



  [image: cover]






  




  Geoffrey Wheatcroft is a journalist and historian. A former literary editor of the Spectator and ‘Londoner’s Diary’ editor of the

  Evening Standard, he is the author of several acclaimed books including The Controversy of Zion, which won an American National Jewish Book Award, The Strange Death of Tory

  England, which was shortlisted for the Channel 4 Political Book Award, and, most recently, Yo, Blair!. He has always been fascinated by the Tour de France, and covered it several

  times in preparation for writing this highly original book, which was shortlisted for the NEC Sports Book Award. He lives near Bath with his wife, the fashion designer and painter Sally Muir, and

  their two children.




  











  

    ALSO BY GEOFFREY WHEATCROFT


  


  

   




  The Randlords




  Absent Friends




  The Controversy of Zion




  The Strange Death of Tory England




  Yo, Blair!


  


  


  


  




  





  

    [image: ]

  




  





  In memory of Polly Muir 1925–2004




  





  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2003


  This paperback edition published by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2013


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © 2003, 2007, 2013 by Geoffrey Wheatcroft




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Geoffrey Wheatcroft to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and

  Patents Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  Every reasonable effort has been made to contact copyright holders of material reproduced in this book. If any have inadvertently been overlooked, the publishers would be glad

  to hear from them and make good in future editions any errors or omissions brought to their attention.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  ISBN: 978-1-47112-894-3


  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-47112-895-0




  Typeset in the UK by M Rules


  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  





  Contents




  

    

      Preface




      Maps




      Prologue Paris, 1903




      1 Sowing the Seed 1903–1908




      2 To the Mountains 1909–1914




      Repos: PICARDY




      3 Braves Belges 1919–1924




      4 Convicts of the Road 1925–1929




      Repos: GASCONY




      5 French Renaissance 1930–1934




      6 ‘Raisons Politiques’ 1935–1939




      Repos: NORMANDY




      7 Italian Duel 1947–1951




      8 Bobet Divides France 1952–1957




      Repos: BURGUNDY




      9 Anquetil’s Apotheosis 1958–1962




      10 ‘Put Me Back on My Bike’ 1963–1967




      Repos: PROVENCE




      11 Merckx Devours the Field 1968–1973




      12 Heart and Nerve and Sinew 1974–1980




      Repos: BRITTANY




      13 The Yanks Are Coming 1981–1987




      14 Induráin in Excelsis 1988–1994




      Repos: SAVOY




      15 Tour de Farce 1995–1998




      16 A Big Injustice 1999–2005




      17 Shame and Redemption 2006–2012




      Epilogue




      Some Tour Words




      Some Tour Books




      Some Tour Facts




      Index




      List of Illustrations


    


  




  







  Preface




  When the first edition of this book appeared in the late spring of 2003, just ahead of the centennial Tour de France, I wrote in an exalted spirit, while I explained how the

  book had come to be written. Now that a new edition is published for the one hundredth Tour (the centennial was the ninetieth running of the race, which for obvious reasons did not take place in

  1915–18 or 1940–46), I can repeat the explanation, but the exaltation must be severely qualified.




  Ten years ago, I described the thrill of standing on a blindingly cloudless day in July at the crest of Col du Galibier, more than 2500 metres (or 8200 feet) above sea level; in a postcard home,

  I asked my young son if he knew how much higher that is than the highest peak in the British Isles (it’s more than 1000 metres, or nearly 4000 feet, taller than Ben Nevis). After driving up

  to the pass – second gear all the way, except when occasionally changing down to first – I made my way breathlessly on foot to my vantage point, and an astonishing sight from one of the

  greatest natural amphitheatres on earth.




  Perched a little precariously on a mixture of tussock and rock, I looked several miles down the road, which ascends through a long series of hairpins, and trained my field glasses at the

  furthest point. A distant speck of colour appeared, then grew a little larger before taking shape as a man on a bike, agonizingly making his way uphill, accompanied by a crescendo of cheering

  from the crowds lining the road and followed by a steady, strung-out line of riders, before the first riders reached the summit and one by one descended the other side at

  scary speed. In more senses than one, that had been for me the high point of the 2002 Tour de France. As I wrote ten years ago, I felt that it was a privilege as well as a pleasure to be on the

  road, and working on a history of the Tour.




