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I remember Charly Gaul, in yellow, in 1958.


I remember that in 1969 the yellow jersey’s sleeves were printed with the initials HD.


I remember that in 1969 Rudi Altig beat me in the prologue in Roubaix because I had not been competing since my exclusion from the Giro.


I remember the Virlux branding, the first real sponsor of the yellow jersey.


I remember putting on my first yellow jersey in Belgium, thanks to time bonuses, after the team time trial in Woluwe-Saint-Pierre. But it was only on the Ballon d’Alsace that I really felt it belonged to me.


I remember Joaquim Galera on the Ballon d’Alsace and Joaquim Agostinho on Mont Ventoux.


I remember wearing yellow as I passed Tervuren, where I used to live, and there being a huge crowd.


I remember Guillaume Driessens telling me to be careful on the road to Mourenx.


I remember how hot it was in the Pyrenees that day.


I remember the yellow jersey was made of wool.


I remember Julien Stevens and Italo Zilioli, two team mates in yellow.


I remember that at Mont Ventoux I was wearing a black mourning ribbon in memory of Vincenzo Giacotto, the manager of Faema who died during the Tour.


I remember having exaggerated my illness at the top of Ventoux to get down the other side more quickly… in an ambulance.


I remember that the yellow jersey went much better with my colouring, as opposed to the pink jersey of the Giro.


I remember that my critics were always saying that I would never win the Tour because I could not tolerate the heat.


I remember winning in 1969, a full 30 years after Sylvère Maes.


I remember that for the journalists, I lost every time I did not win.


I remember when Antoine Blondin compared me with the Attila the Hun.


I remember the thrill of entering the Cipale (velodrome) in front of 25,000 people.


I remember that it was Christian Raymond, of the Peugeot team, who nicknamed me ‘The Cannibal’.


I remember the storm on the Col de Menté in 1971, a torrent of black mud, and my own crash on the bend, but not that of Luis Ocaña.


I remember that some journalists wrote that Ocaña could have continued the next day.


I remember people were spitting at me at the Col du Portillon after Ocaña’s crash.


I remember that the morning after the Menté stage, I was so stiff and sore that I rode up Peyresourde as a warm-up.


I remember that I went over to ask Lucien Van Impe to take it easy.


I remember Jacques Goddet’s colonial outfits.


I remember that in 1971, in the Alps, Félix Levitan had caught up with the ‘two Ks’ and their leader José Manuel Fuente, who went on to win two stages.


I remember that everything was arranged so that Merckx would not win.


I remember that I was wearing a Rodania watch.


I remember that sometimes we slept in gymnasiums.


I remember Giorgio Albani, my team manager.


I remember that during the Tour I was sent threatening letters from French spectators who did not want me to equal the record of Jacques Anquetil.


I remember crashing behind the derny, with the yellow jersey, in September 1969 at the Critérium de Blois, and never being quite the same again.


I remember the ease and skill with which I came down the Col d’Allos in 1975.


I remember …nothing at all about going up Pra-Loup.


I remember that in 1975 the entire peloton was united against me.


I remember that Francesco Moser was assisting Bernard Thévenet down the descent of Col de la Madeleine, and without his intervention I have no doubt I would have retaken the yellow jersey.


I remember having worn it for 97 days, and only having one or two left at my house.
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Eugène Christophe: in 1919, he became the first man ever to wear the yellow jersey. At the time, nobody imagined that this simple piece of cycling kit would eventually take on such iconic status.









INTRODUCTION



100 YEARS LATER


BY PHILIPPE BRUNEL


It is now 100 years since the yellow jersey was born. Invented with the simple mission of identifying the race leader in the peloton, over the past century it has taken on a legendary status, becoming a symbol of the Tour de France, and recognized the world over. Something of its power can be seen in how we use the very words themselves: the yellow jersey is an object, a prize, but when the jersey is worn, it becomes the cyclist – the rider who is race leader IS the yellow jersey.


Events of the last two decades have not helped the image of competitive cycling, the Tour itself, nor indeed, at times, the image of the yellow jersey. These days, the jersey can look like a relic of more innocent times, when the race was simply about human endeavour: the cyclist fighting his mental and physical battles with his rivals over the endless kilometres for days on end. Back in the day, we might venture to hope, the influence of money and the pressure of doping were not part of the picture.


