received a mere €51,234 in compensation to attend the Tour de France, with a few free hotel rooms thrown in. The money barely covered their expenses for petrol for the team buses and cars during the three-week race. Under Madame Amaury’s feudal system, the teams could use the profile of her race to reap their own income from private sponsorship deals, but they did not have the right to share in any of the television and race sponsorship money which was said to approach $100 million a year. This was a highly unusual situation in modern-day sport, and made the team managers bristle when they met her in person.


Their complaints would turn the air cold within seconds. At first, Madame Amaury would, with a thin smile, refer them to her senior executives for further discussion. But if they persisted with their gripes, she could turn prickly. Striding up to her purposefully, one of them exchanged a kiss on each cheek in line with French custom before he asked her abruptly if he could iron out some differences, face to face, right away. Hardly skipping a beat, she said, ‘Happy New Year . . .’ – it was mid-July – and walked past him.


At the dawn of the twenty-first century, two-thirds of French listed companies remained partly family-owned, according to the economist Thomas Philippon. That compared to fewer than one-quarter of those in the US and UK.1 The fortunes of the very wealthiest of these French dynasties from the Bettencourt family, custodian of L’Oréal, to the Arnaults, owners of Louis Vuitton, are picked over by the media. Perhaps none of these clans is more secretive than the Mulliez family, the controller of Decathlon, the sports retailer. The structure of its holding company means that the only shareholders allowed to join are the members of the family tree who can be traced back to a wool-factory owner born in 1877.


Leaders of most family-owned companies tend to be more risk averse. They are more conscious of threats that may weaken their ‘heirloom’ as they endeavour to pass it on carefully to the next generation. Among them, Marie-Odile Amaury. She and her family owed their wealth from the Tour de France to a media empire started in 1944. In this historical context, the cycling team managers who confronted her were not just coming up against the iron will of a proud pensioner, but against what they felt was the immoveable force of the French way of doing things. Sometimes, they felt all the energy they used up to achieve change in the sport was like trying to run through a brick wall.


But one day at the start of 2011, a plot was hatched. A dozen of them filed into the hall of a grand building in the City of London to discuss how to bring down cycling’s antiquated business model. Rothschild & Co, around the corner from the Bank of England, was so embedded in the financial district of London that it owned St Swithin’s Lane, the narrow street where it was located. It was on this same site in 1814 that the Duke of Wellington had hired the founder of this family dynasty to finance Britain’s flagging war effort against France. By secretly obtaining large amounts of gold through its network of couriers, dealers, brokers and bankers, the bank said it provided the financial firepower to rescue British troops from ‘almost certain defeat’ against Napoleon.


The Rothschild & Co office today looks more like a museum than a banking institution; it has oil paintings on the walls, a library and an unusual ornament – a 1960s safe with four billion different combinations. In one room, until recently, five pasty-faced bankers from gold trading houses in the financial district fixed the price of gold at 10.30 a.m. each day. In a century-old ritual, each would raise a mini Union Jack flag on their desk when they agreed with the day’s opening price. All this history and tradition was a bit of a surprise for the cycling team managers who were used to meeting in French no-frills chain hotels with little more luxury than free wi-fi and a buffet breakfast. They were more familiar with the workings of bicycle components than high finance. As they took in their surroundings, they were curious as to what would come next. A couple of days earlier, they had received by email a twelve-page prospectus outlining the business plan for a new championship – World Series Cycling.


In a wood-panelled room, Jonathan Price, the Englishman chairing the meeting, sported curly dark hair tinged with grey and swept back off his forehead, and an expanding middle-aged girth straining against his pressed shirt. In his forties, he was pale with brown eyes, and wore the top two shirt-buttons undone; he could have passed for a middle-aged pop impresario. He spoke slowly because there was a lot to take in; he explained who he was and went through the details of the prospectus. In truth, like most British people, he knew almost nothing about professional cycling. He was a football man. A decade earlier, he was one of the young executives who had turned Manchester United into a commercial superpower after its listing on the London Stock Exchange. Price’s job had been to replace provincial advertisers like the local travel agencies and car dealerships with global brands at Old Trafford stadium. Now, he told the group of men staring at him, there was a tremendous opportunity to modernise cycling.


Incorporating the Tour de France and other major races, Price said World Series Cycling would also include events on the east and west coasts of the United States, and in Asia. And the best news of all, the teams would get 64 per cent of the equity. Currently, their equity stood at zero. To pull off this exciting new championship, all the teams would need to be united. Until everyone was on board, this project had to stay under wraps. There was no question of going to Madame Amaury to ask her to surrender her family’s position. ‘Pepsi would not go to Coca-Cola to tell them their plans,’ Price would say, conspiratorially, to one confidant.