  Since then everything has changed, more dramatically and shockingly than any of us could have imagined. Ten years ago, I acclaimed the sheer awesome grandeur of this most extraordinary of all

  sporting contests, and ended with a flourish, saying that not for nothing did the Tour end in ‘the Elysian Fields’, so that when the heroes of the race reached the

  Champs-Élysées, they were greeted by the shades of Ajax and Achilles. This is one of a number of passages I wrote about the Tour that I cannot now reread without a grimace, or a

  shudder, along with a glowing profile of Lance Armstrong for the Financial Times in 2003, when I was covering the race for that paper. By the time a second edition of the book was

  published in 2007 to mark the Grand Départ in London, my tone had darkened. We had learned much more about doping, and the previous year, for the first time in the history of the

  race, the man who had stood in the yellow jersey on the winner’s podium was subsequently disqualified.




  And now? In 2012, the year of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, an English rider won the Tour de France for the first time ever, before going on to win one more gold medal in the London

  Olympics, and a very popular victory it was for Bradley Wiggins, a thoroughly winning personality in more senses than one. It should have been a time of unalloyed delight. But this was also the

  year when Armstrong, who had not only been the first rider ever to win the Tour seven times but seemed to have done so in heroic circumstances, was finally, utterly and abjectly disgraced.




  He had been using performance-enhancing drugs throughout most if not all of his career, certainly in all the years he finished first in the Tour, and he had directed a

  peculiarly ruthless conspiracy. ‘It was not enough that his teammates give maximum effort on the bike,’ said the report from the United States Anti-Doping Agency. ‘He also

  required that they adhere to the doping program outlined for them or be replaced. He was not just a part of the doping culture on his team, he enforced and reinforced it.’ A frightening

  picture emerged not only of a shameful crime, but of a supposedly noble champion who was in reality a cheat, a liar, a bully, and altogether a thoroughly nasty piece of work.




  All this is related later, but a few words are necessary by way of penitence. Although an amateur and intruder in the press room, I knew enough to be aware of all the rumours about doping

  cyclists, Armstrong among them, and tried to give the reader some idea of this. In any case, I was relating the story of a sport in which, from the beginning, cyclists had fought against exhaustion

  with alcohol, cocaine and amphetamines. But I didn’t write that Armstrong was a doper and a liar, and if I had, my newspapers and publisher would not have published it. There was no doubt a

  conspiracy of silence, above all inside the peloton with its code of omertà, but reporters such as David Walsh, who sniffed out the truth, fell foul of the wretched English libel

  laws. It is altogether an awful story.




  To return to what I wrote ten years ago and explain how I came to be writing the book. A ‘general-purposes journalist’ (as I was once all too accurately described in the

  Journals of the novelist Anthony Powell), I had quite often written about sport, but no book on a sporting subject, until Andrew Gordon of Simon & Schuster in London told Gill

  Coleridge, my agent then, to both of whom I remain indebted, that he wanted a history of the Tour de France for its centenary in July 2003. Let me repeat my gratitude to Andrew, and his successor

  Ian Marshall as well as Abigail Bergstrom at S & S, and to Gill and her colleague Cara Jones. The Tour might not seem to have much in common with my previous books, on the

  South African mine-owners and the story of Zionism (although, as it happens, the entry ‘Dreyfus Affair’ appears in the index of all three books), but it was an enthralling subject.




  Doing justice to the Tour presented me with some difficulties, and my attempts to resolve them made the book both degressive and digressive. My first task was to give some account of the

  ninety-nine runnings of a bike race, but if I had devoted equal space to them all, the book would have become unmanageably long and unmistakably tedious. It’s far from the case that one Tour

  is much like another. Some have been frankly dull, bloodless victories decided in the first week, while others have been unbearably exciting. There are episodes of high drama which need to be

  related in full, from Christophe’s heroic recovery after breaking down to Coppi’s great escape over the mountains, from the coude à coude duel between Anquetil and

  Poulidor up the Puy de Dôme to LeMond snatching an eight-second victory from Fignon. The only thing to be done was to let each race tell its story at appropriate length or brevity.




  And the book is also digressive: narrative chapters are broken up by interludes called ‘Repos’ (the name of a rest day in the Tour), in which I have strolled around the provinces of

  France, touching on their various aspects, topographical, literary and not least culinary, taking in un peu d’histoire, giving a little advice to other travellers about what to see

  and where to eat – as it were from Michelet to Michelin, two of my own guides – and then dilating on themes which caught my fancy, from the waning of dialect to popular song, while

  trying to set the Tour in its national and cultural contexts.