While it is tempting to try to idealize the Tour, it is misplaced. Each summer, the Tour unfolds like a kind of intense three-week human drama. There are acts of aggression, betrayals, revenge and repentance, bitterness and rancour, heroism, bravery, self-sacrifice. As spectators, we get drawn into the drama, with our sense of the good guys and the bad guys, we pick our winners, savour their victories and suffer with them when it all goes wrong.


There has been a darker side to the Tour since the very early days. The first indications of this came in 1924 when the Pélissier brothers decided to abandon the Tour halfway through a stage in Coutances in Normandy. In an interview with journalist Albert Londres (who met them in Coutances), the brothers complained about the punishing regime of the race, and how they felt subjugated by the organizers. ‘You have no idea,’ said Henri Pélissier, ‘what kind of an ordeal – what kind of a martyrdom – this Tour really is.’ Warming to his theme, he told Londres how they were doped up with stimulants with the single aim of getting them to Paris, and emptied a bag onto the table in front of Londres: ‘Here, look, cocaine for the eyes, chloroform for the gums…’ While Albert Londres’s subsequent report was aimed as a challenge to the Tour founder Henri Desgrange, there is little evidence that anything really changed, and the Tour became even more popular at the time. But what became clear was that a multi-stage road race across thousands of kilometres did not come without a price.


The symbolic power of the yellow jersey persists to this day. Those who wear it can experience a rare moment, becoming part of something totally unique, overwhelming and fulfilling all at the same time. Little wonder that so many tough-minded professional cyclists find themselves moved to tears on receiving the jersey. This book is packed with examples of battling adversity to realize a dream, and often, to see that dream evaporate soon afterwards. There are stories of self-sacrifice, such as that of René Vietto who, in 1934, climbed back up a mountain to give his wheel to his team leader Antonin Magne, just so that Magne could keep the yellow jersey. There are betrayals too, such as that suffered by Raphaël Géminiani: ‘Judas’ was how he described his compatriots Gilbert Bauvin and Louison Bobet in 1958, guilty, he claimed, of offering him no support against the attacks of Charly Gaul in the Chartreuse mountains.
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There is crushing disappointment, epitomized by Laurent Fignon who saw his 50-second lead evaporate in the Paris time trial in 1989, ultimately losing by just eight seconds to Greg LeMond in a nail-biting final stage. And there is the constant threat of serious injury or even death. Wim Van Est was defending his yellow jersey when he fell into a ravine while descending the Col d’Aubisque, narrowly missing two huge boulders and miraculously escaping unscathed.


Yellow jersey riders face inevitable judgement by press and public. Some were lucky: the ‘beautiful’ and ‘charming’ Hugo Koblet in 1951 made his attacks look effortless on the road to Albi. Others were less fortunate. Roger Walkowiak was harshly judged for what was seen as a ‘calculating approach’ or a lack of ‘panache’. Jacques Anquetil, the first five-time winner, suffered similar criticism and was even mocked for his short stature in 1961 by Tour director Jacques Goddet – no doubt forced to eat his words later as Anquetil led the race from the first to the final day.


In something of a ‘rags to riches’ theme, rank-and-file team members have also known the rare pleasure of putting on the yellow jersey, though usually with permission of the team. Winning the jersey was a cause of some anxiety for Andrea Carrea, the modest ‘gregario’ of team Bianchi (and of the great Fausto Coppi). Plenty of other team riders also got their moments of glory: Jean Robic, Jacques Marinelli, Georges Groussard, Felice Gimondi, Raymond Delisle, Richard Virenque, Thomas Voeckler and many, many more.


And then, of course, there was the phenomenon that is Eddy Merckx, the man who was awarded the yellow jersey an incredible 111 times during his career. Merckx came on the scene at the same time as the televised races, so his lone breakaway to Mourenx in 1969 had the whole of France watching. He went on and on, over 140km on the hot slopes of the Col du Tourmalet. It was an act of pure bravura. Among his many jerseys, there was one that Merckx refused to wear, gained in Luchon in 1971 when his great rival Luis Ocaña crashed out while descending the Col de Menté. For while one route to the yellow jersey is through bitter struggle, the other is simply through someone else’s misfortune.