Sitting alongside Price was an Asian man with a well-kept beard. Majid Ishaq, head of Rothschild & Co’s Consumer, Retail and Leisure department. A Manchester United season-ticket holder, five years earlier he had brokered the Glazer family takeover of the club he supported. At the time, Rothschild became a target for fan activists outraged at the Americans loading the club with debt. At one point, they shut down its computer network, and broke into its offices. Ishaq coolly underwrote the deal for forty-five minutes when, because of a clerical error, the family’s funds did not come through on time. The Glazers were so impressed they offered him the job as United chief executive.2


Ishaq had drawn up the World Series Cycling financial model. If he helped get the project over the line, Rothschild & Co would get a cut of the income. Using the bank’s maths models, he predicted the series would have annual pre-tax profit of €39 million by its fourth year. That would give the teams €25 million to share between them, and that was just the start; the revenue would continue to rise exponentially if the series was able to market itself effectively as a brand like, say, the UEFA Champions League. Cycling was, of course, nowhere near as popular as the $1 billion football tournament, but there was still a lot of untapped potential.


As the gaggle of team managers prepared to leave the City of London for the airport, they took one last look at their noble surroundings. The bottom line, they knew – World Series Cycling would need to include the Tour de France to be successful. Price could organise as many startup races as he wanted, but the French race brought in up to 80 per cent of the teams’ media exposure during the nine-month cycling season. That exposure was worth tens of millions of euros in publicity for their sponsors such as American tech company Garmin, Spanish phone company Movistar and Belgian floor maker Quick Step. Most team bosses desperately needed to be at the Tour de France start line to get these big sponsorship deals. And they knew that Madame Amaury, who would not even entertain them for a chat unless it was about the weather, would not agree to dilute her family’s patrimony.


That would be like Napoleon surrendering to the Duke of Wellington.


Price had an answer to this conundrum. In 1973, he explained, leading tennis players had transformed the sport, wresting control from organisers of the Wimbledon championship. The grass-court tournament was the tennis equivalent of the Tour de France, the standout event in what, at the time, was a fragmented circuit of year-round events. Based at an ivy-walled club house with eighteen lawn tennis courts in a London suburb, the championship was managed by the All-England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club, an invitation-only members club that considered itself the guardian of the game. Etiquette maintained men had to bow and women curtsy when there was a member of the UK royal family in attendance. Occasionally, Queen Elizabeth II would make an appearance. Among the house rules were players who had to wear white, with no sponsor logos.


The man in charge of compliance at Wimbledon was a former army captain called Captain Gibson, the tournament umpire. In the summer of 1972, he had marched on to the Centre Court in his dark woollen suit and ordered a twenty-four-year-old Californian player to go to the locker room and change her dress because it contained the purple logo of a sponsor, a cigarette maker. The following year, the Wimbledon committee banned a gangly six-footer from Yugoslavia after he skipped a Davis Cup match for his country to earn a bigger cheque in a new event in Montréal.


Fed up with being pushed around like this, the Association of Tennis Professionals, a newly formed player group led by Americans with little respect for tradition, announced a stunning move – a Wimbledon boycott. Defending champion Stan Smith was among eighty players to pull out. Instead of stars like John Newcombe and Rod Laver, journeymen that few people had ever heard of filled the men’s draw. A little-known Czech, who admitted he didn’t much like playing on grass, won the title. Within weeks, the boycott had paid off. Tennis authorities granted players the right to play wherever they wanted. It was a pivotal moment, moving power into the hands of the athletes, and paved the way for broadcast and sponsorship revenue, much of which flowed down to them in prize money.


In the City of London, the group of cycling team managers were told that, if push came to shove, they could pull off the same kind of coup against Madame Amaury. It would undercut the business empire that her father-in-law had launched more than six decades earlier during the Second World War with a helping hand from the gentlemen around the corner at the Bank of England.





____________


1 Thomas Philippon: Le Capitalisme d’héritiers. La crise francaise du travail, 2007


2 Author interview with source: the Manchester United job was accepted by Ed Woodward, then a JP Morgan banker who also worked on the takeover deal.










Part I




Rise & Fall of a ‘Bastard’: the Tour de France in the Newspaper Era











1



War


Rue du Bac, Paris, 1944


On a summer’s morning, a lone cyclist rode down the rue du Bac towing a parcel in a wooden trailer. Inside was 27 million francs (then the equivalent of about $500,000) in tightly packed banknotes. He went past shuttered stores. Only a few shopkeepers in this part of Paris were still open for business but even they did not have much to offer after four long years of German occupation; within an hour of opening, the local baker had sold all the bread he could eke out from the small supply of wood he had to fire his oven. A few doors down, a restaurant in the street had tried to get around rationing rules but was now closed after a Government search found waiters serving black-market beef.


With petrol hogged by the Germans for their war effort, bicycles outnumbered cars on the city’s boulevards in occupied Paris. The air was cleaner than before the war and you could even hear birds singing. People used bikes to carry firewood, sacks of coal or even their young children and elderly parents. The cyclist sometimes carried newspapers in his trailer, but this time he was transporting cash through the half-functioning city. A few minutes earlier, in the south of the city, he had collected the parcel from a British spy.1


The British had been sending cash through enemy lines to finance Resistance groups for years; some of it came from reserves, some of it was stolen from the German-controlled banks. Now Britain and the US were making their own French francs – hundreds of millions of them – in readiness for the defeat of the Nazis. With Paris on the verge of liberation, they planned to use literally ton after ton of newly minted banknotes to restart the French economy.