  Although an ardent lifelong sports enthusiast (nowadays a notably inactive one, offering no competition to those admirable writers who have themselves pedalled up the Izoard or the Aubisque), I

  came a little late to the Tour. When I was a young schoolboy in the late 1950s, my heroes were Graveney and Benaud, Sharp and Kyle, Wright and Puskas, Hawthorn and Fangio, and

  I didn’t as yet share some of my friends’ fanatical absorption in cycling. But I knew who Anquetil and Bahamontes were, and I had some inkling of the fascination of the race, which grew

  on me over the years.




  Even then, I had never suivi le Tour until 2002 when I was asked to cover the race for the Daily Mail. I am most grateful to Colin Gibson, who was then that paper’s

  sports editor, for this wonderful assignment, and to his assistant Helen Bonner for all her help, as well as to Tim Jotischky, Colin’s successor, for whom I covered the Tour in 2004 and 2005.

  I describe later the placards being held aloft on Mont Ventoux in July 2002, one of which read ‘Phil Liggett I want your job’. I don’t myself, in fact, but by way of covering the

  race somewhat as an amateur I have come greatly to admire the authority of the professionals, notably William Fotheringham and Richard Williams of the Guardian, David Walsh of the

  Sunday Times and Juliet Macur of the New York Times, not to say everyone at Cycling Weekly and L’Équipe. Just why the standard of sports journalism,

  and not least cycling journalism, is so high is an interesting question. Is it because in those pages, more than in the political or financial pages of a newspaper, a writer can assume the

  reader’s complete attention, and treat him as an equal?




  Having said that, I should add that, among other useful advice, men more learned than I warned me to be careful what sources I used, since many books on cycling were unreliable, and certain

  writers (who shall here be nameless) were notoriously inaccurate. As it happened, I had already made this discovery myself the hard way; I discuss in ‘Some Tour Books’, the problems of

  compiling an accurate account when even official documents, let alone popular books, are erroneous or contradictory. All this is by way of anticipatory apology. What Philip Larkin observed in

  another context – ‘They fill you with the faults they had / And add some extra, just for you’ – seems to be true of writing about the Tour, and I dare

  say that includes me. I can only plead that I have done my best, and add that I shall be most grateful for any corrections to errors I have repeated, or made up all on my own.




  In my first paragraph above, heights were given in feet, for the last time. For the sake of brevity and simplicity the metric form only is used, kilometres for stages and metres for mountain

  climbs, which is bound to make anyone of my generation feel his age. On the other hand, and in defiance of a concerted pedantic movement to use local versions, I have kept the traditional English

  forms of place names, and there’s no reason why people in Rheims, Lyons or Marseilles should be any more offended by those names than we are by the French saying ‘Londres’ and

  ‘Edimbourg’.




  My personal debts of gratitude are numerous. In Dublin, my colleague and friend Eamon Dunphy put me in touch with his countryman David Walsh, who marked my card and gave me good advice, apart

  from rightly telling me that the Tour was not only one of the greatest sporting occasions anywhere, but the best organized of them all, and I must also thank the Tour’s excellent press

  office. More help was provided by other friends and colleagues. Stan Hey and Bob Low lent books and Graeme Fife lent the delightful CD Le Vélo en Chansons, as well as the transcript

  of his Radio 3 talk on music and cycling, while subsequently correcting a number of errors; Rick MacArthur in New York and my father in Lot-et-Garonne sent newspaper cuttings; two of my Oxford

  tutors from long ago, Sir Raymond Carr and Eric Christiansen, respectively helped me with Spanish sporting history, and commented on part of the script with customary lucidity and acidity; and two

  very old friends, Dr Jeffrey Tobias and Dr Elisabeth Whipp, gave me the benefit of their medical learning. I am grateful to John English for his attentive and thoughtful copy-editing, to Patricia

  Hymans for preparing the index, to Alison Rushgrove for typing out ‘Some Tour Facts’, and to Edwina Barstow for her help with the picture research. And I owe a special debt to my

  bon copain Robert Harris. He encouraged me to write the book, he cheered me up with sardonic e-mails about the passing scene, and although he was hard at work on his

  own splendid novels, he found time to act as my soigneur on many a day’s défaillance (see ‘Some Tour Words’) with much-needed reviving lunches at the

  George and Dragon in Rowde or the outside chance in Manton.