Merckx had misfortune of his own four years later, as the mood among some Tour spectators seemed to have turned against him. The race leader was climbing the Puy du Dôme, when a man emerged from the crowd and punched him in the kidney. Merckx was unable to recover the stage, and apparently weakened by painkillers he collapsed during the climb of Pra-Loup while Frenchman Bernard Thévenet took the yellow jersey. ‘We were all so used to his total domination that I had trouble believing that I had actually beaten him,’ recalled Thévenet many years later. ‘That night I saw the yellow jersey folded over the back of a chair, and I said to myself: “What the hell am I doing in Eddy’s room?”’


Some jerseys are lost under the most extraordinary circumstances. Fiorenzo Magni was race leader when the entire Italian team quit the Tour in 1950 on the orders of Gino Bartali. He packed it into his case and took the train back to Italy. Michel Pollentier wore the jersey on the Alpe d’Huez in 1978 before being discovered trying to cheat the doping test that evening, and was ejected from the race. Bjarne Riis, who toppled Miguel Indurain in 1996, took the winner’s jersey but effectively lost it, buried in a cardboard box in his garage after admitting to doping offences. And in a similar way countless jerseys were presented over the years to Lance Armstrong, who was later stripped of his titles for drugs cheating.


More recently, the jersey has been passing mainly between the members of Team Sky (known as Ineos from 2019 when the sponsorship changed), from Sir Bradley Wiggins to Chris Froome and Geraint Thomas. Ice-cool climbing specialist Chris Froome is a far cry from the saints, sinners and martyrs of the Tour’s history and more in the mould of 21st-century athletes from many other sporting disciplines, subject to tightly controlled training regimes aimed at maximizing marginal gains across a range of areas. In 2013 he seemed to shrug off the effects of gravity during the climb of Mont Ventoux, past the memorial of Tom Simpson’s death in 1967, on the same climb where Merckx, on the edge of consciousness, appeared to be wrestling his way up the slope in 1970. Froome pedalled on steadily, showing no signs of suffering, his rhythm relentless.


As this book demonstrates, the yellow jersey can be a fleeting experience of just a few hours, or it can add up to years of dominance on the Tour de France. While it is easy to look back on the stars of the past, we have yet to discover how today’s riders will be seen by future generations. All we know is that the time will come, inevitably, to hand on the torch. ■
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Jacques Anquetil, the first five-times Tour winner, made the yellow jersey his own.
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A time trial from Bourgoin to Lyon: Jacques Anquetil catches up with Raymond Poulidor, who had set off before him. Poulidor would just have to watch him go past.








“You need to have seen THAT, at least once in your entire life, to understand what perfection in cycling actually means.”


Pierre Chany in L’Équipe.


Jacques Anquetil’s name will always be synonymous with the Tour de France. A brilliant champion, he was never the most flamboyant, nor the most popular of the yellow jerseys. In fact, he took a lot of criticism for being something of a racing machine: perhaps back in the 1950s he was a man ahead of his time. Never a great crowd-pleaser, he simply gave exactly what was required to win. But he could also push himself to the limits like no other.


His Tour debut in 1957 felt like the start of a new era. Louison Bobet, triple winner of the Tour de France from 1953 to 1955, was beginning to feel his age. Heckled during his gruelling Giro ordeal earlier in that year in Italy, Bobet admitted he was ‘not ready’ to take part in the Tour de France. ‘I’m 32,’ he said. ‘Time for younger riders to step up.’


Anquetil needed no further encouragement. Four years earlier, as a skinny teenager, he had won his first Grand Prix des Nations at 19 years old. Now aged 23, he was about to make his debut on the Tour de France, and win it first time. He began his campaign early, winning Stage 3 in Rouen, and then two days later putting on the yellow jersey for the first time in Charleroi. Anquetil had made a decisive breakaway shortly after the stage had begun in Roubaix. ‘Jacques really started to ride, and left everyone behind’, recalled Gilbert Bauvin, a France national team rider who won the stage that day. The mountains were still an unknown territory for Anquetil, and this would play on his mind on the Col d’Aubisque in the Pyrenees. ‘I had to fight like never before,’ he said in Pau, where the Belgian Marcel Janssens, had cut 2’38” from Anquetil’s lead. ‘I was starving, and I was very inexperienced. After that I got my act together. I was learning – at my own cost – how to race the Tour.’