Six months earlier, the US Federal Reserve had arranged the printing of a dizzying amount of money – 40 billion French francs – at a private press in Boston, packing bundles into more than 7,000 boxes. Each casket bore no more than a stencilled code on each side. They were shipped across the Atlantic to Bank of England vaults for safekeeping ahead of D-Day. There was so much of the stuff that the bank hardly knew what to do with it all.2


After exchanging a code word with the English spy, the cyclist received his tranche of the money, put it on the trailer of his bicycle and began riding north. He pedalled past Chapelle Notre-Dame de la Médaille Miraculeuse where, on one wall, worshippers had engraved messages into stone tablets thanking the Virgin Mary for protecting their family during the war.


He was heading for a back street near the Seine. There, behind two sturdy wooden doors, was the advertising agency that he and his colleagues used as cover for their role in the Resistance. By day, they had worked on advertising campaigns for France’s wartime Government that sought to boost the morale of the hungry, deflated nation that had surrendered to Hitler. At night, they prepared clandestine new bulletins supporting the call to resistance of the exiled Charles de Gaulle, the general court-martialled and sentenced to death by the same Government.


As part of this secret operation, the single-page updates were printed on the subterranean floors of a building on Boulevard Raspail. Between walls of clean white tiles over three floors, there was a machine to make lines of type from hot molten lead and a printing press that made the floor shake when the black iron contraption sprang into action. When the electricity went down, the Resistance men took off their overalls and took it in turns to produce the power themselves, pedalling on a stationary bike by the light of kerosene lamps. In the morning, concealed in the sacks of postmen and railway workers, the newspapers were sent across the country.


Once, when the cyclist was carrying a batch in the wooden trailer behind his bike, it overturned and the papers were blown across the road by the wind, just as a group of German soldiers were passing. Instead of fleeing, he coolly asked the uniformed men for help to gather them up. They obliged. Fortunately, none of them read French.3


Then, one afternoon in midwinter, the Gestapo called at the door of the building above the printing press. They forced their way in and, as they clambered down the winding iron staircase in black leather boots, they barked orders in German. The Resistance men in overalls looked up from the metal plates they were filling with typeset of anti-Nazi rhetoric. They were taken away for questioning. The cyclist arrived that evening to find typeset and lead plates scattered about the floor. He gathered them up, placed them in his wooden trailer, and, under the veil of night, took them to another press in Montmartre.


Each evening, he tuned in to the BBC. With the volume turned down low – you never knew who was listening – he heard how Allied forces were driving back German troops across northern France. Senior Nazis had started leaving Paris, stealing fine art from the walls of townhouses they had called home and driving away in black limousines. Cafés and restaurants that were their regular haunts on the Champs Élysées now stood empty. Only rank-and-file soldiers remained to defend the city.


From rue du Bac, the cyclist emerged on to a wide boulevard. As he looked up, he saw a group of soldiers in uniform with the insignia of a silver eagle perched on the Nazi symbol, embroidered above the breast pocket. They were manning a field gun which was surrounded by sandbags and barbed wire – and blocking his path to the office. If they stopped him, he could be detained, questioned and searched.


Barely pausing, he changed direction, turning right. He kept riding, his heart pounding. In a few seconds, he was at his family home. He parked the bicycle, picked up the parcel, and shut the large front door behind him. He checked that nobody had followed him. The street was empty. The soldiers had probably not taken a second glance at him or his trailer. From home, he telephoned the office. He asked to speak to the leader of the secret network, codenamed Jupiter.


* * *


Jupiter was a newspaper advertising executive in his thirties with broad shoulders, dark features and sparkling eyes. His real name was Émilien Amaury.


After the Gestapo raid, Amaury’s group had scaled back publishing and turned its attention to reviving a free press once France was liberated. A set of proposals was typed out in a blue notebook and sent through enemy lines to Charles de Gaulle for approval. For the first time in some 350 years since the first newspaper appeared in France, the press was about to start afresh. And Amaury was the man trusted with overseeing the startup capital.


A few days after the cash drop, the city was liberated. Church bells rang around the city. It was the beginning of the end of four years of miserable drudgery and shame. Parisians had their freedom again. They caroused in bars, tossing back wine, cognac and any other alcohol they could get their hands on. They thanked the American troops and cheered the return of De Gaulle as he paraded down the Champs Élysées for a photo opportunity in military garb topped by his trademark kepi cap shaped like a cake box.


That same week, Amaury moved out of a back-street office and installed himself on the top floor of a building on the famous boulevard. The space had been hastily abandoned by an official of the Vichy Government who had fled not long after the Nazis. The building, number 114, was in a cream corner block with a portico decorated with elaborate stone details. There was an impressive view from his new workplace. From the window looking to your right, above the rows of trees, you could see the Arc de Triomphe, from which the flag bearing the swastika had flown for the last four years. Now an enormous French flag was draped over the edge of the monument.


Across the road was the trademark awning of the upmarket restaurant Fouquet’s, the establishment that had served high-ranking German officers. The bill delivered on the starched white tablecloth after a dinner of foie gras, steak tartare or sole meunière could easily top 1,000 francs, a month’s rent for a one-bed apartment. Since the Nazis had left, the spacious dining area was mostly empty, out of the price range of most people. Even on the most prestigious avenue in France, electricity was distributed for only twenty minutes during the evening. When winter arrived, Amaury and his staff would wear coats and gloves at their desks, and warm themselves with piping hot bowls of beef stock. The atmosphere was said to be friendly, the boss benevolent, as together they enjoyed the return of freedom.