  My dear mother-in-law Polly Muir took only a modest interest in cycling, but she was half French, and was constantly helpful while I was writing this book, explaining obscure phrases in her

  maternal language and finding obscure books. Not least, she lent me her flat in Corsica, where I wrote a substantial portion of the book, and my thanks are due also to Jo-Jo Martini and my other

  friends in the Pasturella bar in Monticello. This book was originally dedicated to Polly; I now sadly rededicate it to her memory. It’s always tempting to quote ‘without whose

  never-failing sympathy and encouragement this book would have been finished in half the time’, a joke P. G. Wodehouse should have copyrighted; let me say instead that, if it hadn’t been

  for my wife and children, Sally, Abigail and Gabriel, this book might have perhaps been written a little sooner, but I would have gone mad much faster.




  Perhaps I might be permitted what may seem a sweeping or sentimental generalization, from the perspective of a political and literary journalist who is also a member of the MCC, a recovering

  Arsenal fan, and a somewhat tepid supporter of Bath rugby club. Political reporting may not be as ruthlessly competitive as some think, nor literary London quite the snakepit George Orwell

  believed, but it would be fair to say that one does not always encounter helping hands on every side. That has been true also when I have dipped into other sporting subjects. Almost my first

  publication in a grown-up paper was an article for the New Statesman nearly forty years ago about the financial structure of cricket. I recall ringing an editor of Wisden and

  shyly asking for some advice, only to be told that he indeed knew all the information I sought, but could think of no reason to share it with me.




  By striking contrast, while I worked on this book I met with nothing but friendliness and helpfulness. Whenever I rang the offices of Cycling Weekly, who had no

  idea who I was, or when I first contacted Richard Allchin, who had then never heard of me but has since given me invaluable advice, I was offered ungrudging assistance. And so it goes throughout

  the sport, which has a comradely ethos all of its own, just possibly because cycling remains a true sport of the people, untouched by what Proust called the lâcheté des gens du

  monde.




  That is not, of course and alas, the whole story, and we have seen this wonderful race, this splendid sport, even the noble bicycle itself, all debased and sullied. When Jean-François

  Lamour was French sports minister at the time of Armstrong’s last ‘victory’, he said that the doping culture was so deeply rooted in cycling that it would take a generation to

  uproot it. His words did not then seem far-fetched or unduly gloomy, and might appear to have been confirmed by events since. And yet, without being tritely optimistic, the one good thing to have

  come out of this awful story is that it might just be the extreme shock treatment cycling has needed; it’s far too soon to say that the age of doping is over, but there is now some objective

  evidence that, having come clean with all the revelations, the sport is becoming cleaner in the true sense.




  Ten years ago, I ended this Preface by saluting the amiability and decency of so many cyclists, which I do again, and expressing my love of France, which I do again and again. I had the amusing

  experience of being denounced by name in a Wall Street Journal editorial, which was disappointed by someone it had thought a ‘Eurosceptic’. If that word means misgivings about

  what the European Union sometimes does in practice, then it fits many of us. If it means an innate antipathy towards what Donald Rumsfeld sneered at as ‘Old Europe’, then I am the least

  sceptical of Old Europeans. Covering the Tour for several years now has only increased my love of France: its ravishing landscapes, its splendid cities, its charming villages,

  its wonderful roads and railways, its glorious restaurants and vineyards and, actually, its rather likeable populace.




  To repeat those words gives me an opportunity for what is not (I pray) merely fond or foolish hope for the future of the Tour. Before now France herself has fallen low and has risen again, even

  if it takes a man as remarkable as Charles de Gaulle. Now the hour requires people of his spirit who can renew the sport and its greatest race, inspired by ‘une certaine idée de la

  France’, and a certain idea of the Tour de France.
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  Prologue




  Paris, 1903




  During his sad last years of exile, Oscar Wilde was staying in Paris when he dined with the symbolist writer Maurice Maeterlinck and ‘his wonderful mistress’,

  Georgette Leblanc. The author of Pelléas et Mélisande, somewhat implausibly dubbed ‘the Belgian Shakespeare’ by Octave Mirbeau, lived with Leblanc, the great

  soprano of the Opéra Comique and creator of several of Massenet’s roles, at their ‘lovely little house’ near the Bois de Boulogne, and had abandoned writing, or so Wilde

  told a friend. ‘He only thinks of making life sane and healthy, and freeing the soul from the trammels of culture. Art seems to him now a malady . . . He rests his hope of humanity on the

  Bicycle.’