It took only a short time for Anquetil to establish his total dominance on the Tour. The climbers (Gaul and Bahamontes) took the 1958 and 1959 Tours, as the France team struggled with internal rivalries. Anquetil tasted his first Giro victory in 1960. Then, from 1961, he made the Tour his own. As Tour director Jacques Goddet said at the time: ‘The yellow jersey was, for him, a second skin.’ But his seemingly inevitable wins in the following years drew criticism too: the Tour had become less exciting to watch.
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The year that Anquetil performed brilliantly in the mountain stages.
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The Tour de France 1957, when the young Anquetil rode to his first Tour victory.
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1961: YELLOW (ALMOST) FROM START TO FINISH


Huge talent sometimes looks like arrogance. But what else was Anquetil supposed to do with a time trial around Versailles, other than win it? ‘It was mine for the taking,’ said Anquetil, already a winner of the world’s premier time trial, the Grand Prix des Nations.


In fact, despite winning the Stage 1 time trial, Anquetil would not be the exclusive wearer of the yellow jersey on the 1961 Tour: there was the little matter of a half-stage on the first morning, from Rouen to Versailles, which was won by André Darrigade, who wore the jersey for half a day.


Anquetil’s success did not win him much love from the public, who found his attitude rather cold and calculating. ‘I got the yellow jersey on the first night, which is something you don’t turn down. So I’m looking forward to defending it,’ he declared in Versailles. For Anquetil, it wasn’t about PR, it was about winning. The following year, his star status was evident from the start, but became linked with the most heroic of his (unsuccessful) rivals: the much-loved Raymond Poulidor. Ominously, Poulidor started the 1962 Tour with a wrist in plaster, and bad luck seemed to follow him round. Fortune, though, smiled on Anquetil, and it was on a Friday 13th, two days from the finish in Parc des Princes, that Anquetil finally wowed the crowds – in his own typical way. The Bourgoin–Lyon time trial became a kind of cycling exhibition. ‘You need to have seen THAT at least once in your life to understand the meaning of perfection in cycling,’ wrote journalist Pierre Chany in L’Équipe. Antonin Magne, the former Tour winner who became the sporting director of Mercier, was watching as Anquetil, who had started three minutes behind Raymond Poulidor, began to overhaul him halfway through the race: ‘Move over, Raymond,’ he shouted. ‘There’s an express coming through!’
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Anquetil versus Poulidor: on the Puy de Dôme that day, cycling became a contact sport.





Joining him by the podium, the ever-popular Louison Bobet congratulated Jacques Anquetil on the turf of the Parc des Princes, perhaps underlining how much the crowd still loved Bobet and failed to engage with Anquetil. Tellingly, the organizers cut back on the number of time trials for the following year’s Tour, only to see Anquetil start to excel in the mountain stages as well. On the 17th stage of the 1963 Tour (from Val d’Isère to Chamonix) the world’s best time trialist took on the climbers. ‘I would have been so disappointed if I’d had to wait for a time trial before taking the yellow jersey,’ he admitted, after beating Federico Bahamontes in a final head-to-head at Chamonix.


That Tour win of 1963 was, for Anquetil in every sense, a summit. But the best of all the yellow jerseys would come the following year. In 1964 Anquetil had a lot on his plate. Still feeling the physical effects of winning the Giro, he did not excel on the way up the Port d’Envalira in the Pyrenees, and had a mental battle on the vertiginous descent (prior to the race, a celebrity astrologist had predicted that he would die in a crash). Most famously, he rode elbow-to-elbow against Raymond Poulidor at the Puy de Dôme before snatching victory, and only managed to secure his Tour victory in the final Versailles to Paris time trial. ‘I had to really surpass myself to beat this great champion, Poulidor,’ he admitted at the Parc des Princes, receiving his 51st yellow jersey. It was the last, and perhaps, ultimately, the most brilliant jersey of his career. ■
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Poulidor embraces Anquetil, winner once again at the Parc des Princes. Despite the intense rivalry, the two riders shared a mutual respect and genuine admiration.
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Eddy Merckx in the Virlux yellow jersey in 1969, one of the most cherished of the 111 that he collected over his Tour career.
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Eddy Merckx nears Mourenx during his scintillating breakaway.








Eddy Merckx recalls with some emotion his childhood years, when he used to cycle around the streets of Woluwe-Saint-Pierre, a Brussels suburb. He had a little bike with fat tyres, and locals, with extraordinary foresight, used to nickname him ‘Tour de France’.


His cycling career extends way beyond the Tour de France, given the vast extent of his professional wins over the decades. But it is perhaps in the Tour, a race he won five times from 1969 to 1974, that he experienced the very best moments of his career.