In his office, Amaury smoked throat-burning cigarettes – Gauloise smokes did not yet have a filter – and worked his network of contacts as he figured out how to play his part in the return of a free press.


* * *


Twenty years earlier, Amaury had arrived in Paris as a poor fourteen-year-old boy, part of an influx of workers in the capital in the 1920s that included Russians, Italians and North Africans who crammed into tiny rooms in 50-franc-per-week hotels or set up in homes in the suburbs, where Renault and other big factories were based. Amaury, who could barely read and write, managed to find a job as a plongeur in a restaurant on the boulevard Raspail.


He was already used to manual work. From the age of twelve in his hometown of Étampes, he had delivered milk pails door to door to boost his family’s income. His father, a road mender on a paltry 80 francs a month, had left home to work as a chauffeur in Paris. He sent back some money but barely stayed in touch. Amaury’s mother stitched together empty potato sacks for him and his five siblings to keep them warm at night.4 Even when Émilien arrived alone in Paris, he barely saw his father.


Long hours and modest pay meant most plongeurs had enough to live off but, hidden away from sunlight all day, they had little chance of escaping their mundane existence. At midday – the hour known as coup de feu (gunshot) – in the space of an hour dozens of white-collar workers – lawyers, journalists and businessmen – streamed in for their lunch, leaving Amaury an enormous stack of dirty plates and cutlery to clean.


He was not entirely confined to the kitchen. Part of his job was carrying coffee and bread baskets to white-collar workers who came for the three-course prix-fixe. In doing so, he got to know a kindly fifty-year-old newspaper proprietor called Marc Sangnier, who came from a wealthy family. His father had owned a large portfolio of real estate in Paris and he now lived in a grand building a few doors down from the restaurant. From the building next door to his home, he edited a series of worthy but boring Catholic periodicals.


Taking pity on the young lad slaving away every weekday at the restaurant, Sangnier invited him to dine at the family home and meet his twelve-year-old son Jean. Over the following months and years, Amaury would become a regular visitor at the hôtel particulier with its large windows and high ceilings. He and Jean saw each other almost every day and became close friends. Before long, Amaury was practically part of the family and Monsieur Sangnier continued to treat him as such. He offered him work at his newspaper business, allowing him to escape the grind of restaurant work.


Amaury started out doing odd jobs at the Catholic newspaper group, which had a crucifix in one of the editorial meeting rooms. One summer, he used the brawn developed from carrying milk pails to build an outdoor auditorium in Normandy for a conference hosted by his patron. Eventually, he settled in the advertising department, which carried small ads for the makers of priest’s robes and funeral services.


At age twenty-one, and after a brief adventure in the French Army in north Africa, he married his pregnant girlfriend Geneviève and they moved into an apartment on the rue de Rennes. They had met on a military parade ground north of Paris. The daughter of school teachers, she persuaded him to go to night school to complete his education. Amaury was a little self-conscious about his lack of schooling but that was mostly overshadowed by his natural self-confidence.


In his twenties, he gradually became part of the bourgeoisie, a well-dressed man in tailor-made suits with rugged looks, a slightly crushed boxer’s nose and a dimple in his chin. With his high-school diploma completed, his wealthy benefactor helped him set up his own advertising agency, installing him in his own office. Amaury carved out a niche in the market with his staff producing ready-made ads, with catchy slogans and, in the years before the war, adding to the dry news pages of the Catholic periodicals brands like Suchard chocolate and Moët champagne.5


At the time, Le Petit Parisien was the biggest newspaper in town, selling about two million copies a day. Its masthead boasted that it was the most-read daily in the world. Over ten inky broadsheet pages, it packed in politics, crime, cartoons and football results. Small ads were scattered untidily across its pages, which cascaded off vast rolls of paper near the Gare de l’Est to become bundles of newsprint dropped at the kiosks painted the same bottle-green colour as Metro entrances, street lamps and pissoirs.


Even at 25 centimes a copy – half the price of a black coffee – it had been highly profitable. Its spacious offices included leather armchairs and sofas, oil paintings and a Steinway grand piano. The payroll had correspondents in Berlin, Brussels, Geneva, London, Rome and Shanghai, and a globe-trotting star foreign reporter who filed stories from Lebanon to the Soviet Union. When the Nazis arrived in Paris in 1940, they found 29 million francs in the newspaper’s bank account, plus 1.5 million francs of cash squirrelled away in a vault.6


By then, the owner of Le Petit Parisien, a New York-born widow called Madame Dupuy – née Helen Brown – had retreated to Manhattan. Her staff were instructed to take care of her apartment and the family’s sprawling nine-bedroom château near Versailles. Madame Dupuy, her grey hair still elegantly coiffured in the US according to French style, listened to the worrying events from Europe through American radio broadcasts.


The German occupiers appointed their own managing director of her newspaper, and the front page she had gently vetted began to carry news releases issued by the Nazi propaganda office. To the disgust of Amaury and his peers, the newspaper described Resistance men and women as ‘terrorists’. Within months, sales had tumbled to fewer than 500,000, and the newspaper quietly dropped its claim to be the world’s most-read. By now, because of a paper shortage, there were just two pages of news each day.