  Whatever touch of irony there may have been on Wilde’s part, or Maeterlinck’s, this would not have been the most foolish of hopes in July 1898. In the past few years the machine and

  the phenomenon called the bicycle had begun a social revolution that would do far more for humanity than many other more exalted inventions. It was also the fulfilment of a centuries-old dream.

  Although the bicycle’s origins are not quite lost in the mists of time, they go back much further than the nineteenth century. From the moment the simple fulcrum was

  discovered, men knew that energy could be transmuted, by magic as it must seem to any tribesman encountering a wheel for the first time. Earlier in that century, one extraordinary breakthrough had

  seen steam power harnessed to iron vehicles mounted on rails, but long before that the ingenious had dreamed of some mechanical substitute for the horse, a mechanism that could allow a man to

  travel faster and further with no more – or even with less – expenditure of energy than in walking.




  Although the drawing of something looking like a bicycle attributed to Leonardo da Vinci is almost certainly an ingenious fake, more or less serious experiments continued over the following

  centuries. In London in 1769, as Boswell records, the astronomer and ‘self-taught philosopher’ James Ferguson told Dr Johnson of his ‘new-invented machine which went without

  horses’. Then in Paris in 1790, at a time when the city was an asparagus-bed of strange notions and projects, a M. de Sivrac rode out in a wooden horse mounted on four wheels. It became known

  as the célérifère, and then the vélocifère, and it was used for races of a sort round the Champs-Élysées, adumbrating the great

  final sprint now seen there every July. Vélocifère became velocipede, or ‘fast foot’, in 1818, when Baron Karl von Drais of Karlsruhe unveiled in Paris his

  improved version that could be steered round bends. This ‘Draisienne’ soon spread to London, as Keats reported: ‘The nothing of the day is a machine called the Velocipede. It is a

  wheel-carriage to ride cock horse upon, sitting astride and pushing it along with the toes . . . They will go seven miles an hour’; but alas, ‘a handsome gelding will come to eight

  guineas’, an impossible price for such a toy. Many years later, in 1987, the riders in the greatest of all bicycle races would ride out of Karlsruhe in tribute to the baron.




  Despite its cost, the new toy crossed the Atlantic: Oliver Wendell Holmes recalled how, well before the Civil War, ‘Some of the Harvard College students who boarded in

  my neighbourhood had these machines they called velocipedes, on which they used to waddle along like so many ducks.’ In the 1840s Kirkpatrick Macmillan, a blacksmith, staked arguably a better

  claim to be the grandfather of the bicycle when he produced a form of hobby horse with pedals that for the first time took the rider’s feet clear of the ground and were linked by rods to the

  back wheel. And at the Great Exhibition of 1851 there were three velocipedes on show, one designed by William Sawyer. He made a later model to present to the Prince of Wales (it is not known

  whether Sawyer’s machine was ever actually ridden by the prince, a man designed neither by physique nor temperament for doing so), which was then put on sale in 1860 for the enormous sum of

  £17 2s. 6d., many months’ pay for a labourer.




  In France meantime, at their workshop near the Champs-Élysées, Pierre Michaux and his sons had adapted the old Draisienne with a crank to power the front wheel. This was introduced

  in turn at the Paris Exposition of 1867, one of the great events of the Second Empire in what proved to be its last years. And the ‘bicircle’ or ‘veloce’ was soon the rage,

  Michaux producing 400 a year, despite its expense, its impracticability, and its considerable discomfort. A year after the Exposition a revue opened called Paris-Vélocipède,

  Daumier drew a cartoon light-heartedly showing the figure of Death astride the new contraption and, in Vienna, Josef Strauss wrote a ‘Velocipede Polka’. One, albeit unutilitarian, use

  was shown by the great stunt-man Blondin when he rode a velocipede on a high wire across Niagara. Although his agility and balance were unusual, for most people it was still difficult to ride one

  of these machines over any distance, with its pedals mounted on the hub of the front wheel. The nickname ‘boneshaker’ spoke for itself, and not everyone was enamoured of the novelty.