Eddy Merckx first laid eyes on the yellow jersey at the age of 13, on the day of the Tour’s arrival in 1958 (when it was won by Charly Gaul) during a carnival near Brussels. ‘A kid was dressed up in a yellow cycling jersey and I wanted one,’ Merckx recalled. As an adult, that boyhood wish was granted beyond his wildest dreams: he spent an astonishing 97 days in the yellow jersey: more than three months of his life. It was as if the yellow jersey was nothing more than Merckx’s summer cycling outfit. He won more yellows than anyone else in the world – 111 jerseys in total, counting all the part-stages that have featured across the years on the Tour maps.


In an interview at his home in Meise, on the outskirts of Brussels, he admitted he had very few jerseys remaining. ‘How many have I got left, Claudine?’ he asked his wife. ‘Maybe one or two,’ he guesses. ‘I’ve donated them to charities, to sponsors, to kids. And then, at the end of the Tour, we give them away to team mates and staff. So I’ve got hardly any.’


Among the rare yellow jerseys carefully wrapped on the first floor of his home is one particularly cherished. ‘The 1969 jersey, the Virlux [a brand of butter, the first sponsor’s name to appear on a yellow jersey]. I’ve kept that one – it was the best moment of my career. A childhood dream come true.’
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Local hero: Merckx takes the yellow jersey in his home town of Woluwe-Saint-Pierre, with team manager Guillaume Driessens (front, right).
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On Mont Ventoux, ‘The Cannibal’ digs deep to dominate the rest of the field.


It was the incredible breakaway at the Col du Tourmalet – with Merckx riding alone for 140km. His Tour victory was already in the bag. So it was an act of pure audacity.


Eddy Merckx began the 1969 Tour inauspiciously, losing the prologue stage in Roubaix, 7 seconds behind Rudi Altig. But the disappointment was short-lived. The first yellow jersey of his career was waiting for him the next day, at the end of a team time trial, won by his Faema team on the streets of Woluwe where Merckx had grown up. ‘It was absolutely unforgettable. The next day, I was wearing yellow, at the front of the peloton, at Tervuren where I was living at the time. Of course, at the end of that day I had to give up the jersey to a team mate [Julien Stevens], because that’s how the race is – you can’t try to chase down everybody. Anyhow, the most important yellow jersey of all is the one you get in Paris.’ Merckz recovered the jersey four days later during Stage 6 from Mulhouse to Belfort, crossing the Ballon d’Alsace. ‘There, I really did go for it. It was basically mine for the taking. This was the big one – my first “real” yellow jersey.’


Traditionally, riders ‘defend’ the yellow jersey. Merckx, however, went on the attack. It was Stage 17, from Luchon to Mourenx, and Merckx made a superb breakaway as he passed the summit of the Col du Tourmalet, riding 140km alone. His Tour was already in the bag, but he added eight minutes on Pingeon and Poulidor in the following group. It was an act of pure audacity. It was perhaps ‘the’ moment of his career – even if, with Merckx, extraordinary moments are almost commonplace. He also felt that after that win, and a crash later in the year at a Criterium track race in Blois, he never again found quite the same level of skill in the mountain stages. ‘At 24, normally, you are not at your physical peak,’ he said, ‘but over the following years I was winning each Tour with a reduced lead.’*
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Visiting Luis Ocaña who had to drop out following a crash. Merckx would have preferred to take race leadership under rather different circumstances.
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Cyrille Guimard, the green jersey, takes on Merckx. But it’s a one-sided fight.





Even so, there were to be plenty more of Merckx’s attacks in yellow during the seasons to come: at Mont Ventoux in 1970, for example, or in the closing moments of the penultimate stage (from Vouvray to Orleans) in 1974, during a humdrum morning semi-stage ahead of the final time trial later that day. ‘There, too, I did do something,’ admitted Merckx. ‘Everyone was attacking from all sides, and so to clean it all up a bit, I took off. They were riding at 60km/h behind me, and I gained a minute [1’25” in fact]. It did cost me the time trial in the afternoon, though’. (He was beaten by Michel Pollentier.)