For four years the newspaper survived as a shell of its former self, hardly making any money.


* * *


When the interim German boss of Le Petit Parisien abandoned his post as American troops neared Paris in 1944, Madame Dupuy’s nephew attempted to reclaim the newspaper, and holed himself up in its offices for two days. However, De Gaulle’s aides had already approved the nomination of five Resistance men to take over. Journalists and production staff were ushered from their posts and told there was new management in charge. It was the end of Le Petit Parisien.


By the next morning, a new title was in the works – Le Parisien Libéré.


Émilien Amaury and four of his Resistance peers were the men placed in charge of the new title. The first edition on 22 August 1944 ran to only two pages and was more of a public service than a commercial operation. With no time to distribute the paper to kiosks, piles of the first edition – despite the printed cover price of two francs – were dropped in piles around the city and given away for free. Some of them were left on the street barricades assembled by the Resistance. In the top left-hand corner was a quote by De Gaulle: ‘We are all united in one cause: the greatness of France.’


The same day, a newly authorised radio station played ‘La Marseillaise’. Parisians turned up the volume and opened their windows.


The blue-collar staff who manned the printing presses during the occupation and had been led from their workplace out on to the street were summoned to a meeting to learn their fate. Some carried bundles of clothes and personal possessions with them, expecting to be taken to prison with other Nazi collaborators. The envoy of De Gaulle who addressed them had a grey pointy beard and stared at them through round spectacles.


‘We are going to liberate the press,’ he told them.


The workers looked back at him anxiously. He paused. Rather than tell them they were going to be imprisoned, he surprised them – they would keep their jobs. The linotype machines that placed words on to hot metal and clanking presses often malfunctioned, and there was nobody else with their know-how to keep them running.7 And so, they were likely paid for their post-liberation services services with the US-issued banknotes delivered to Amaury by bicycle. (There was no way back on to the payroll for most journalists and editors, who were replaced with Resistance publishers.)


Le Parisien Libéré was initially incorporated as a workers’ co-operative and, because of his experience, Amaury was placed in control of ads. But, empowered by his Government contacts, he had loftier plans than to return to his pre-war life as a small-business advertising executive. He found himself in the swankiest address in France thanks to his work serving De Gaulle, the spiritual leader of the Resistance. In the last twelve months of the occupation, he was part of a small group of Resistance men who had worked on the ground rules for the phase that was now taking place – the return of a free press.


The first rule of the new media landscape was iron-clad – anyone who had owned newspapers during the occupation, obeying the Nazi censors, must give up their publications. This action would strip out the barons who remained in an industry already ravaged by war, and leave plenty of opportunity to exploit for entrepreneurially minded Resistance men. As he settled into his new office, Amaury felt confident he was very much part of the new post-liberation establishment. His big hands, like slabs of meat poking out from his suit jacket, rested on his large desk. Three black finger-dial telephones sat before him.


* * *


On a Saturday morning a few days after the liberation, Amaury was taking a pause for breath in his apartment on the rue de Rennes. Before the war, it had been a bustling road full of shops and cafés and he had lived happily with his wife Geneviève and their daughter Francine. On the other side of the street was Les Deux Magots, where crowds had spilled on to the street to swap gossip and drink coffee and liquor. Amaury and Geneviève had often dined with friends in local restaurants, or taken in a movie nearby in one of the cinemas in the cobbled streets of the Latin Quarter.


But on this weekend morning, he would have been on his own. Life had not yet returned to normal. His wife and their two children – their son Philippe was born at the start of the occupation – were out of town, staying with his mother-in-law in the countryside north of Paris. Outside, the war had dimmed the street’s pre-war verve; the walls of the grand Haussmann buildings were smoke-blackened. Not far from his front door was a messy barricade made up of sandbags, furniture and barbed wire.


There was a rap on the door. On the doorstep, Amaury found a stout man from Brittany. The son of a cattle farmer, he had made the long journey from his homeland, navigating bombed-out roads in a stuttering car powered by charcoal. Brittany was a world away from Paris, a windswept rural area known for hardy farmers with their own language and traditions. The most western zone abutting the waves of the Atlantic, called Finisterre – Land’s End – was an eight-and-a-half-hour train ride from Paris.


Amaury welcomed his visitor, who introduced himself as Paul Hutin, and they sat down to talk.8 Before the war, Hutin explained, he was general secretary of L’Ouest-Éclair, a newspaper serving western France. He left the office, a cream-coloured rococo building in Rennes, at the outbreak of war. After helping to shelter stranded British soldiers during the occupation, he hid out in a priest’s house in the countryside. When German soldiers fled the oncoming US Army, he followed them into the university town and returned to his old newspaper with an envoy of De Gaulle.


As the Stars and Stripes and Tricolore flags were raised side by side in front of the town hall, Hutin told staff that, under a directive of the general, the newspaper must cease publication and be replaced by a new title – L’Ouest France. A group of more than fifty assembled staff, not sure whether they were celebrating the return of a free press or about to be fired, drank a glass of champagne to mark the occasion.