  One French paper, the Gaulois, thought that ‘velocipedists are imbeciles on wheels’. In return, a velocipedic magazine pointed out that the two-wheeler compared favourably with the horse, as it ‘does not cart loads of hay, and does not wax fat and kick. It is easy to handle. It never rears up. It won’t bite.’




  And yet even enthusiasts ruefully admitted that riding the machines of the period was exhausting and often painful, and that ‘a railway bridge or a very slight rise in the ground brought

  us to a standstill’. The English Mechanic thought that it was a sport only for those ‘possessed of legs of iron and thighs of brass’, and warned that riding ‘to any

  great extent, results in depression, in exhaustion and in wear and tear’. Another false turn in the search for a less depressing or exhausting machine came with the ‘ordinary’, or

  penny-farthing, which had a front wheel several times larger than the rear and, although surprisingly fast, was extremely ungainly and perilous, and one more came with the safer but slower

  tricycle.




  Both boneshaker and ordinary could at any rate be raced. The social history of the nineteenth century saw few more important developments than the advent of competitive sports, or more

  accurately ‘games’. The word ‘sport’ had always meant in England – which was very much where this change originated – country pursuits, hunting, shooting,

  fishing, coursing, archery; games meant teams competing on a field of play with a ball. Cricket had emerged from rural chaos and corruption in the eighteenth century, football had been played

  immemorially in English villages, in some towns at Shrovetide, and at public schools following their own arcane codes (still played today at Winchester, Harrow, and – in two versions –

  Eton), which made a common national game difficult. One school gave its name to the game from which two different forms of Rugby football as well as American football all now descend. And on a

  historic day in 1863, at a pub in London, sportsmen from Oxford and Cambridge, and from different schools, met to lay down a common code for Association Football, sometimes known by the dire

  Oxonian diminutive ‘soccer’ but most often and in most countries simply as ‘football’ or some version of that name. As A. J. P. Taylor truly said, this

  ‘game of eleven men against eleven’ first codified there that day was one of his country’s greatest gifts to mankind: ‘By it the mark of England may well remain in the world

  when the rest of her influence has vanished.’




  Five years later just outside Paris came a scarcely less historic moment, when competitive cycling began. On 31 May 1868, a 1200-metre race was run from the fountains to the entrance of the park

  of St-Cloud. It was won by an 18-year-old English expatriate called James Moore, who confirmed this victory on 7 November by winning the first road race in France, from Paris to Rouen over 135

  kilometres against a large local field; sadly, not an augury of much future English success on the roads of France. The 10 hours 25 minutes it took Moore included a good deal of time spent walking

  his bicycle up the steeper hills. Since none of them is particularly steep in that part of France, it was clear that racing over real mountains was some way in the future. Indeed, although French

  roads may well have been the best in Europe, Moore’s average speed of less than 13 k.p.h. spoke for itself about the conditions for road racing there, let alone in other countries, and also

  about the quality of the machine he was riding, still some way short of technical excellence. Although the Pickwick Bicycling Club was founded in London in 1870, the first such in England, followed

  by seven more within another four years, and although the Hon. Mr Keith-Falconer beat a professional at Cambridge over a two-mile race in June 1882, it wasn’t surprising that bicycle racing

  in this incunabular period was mostly confined to tracks.




  Certainly that was so in the United States. The first bike race there seems to have been in Boston on 24 May 1878, which is to say two years after professional baseball had begun and thirteen

  years before basketball was invented. Almost all early American racing was on tracks, and largely took the form of paced races, with some riders setting a fast early speed and then dropping

  away. By the 1890s there were about 100 dirt, cement or wooden tracks around the country, mainly in big cities. More than 600 professionals travelled on this national circuit,

  which ranged from Boston to San Francisco, with competitions in such cities as St Louis, Salt Lake City, Denver and Los Angeles. The sport received an enormous boost on 30 June 1899, when one of

  these riders, Charles M. Murphy, rode on a wooden track behind a Long Island Rail Road train and covered a mile in 57.8 seconds, to become inevitably Mile-a-Minute Murphy.