The yellow jersey had almost become Merckx’s everyday cycling gear, and had become part of a ritual. ‘In the evening,’ he said, ‘I would put my race number over it, the 51 [the number which was assigned to him in 1969 before the ‘1’ became the norm]. I got all my things ready the night before. I put the jersey, shorts, gloves and socks on the chair.’ In 1970, he had a chance to wear yellow from start to finish of the Tour, but he let it go – with good grace – to his Faema team mate Italo Zilioli. ‘I was happy for him. All I wanted was to wear the jersey in Paris.’


‘I thought I looked pretty good in the yellow jersey.’


Merckx would be the first to say that no two yellow jerseys are ever quite the same. In 1971 Merckx won a stage but had little interest in the jersey after Tour leader Ocaña crashed out of the race. At the podium in Luchon, at the end of a long day that had seen Ocaña badly injured on the Col de Menté, he waved it away. ‘No, it’s not for me,’ he said, and asked the race organizers to allow him not to wear the jersey for the following day’s Stage 15 to Superbagnères. His request was granted. Merckx had, in his own way, paid homage to his great rival, but more to the point, the circumstances did not match up to what he felt the yellow jersey was all about. ‘I really would have preferred to finish in second place and really have to battle for it,’ he insisted. Speaking nearly 50 years later, he had not changed his view. At the moment of Luis Ocaña’s crash, the Spaniard had a lead of more than seven minutes. Ocaña was the better rider, Merckx believes, but the Tour was not a done deal. ‘He would have still had to fight some battles to win it,’ he said. Merckz himself had been hit in the face at Orcières during Stage 11, where Ocaña left him nearly nine minutes behind. ‘I was nearly knocked out,’ he said. ‘But a boxer gets back on his feet. I felt myself battered and beaten up right through to the final day.’ Nonetheless, Merckx did go on to win the 1971 Tour that year, his third consecutive win, though he found the return route towards Paris to be ‘dull’ without Ocaña in the race, even though Zoetemelk and Van Impe were providing some threat. ‘Frankly, I think Luis could probably have carried on,’ said Merkx. ‘He was back on his feet the next day, and I think he got scared. If he was really so sure of winning, why take the risk of following me so closely?’ Merckx also got injured, crashing on the Col de Menté, but was able to go on. ‘The handlebar went into my groin and I really didn’t know if I would be able to carry on the next day. The following morning, I had to climb halfway up Peyresourde just to warm up and see if I could do it. I even asked Van Impe not to do anything crazy at the start.’


If we try to point to when exactly the reign of Eddy Merckx finally came to a close, it would have to be on Stage 15 (from Nice to Pra-Loup) of the 1975 Tour, with the Belgian on the attack in the yellow jersey. ‘I had made an impressive descent from the Col d’Allos. And going up Pra-Loup, in any case, is not really that difficult. But I got the feeling I was losing my power, that I could no longer keep in gear,’ he recalled. It was Bernard Thévenet who turned it all upside down. ‘Gimondi caught up with me first. That surprised me, but I could sense I was in trouble. Gimondi dropped me, and then Thévenet went past me, though I can’t picture it so well now. I felt so tight. I had been punched [by a spectator] in the Puy du Dôme and I think that whatever nonsense the doctor had given me to thin my blood was reacting with me.’ After this day, there would be no more yellow jerseys for Eddy Merckx, except those seen in the photographs of his glorious past. ‘Yes, I thought I looked pretty good in the yellow jersey,’ he said with mischievious smile. ‘I had dark hair, so it suited me. I looked the part.’ Which is the least anyone can say. ■
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* 1969 : 17’54’’ on Pingeon ; 1970 : 12’41’’ on Zoetemelk ; 1971 : 9’51’’ on Zoetemelk ; 1972 : 10’41’’ on Gimondi ; 1974 : 8’04’’ on Poulidor.
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Bernard Thévenet: the man who brought down Merckx.
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Eddy the King: pure class.
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Bernard Hinault was not so obsessed with titles and trophies, and raced for the love of racing. He took pleasure in battling with his rivals.
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With Joop Zoetemelk, runner up, on the Champs-Élysées, at the height of his powers.





It was Hinault’s first ever yellow jersey, just 72 hours away from the finishing line on the Champs-Élysées. Did he let the pressure get to him? No. He took a nap instead.