As the bubbly went flat, Hutin needed money to cover the newspaper’s production costs. That was why he had come to see Amaury, now the main fixer in the newspaper business who had secured a share of the 342 million banknotes that were heading to France via England. Under De Gaulle’s mandate, Amaury was to distribute his quota of cash among nine newspapers. He agreed to provide Hutin with the capital he needed and, in return, negotiated a stake in the Breton newspaper; it was an early manoeuvre by Amaury on the way to becoming a publishing magnate.


When the statutes of L’Ouest France were approved in a temporary office by civil servants a few days later, Amaury widened his influence from the Champs Élysées to Finisterre.





____________


1 Guy Vadepied: Émilien Amaury: La véritable histoire d’un patron de presse du 20e siècle (2009) cites the 27 million francs figure and the handover by an English spy. In 1944, the dollar was worth about 50 francs, according to the New York Times, ‘A Farewell to the Franc’ (27/12/2001).


2 Bank of England archives: correspondence between UK Treasury and Washington, February 1944.


3 Vadepied, ibid


4 Vadepied, ibid


5 Bibliothèque Nationale de France: Back copies of Sillon newspaper from 1930s


6 Micheline Dupuy: Le Petit Parisien, 1989


7 Emmanuel Schwartzenberg: Spéciale dernière, Qui veut la mort de la presse quotidienne française, 2007


8 Vadepied, ibid
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Freedom


Le Champs Élysées, 1944


As the provisional Government rushed to impose some kind of order on the city and establish a free press, Émilien Amaury was in a commanding position and hungry for more deal-making. At his new office at 114 Champs Élysées, he received another unannounced visit from the editor of sports newspaper L’Auto.


Jacques Goddet left his bike on the pavement and walked into the building’s hallway, with its concave ceiling and beaux-arts features befitting a Renaissance church. The wooden balustrade on the grand marble staircase was as ornate as the splendid stonework in the entrance. Goddet walked up to the fifth floor.1 He had a habit of climbing the staircase in the city’s smarter buildings even when the lift was working. It helped him stay in shape, and gather his thoughts.


During the occupation, he had edited a four-page skeleton version of the newspaper under the title L’Auto-Soldat. There was not much sport to write about – no World Cup, no Olympics, no Tour de France. He was obliged to publish coverage of military sport and Nazi propaganda, but he was determined to keep the newspaper alive with a small group of correspondents because, well, it was his family legacy. He had inherited it from the co-founder Victor, his father.


For most of his thirty-nine years, Jacques had enjoyed a prosperous lifestyle. He grew up around the Paris theatreland and sport. On some nights he went to plays with his family, and on others he watched the human drama of sport. He saw riders whizz around the wooden boards of his father’s indoor Velodrome d’Hiver, roared on by crowds. Ernest Hemingway, a visitor one afternoon at that time, described tobacco smoke wafting up to the glass roof, shafts of light, the sound of a sputtering motorbike pace-setter and a Belgian rider sucking cherry brandy through a tube to numb the pain.


Goddet’s father had remodelled the velodrome from a glass-roofed exhibition centre, and it was a box-office hit. But, with the outbreak of war, the glass was covered with layers of blue paint in an effort to stop it being a target for bombings. After the armistice, the darkened venue only staged the occasional boxing match.


In July 1942, the velodrome was used by French police to hold 12,884 Jews – including 4,051 children – wearing the yellow Star of David stitched into their clothing. They were driven to the venue by a publicly run bus company and kept in the stands and on the wooden indoor racing track without water or food for days. Aware of their fate, thirty of them committed suicide. The rest were sent by train to their deaths at German concentration camps.


After the war, Goddet barely mentioned what had happened. In his 526-page autobiography,2 he obliquely defended himself – ‘I have never in my life judged people because of their race or religion.’ During the occupation, he said, he regularly travelled on the Paris metro in the last carriage set aside for Jews.


As he arrived to meet Amaury, his usual ebullience was punctured. Publication of L’Auto-Soldat had been suspended a week earlier. The official reason, printed on the front page, was blamed on an electricity shortage. ‘We are sure,’ said the note, ‘our readers will remember us fondly during this pause.’ In reality, the assets were frozen by the provisional Government, as were Goddet’s interests in the Velodrome d’Hiver and the Parc des Princes stadium.


The chances of him reviving the newspaper were slim. The man soon to become Information Minister had promised to bury the editors who had published newspapers during the occupation ‘in a common grave of national dishonour’.


On the top floor, Amaury greeted Goddet at the door and fired a question at him – could he borrow his bike? He was sending a young assistant to the Information Ministry, to register the statutes of a weekly newspaper – Carrefour – that would launch the following day, a Saturday. In his plummy accent, Goddet responded, ‘Of course.’


Specialising in long-form features, the periodical would be weightier than the quick-hit news of Le Parisien Libéré. Amaury’s name would be printed at the top of the first edition, with De Gaulle, in his kepi, on the front page. Goddet had little interest in politics, but agreed to buy some shares to help fund the venture. Money was not the problem for Goddet right now; he needed someone with influence in the provisional Government.


He discussed with Amaury how else they could work together. Before the war, Goddet had also run the Tour de France to promote L’Auto. Perhaps the only saving grace from his embarrassing war effort was his refusal to organise the cycling race under German rule. The two men shook hands and agreed to help each other, where possible.


It was a sort of memorandum of understanding, a handshake deal. Amaury would make overtures to the provisional Government on Goddet’s behalf to help him restart a sports newspaper. In return, they would agree, he would get a 50 per cent stake in L’Auto’s treasured asset – the Tour de France.


* * *


Over more than three decades, the Tour de France had become part of the national psyche, drawing fond memories of carefree summer days for millions of French men and women. The seed for the race was planted on a winter’s day in 1902. A junior reporter of L’Auto suggested to the then editor that they organise a bicycle race around France to boost sales. Over lunch, the editor scowled as he heard the plan, asking whether he wanted to kill the riders from exhaustion. ‘For me,’ he said, ‘it’s a no.’3


However, Goddet’s father Victor, the newspaper’s financier, thought it was a good idea. At the time, novel sporting contests were all the rage. The sports pages of newspapers were filled with all kinds of bizarre sporting events, such as a 100-metre race between men on horseback and motorbike riders. At one point, a local motoring club came up with the idea of holding a non-stop, twenty-four-hour car race on the country roads around Le Mans. Some of the hair-brained schemes would be consigned to the dustbin, others would stand the test of time. In fact, the French have few peers when it comes to designing successful sports contests. A posh Parisian with a handlebar moustache called Pierre de Frédy – later known as Baron de Coubertin – convened a meeting at Sorbonne University that led to the first modern Olympic Games in 1896. A few years later, a grocer’s son called Jules Rimet founded the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) in rue Honoré and eventually worked on a plan to launch a national-team tournament called the World Cup.


On 1 July 1903, the junior reporter of L’Auto was sent to the Au Reveil Matin restaurant on a dusty road in a Paris suburb. He was to be the official timekeeper for the inaugural Tour de France.


At 3.00 p.m., sixty men from France, Germany, Belgium and Italy dressed in a rag-tag of jumpers, culottes and caps set off on a 1,509-mile journey. A couple of hundred people watched them leave. The experiment was under way. The newspaperman would follow them around France, using the rail network, as the competitors pedalled to the end of that day’s stage. Each stage was a marathon endeavour.


Barely one-third of the riders finished the course. It was precisely the rigour of the race that caught the public’s imagination. The riders rose at 2.00 a.m. and pedalled in the dark for the rest of the night and most of the next day. To try and dull the pain in their legs, they sipped whisky from a hip flask. Le Petit Parisien called them the ‘convicts of the road’. When they had a flat tyre, they changed it themselves. When they were thirsty, they pumped their own water from wells. Organisers made sure they received no privileges, even refusing them an extra woollen jersey to ward off the early-morning cold.


For eager newspaper readers, the account of each stage was a fresh instalment in a summertime novella, complete with a cast of heroes and villains. Their exploits and traits were embellished by journalists, borrowing some of the artistic licence of novelists who captivated the public with popular serialisations. Within a few years, daily sales of L’Auto had soared to 300,000 during the race, and its initially sceptical editor Henri Desgrange became the ringleader of the travelling circus. Soon, the signing-on ceremony by cyclists at the start of the race was switched from the suburbs to the Place de la Concorde. Dozens of other newspapers began reporting on the race.


Better than a fictional serialisation, Le Tour was real and sometimes the protagonists jumped from the pages of newsprint. Across rural France, when the suntanned heroes came through town, mayors would bankroll concerts, outdoor film screenings and dances.4 As they signed in for each day’s stage in the early hours at a local café on the main square, the party would still be going and the patron doing a roaring trade would waive the charges for the riders as they topped up their flasks with alcohol or coffee – or whatever mix they were using. Extras such as amphetamines obtained from the pharmacy would be ground up with the back of a teaspoon, scooped up and tipped in before another day’s slog through the pre-dawn chill and into the scorching midday sun.


But those were distant memories for now. The Tour de France had not taken place for six years. After his meeting with Amaury, Goddet found himself in purgatory. However much he used his affable charm, his war record counted against him. There was deep bitterness for those who had in any way helped the Nazis; retribution gangs handed out summary beatings and shaved the heads of women accused of sleeping with Germans. When, two months after the liberation, Goddet went to the trademark office to register the Tour de France as his own, it was more in hope than expectation.


He was no closer to getting back his paper, or the race. In 1945, there was again no Tour, nor would there be the following year.


The Communist party, the largest and best-funded political organisation in France, had designs on taking over the national festival. In the first elections after the war, the extreme-left party would secure the most seats, more than the Socialists and the Christian Democrat Party and their assets included twelve daily newspapers – including one called Sport. The Tour de France would be a showpiece event for the party whose supporters were massed in the suburbs of Paris, known as the red ring.


Envious at the power of the national fête, Communist newspapers had attacked the commercialism of the race organised by Goddet. There were logos on the jerseys of riders and a noisy caravan of advertisers who jostled for the attention of waiting crowds to promote everything from vacuum cleaners to salami and liquors. This caravan pushed the race, one left-wing daily said, towards sporting bankruptcy. The communists hoped to refashion the event in their own way.