‘I’m here to win it.’ Bernard Hinault showed up for the 1978 Tour with steely determination. Aged 23, and with three years already on the professional circuit, he was sure of himself and what he could do. Even the prospect of taking his first ever yellow jersey did not faze him, and as he waited to start Stage 20, the individual time trial from Metz to Nancy, he even took a nap. Renault’s team trainer remembers the moment well: ‘He was sitting in the back of the car, sunk down into the seat, his legs streteched out, cap pulled down over his eyes.’ Cyrille Guimard had to shake him awake, just four minutes before his departure time, while Joop Zoetemelk (yellow jersey since the Alpe-d’Huez four days earlier) was returning from his warm-up.


‘I can remember well those 14 seconds that I had to win back,’ said Hinault in a later interview. ‘I was completely relaxed. I knew I was going to take the jersey.’


Like Jacques Anquetil and Eddy Merckx before him, Hinault had the honour of winning his debut Tour de France. The following year his grip on the 1979 Tour was even stronger. The route was unusual, starting in the Pyrenees, promoting speculation that Hinault might be planning to wear the yellow jersey from start to finish. That plan was nixed early on by the Dutch rider Gerrie Knetemann who won the Fleurance prologue. No matter. Hinault got himself back in yellow by Stage 2. The only hitch after that was in Stage 9 (from Amiens to Roubaix) on the cobblestones that Hinault detested. A puncture at the start of the stage, followed by an all-out chase with a pack of passive followers on his back, then another puncture 10km from Roubaix: enough trouble for Hinault to lose the yellow jersey and give Zoetemelk a lead of more than three minutes. Jacques Anquetil later praised Hinault for his gutsy damage limitation. ‘He could have lost the Tour that day,’ Anquetil reflected, ‘but instead, he won it.’


Having lost the jersey in Roubaix, Hinault then embarked on a kind of guerilla warfare, jumping straight onto any and every sprint. Then, on the Avoriaz time trial (on Stage 15) he crushed the opposition and retook race leadership in what became one of the highlights of the Tour.


Aptly enough, Hinault’s Tour victory was won with a bitter head-to-head duel between himself and his only credible opponent, Joop Zoetemelk, , who mounted his attack on the slopes of the Chevreuse valley on the final stage into Paris. ‘I thought maybe a few other riders would go with me,’ the Dutchman said, ‘but I never imagined I would find myself out there alone with Hinault.’ For a moment, he hoped the French-man would allow him the consolation prize of a stage win, but Hinault, in full domination of the Tour, was not feeling quite so generous. Some people thought that the drama and excitement of the final stage duel had been stage-managed, a claim that Hinault later denied: ‘Nothing had been pre-planned, and there was nothing irregular,’ he said.


Hinault’s reign was interrupted by a knee injury in 1980 which forced him to quit a Tour that he seemed destined to win. After that, in 1981 and 1982, it was a simple story of total domination, albeit against a field of riders who had become rather resigned to their fate.
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Knee trouble: Hinault’s pain worsened, and he was forced to quit the Tour.
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With his rivals left scattered, ‘The Badger’ took control, with 19 days in yellow out of a possible 25. Lucien Van Impe finished in second place in Paris, more than 14 minutes behind Hinault.
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On the winner’s podium with his wife Martine and sports minister Edwige Avice. Also pictured, from the left: Johan Van der Velde (third) Joop Zoetemelk (second) Phil Anderson (best young rider), Sean Kelly (green jersey) and Bernard Vallet (King of the Mountains).





‘The Tour is all yours’