But the struggle to run the Tour de France could wait. Sport was hardly a priority amid the stone-blackened façades, crumbling stucco and lingering food shortages. With a paucity of paper, Government minister Pierre-Henri Teitgen questioned why France needed sports news.


‘What’s the point?’ he asked.


Waving away early requests by Amaury to allow Goddet to relaunch a sports daily, Teitgen was much more interested in political and foreign news. He approved the launch of sixty regional and national newspapers, including a reputable organ specialising in foreign affairs that aimed to be like a French version of The Times of London. Le Monde would devote only one article a week to sport. The reporter writing the column would be given a desk at the end of one corridor in an 8-squaremetre room, not much bigger than a cupboard.5


* * *


Less than eighteen months after the liberation of Paris, Charles de Gaulle resigned from leading the Government, fed up with political fighting. He had led France out of the Second World War, but not back to economic health. There was still not enough fuel to heat or light Parisian apartments during the winter months and bread was rationed in smaller quantities than during the German occupation, with each person entitled to the equivalent of half a baguette a day, roughly one-third of what he or she would normally consume. ‘For the Frenchman,’ a US senator told his peers in Washington as they prepared a bailout, ‘bread and wine and a little cheese are his life and he is hollering.’


Although De Gaulle had gone, the Information Ministry that regulated the press remained populated with Amaury’s Resistance comrades. That meant that he was still well placed to further his business interests, which continued to prosper. A few weeks earlier, the ministry had finally caved in to his lobbying to give Goddet a second chance in newspapers. The ministry decided that a sports newspaper championing French sporting heroes would help raise national morale.


There were, however, a series of conditions on Goddet’s return. His sport newspaper must not resemble L’Auto in any way. It could not have the same gothic masthead, the same yellow pages or use the same office where it was printed during the Nazi occupation. Nor could Goddet’s name appear in its pages. The Government fixed the cover price at 2 francs. At least he could choose the title. It would be called L’Équipe. The newspaper appeared initially as a single sheet on Monday, Wednesday and Saturday. The print run was 150,000, two-thirds going to Paris kiosks.


Goddet nominally put in charge seventy-three-year-old motor-racing journalist Charles Faroux, who was one of the creators of the 24 Hours of Le Mans. Raising capital with a small group of friends, they hired thirty staff, including correspondents for boxing, football, cycling, gymnastics, rugby, fencing, tennis and swimming, and moved across the road into a four-room apartment above a cabaret club on the second floor of 13 rue du Faubourg-Montmartre. In the cramped newsroom, journalists heaped their raincoats on top of a bookshelf, smoked, swapped gossip and hammered out copy on typewriters.6


The lavish pre-war expenses of journalists in taking first-class travel were no longer possible. During the war, L’Auto had a single car powered by coal for journalists. After the war, they still got about on the metro or by bicycle. In more prosperous New York, the new L’Équipe correspondent dined in fancy restaurants and took cab rides to cover boxer Marcel Cerdan’s fights, earning the nickname ‘the Baron’ from his jealous Parisian counterparts.


Cerdan, a French-Algerian middleweight, was the biggest sports story of the time. The first edition of L’Équipe carried a story about him being offered an eight-fight deal worth more than 10 million francs by an American promoter. The humble boxer charmed Parisians with his winning smile and dominance in the ring. His affair with the singer Edith Piaf meant that his fame climbed even further. When he fought at the Parc des Princes, 45,000 people bought tickets, and crowds who could not get in filled rooftops nearby to peer into the ring.


When he beat Tony Zale at Madison Square Garden to win the world title, sales of the new sports title rocketed to 800,000. The headline on top of the story, sent to Paris via a Western Union telex, was simple: ‘marcel cerdan, world champion’. For a country that had succumbed to German rule in 1940 and needed financial aid from the Americans for flour to make baguettes, this was something to shout about.


Cerdan’s promoter ran a cabaret next door to the L’Équipe office, and fed the newsroom with stories. Many years later, the boxer’s son claimed that the extra-marital affair with Piaf was a marketing stunt, although that seems unlikely. Cerdan once told one of the newspaper’s reporters he was besotted with the waif-like singer who was half his size – but would beat him up if he wrote about the affair.


For finding him a way back to newspapers, Amaury was paid in kind. Goddet ceded him a 50 per cent stake in the Parc des Princes. A few weeks later, a public official announced that the two men had obtained the rights to organise the 1947 Tour de France. The race remained under state control but Amaury and Goddet were now temporary licensees. A letter written by the official sent to the French Cycling Federation explained they alone could use the yellow jersey, and chart a course around the country’s periphery traversing the mountain passes of the Alps and Pyrenees.


The typed two-page letter advised that if the federation gave another entity any of these rights, the Government would not hesitate to take legal action.7 It was a warning to the Communist party which, the previous summer, had organised the five-day La Ronde de France to vie with Goddet’s La Course du Tour de France, another mock version of the real thing.


The return of the Tour de France was much too important for morale for the Government to skimp on costs. With generous financial support, the organisers were able to acquire bicycles, vehicles and petrol, and put up almost 5 million francs of prize money, five times as much as in the last edition in 1939. National teams from France, Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands and Switzerland signed up, along with five French regional squads. A cheerful, pipe-smoking Government official was assigned to accompany the race to make sure public roads were cleared to let the bike race past.
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