Hinault’s absence from the 1983 Tour (for a knee operation) probably contributed to the rise of the youthful Laurent Fignon who won that year, and who dominated again in 1984. That year, Hinault got the yellow jersey only once, in the prologue of a Tour which would be largely dominated by Fignon. In a sense, Hinault had the last word, because in 1985 it was Fignon himself who missed the Tour to get surgery, during which time Hinault came back with a vengeance to win his fifth Tour – despite crashing on the Cours Fauriel Boulevard at Saint-Étienne. Above all though, his 1985 Tour is marked by a promise he made to his talented young team mate Greg LeMond: ‘Next year,’ he told the American, ‘the Tour is all yours. I’ll be there, but simply to support your campaign.’ Effectively, Hinault had chosen his successor. Or had he? When the 1986 Tour got going, Hinault found himself in excellent shape, tempted by the prospect of a record-breaking sixth Tour win, and probably regretting the vow he had made to LeMond. He made a blistering attack at the stage to Pau, where his series of offensives on the rolling Basque hills gave him a lead of nearly five minutes. The next day he did the same again, this time on the descent from the Col du Tourmalet, and then back on the attack on the slopes of the Col d’Aspin. Hinault seemed intoxicated by his speed and power, but ran out of juice later in the day. As he approached Superbagnères he squandered almost all the gains he had made the previous day, and LeMond was now just 40 seconds behind. A few days later the American took the yellow jersey. The image of the two riders arriving at the Alpe d’Huez hand in hand, beaming, became a symbol of the new order of things. LeMond let Hinault win the stage, but Le-Mond would go on to win the Tour. Bernard Hinault had managed to appear to quit while he was winning. But the question on everyone’s mind was whether he had blown his chance of a sixth Tour victory. Jacques Anquetil thinks he did: ‘If it was me, with a lead of five minutes, I would have blocked the race,’ he said. ‘If I had been where Bernard was at Pau, I think I would have won my sixth Tour.’ For Hinault, though, there are no regrets: ‘I did everything I had to do, and that’s it. And I had a good time doing it.’ ■
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Black eyes at Saint-Étienne, but Hinault will press on.
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At the Alpe d’Huez, with Greg LeMond on his wing, Hinault bows out of the leadership race.
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A little greedy: Hinault could have defended his yellow jersey in the Pyrenees, but instead, he chose to attack.
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Miguel Indurain had only one nickname. They called him ‘The Big Guy’.
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Indurain did just enough to keep ahead of his rivals (including, pictured from left, Tony Rominger, Álvaro Mejía and Andy Hampsten) even on the major Alpine stages where the Spaniard was at the summit of his powers.
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Richard Virenque (left) and Luc Leblanc mount an attack, but the yellow jersey powers on steadily.








From his rural origins, Miguel Indurain had acquired a certain quiet strength, and he had also learned to be patient. He would need to be. Unlike those five-times Tour winners Jacques Anquetil, Eddy Merckx and Bernard Hinault, Indurain was not someone who tasted victory on his Tour debut. Far from it. In fact, of all the multiple Tour winners, it was Indurain who took the longest time to get his campaign going.


Miguel Indurain made his Tour debut in 1985, at the age of just 21, but dropped out before the mountain stages during his first two Tours. ‘Miguel is a diamond that needs time to be cut into shape,’ said José Miguel Echavarri, his coach in the Reynolds (and later the Banesto) team, which was also home to the 1988 Tour winner, Pedro Delgado.


By the time of the 1991 Tour, the diamond Indurain was well and truly in brilliant form. He was 27, on his seventh Tour, and he made his mark on the final kilometre of the route up the Col du Tourmalet. First he dropped Greg LeMond, and then he went head-to-head after the summit with Claudio Chiappucci – heralding a whole new era of Tour rivalry. The Italian won the stage at Val Louron, and the Spaniard took the yellow jersey. There would be 59 more for him during his Tour career.


The Indurain era had begun. The big, imposing Spaniard (1.88m and 80kg) dominated in the mountains, and especially in the Pyrenees, which was his own backyard (he came from Navarre). He won only two ‘regular’ Tour de France stages (as opposed to time trials) and both were in the Pyrenees: one in Cauterets in 1989 and the other in Luz-Ardiden in 1990. Despite jibes about lack of style or flair, for Indurain it was all about the clock: during his long reign he won only on stages with a time trial. Five times out of five, he won the first major time trial of the Tour, a hallmark of his quality: Alençon in 1991; Luxembourg in 1992; Madine in 1993; Bergerac in 1994 and Seraing in 1995. More often than not, he did the same again with the final time trial too. But he was also one of the two or three greatest road racers of all time, easily on a par with both Anquetil and Hinault.
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That night | saw the yellow
jersey folded over the back of
a chair, and | said to myself:
‘What the hell am |
doing in Eddy’s room?’

Bernard Thévenet after Stage 15, from Nice to Pra-Loup, of the 1975 Tour.
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With Claudio Chiappucci (right) heading for Val Louron
The Indurain era had begun

He had to bide his time in the shadow of Pedro Delgado (right).
But this time, Indurain’s turn had come.
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the two Tours that he lost.

Afitting reward:
one of many.
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ANQUETIL

A MAN OF
QUIET EFFICIENCY

Pragmatic and perfectionist,
Jacques Anquetil became
the first five-times winner
of the Tour de France.

An all-rounder who could hold his own in the mountains too.





OEBPS/images/f0034-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0038-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