  Meantime another race was on, to find a vehicle that really worked. James Starley’s improved Coventry Gentleman’s Bicycle appeared in 1875. Although it still cost a huge £16,

  it earned him the title of ‘father of the bicycle’ and a monument in Coventry. But the consummation came in 1885, when James’s nephew John Kemp Starley introduced his Rover Safety

  bicycle. It was safe, that is, by comparison with all previous models; and by comparison with all of those, it was a work of genius. At last the bike had found its true shape, the diamond or

  lozenge frame whose perfection is attested by the fact that it has remained essentially unchanged for almost 120 years. There were two horizontal parallel bars, one from the handlebars back to the

  base beneath the saddle, another from pedals back to the hub of the rear wheel hub. Another two more or less parallel bars sloped backwards, the forward one from handlebars to pedals, the rear from

  saddle to back axle. And in young Starley’s other masterstroke, those two points on the lower bar were also connected by a chain, linking one cogged wheel next to the pedals with another

  attached to that hub, a principle which has been modified or improved since, but not basically changed. The bicycle thus designed was at once much stronger and much lighter than previous

  mechanisms: tricycles had weighed 40 or even 60 kilos and earlier bicycles some 20 kilos. The first Rover racer weighed 16 kilos.




  One more technological breakthrough was still to be found. When the Rover Safety first appeared, its wheels had solid rubber tyres, an improvement on earlier metal or wooden

  wheels but still no great shakes, or rather many great shakes for the rider. In 1888 the Scot John Boyd Dunlop patented the pneumatic tyre, which he developed more fully between 1889 and 1891,

  while the Frenchmen André and Edouard Michelin perfected the detachable inner tube. With all these, both recreational and competitive cycling began to enjoy an explosive success. Social life

  was transformed: in Jane Austen’s time and for nearly a century later, the extreme limit for a day’s visit in the English country was about fifteen miles, though more normally the

  extent was about six; both distances were doubled by the bicycle. And speed was dramatically improved also. A new record was established on the Rover, 100 miles in 7h5'16", or 12

  m.p.h., half as fast again as Moore’s ride to Rouen.




  Cycling for pleasure was still a pastime of the rich, or at any rate the better off. Even when the price of a Rover had fallen to £10, that was many weeks’ wages for a miner or a

  mill hand. In France likewise, a bike might cost 500 francs in the early 1890s, which was three months’ pay for a schoolteacher. But a great breakthrough was in the offing. More than 800,000

  bikes were manufactured in England in 1895, and even though France lagged a little behind, there were at the same time reckoned by H. de Graffigney (in his Manuel pratique du constructeur et du

  conducteur de cycles et d’automobiles) to be 300,000 bicycles in the country. And as output increased, prices fell. By the late 1890s a bike could be bought for between 100 and 150

  francs, and the schoolteacher could now afford one. If in 1893 a French factory worker had needed to work an unimaginable 1655 hours to earn the price of a bike, by 1911 falling prices and rising

  wages meant that a bike cost the equivalent of only 357 hours, and the bicycle was before long within reach of many working men as well as clerks and teachers.




  One such teacher in Normandy acquired his first bike in 1898, and exulted that ‘henceforth I was king of the road, since I was faster than a horse’. This

  wasn’t literally true of the fastest horses: except in the peculiar circumstances of short, artificially paced sprints, cyclists can barely match the 65 k.p.h. or 40 m.p.h. that a

  thoroughbred racehorse touches over five furlongs (American ‘quarter-horses’ are faster), or even the steady 55 k.p.h. or 35 m.p.h. of a staying horse in the twenty-furlong Ascot Gold

  Cup. The speed was exhilarating all the same. More than a hundred years on, it’s possible to feel something of the excitement this revolution brought, and to feel still that it was wholly

  admirable: ‘that most beneficent of all the period’s machines, whose contribution to human emancipation was immediately recognized,’ as E. J. Hobsbawm calls ‘the modest

  bicycle’, had so many virtues, marred by no vices. Is there any other invention of modern times of which the same can be said? With every other innovation, costs as well as benefits

  don’t need dwelling on. The internal combustion engine almost defines ‘blessing and curse’: it has hugely enhanced the lives of millions, in the United States first of all and

  then elsewhere; and, in the course of the twentieth century, five times more Americans were killed in automobile accidents than died in war. So it went with powered flight, and nuclear fission. The

  bicycle was and is unsullied. As one of Iris Murdoch’s characters says, ‘Other forms of transport grow daily more nightmarish. The bicycle alone remains pure at heart.’




  Not everyone was immediately convinced of this. Although one French enthusiast, Baudry de Saunier, could think of only two reasons ‘to refuse to taste velocipedic delights: poverty and

  piles’, medical science amplified that last anxiety. The Nantes Medical Society wondered in 1893 whether the new machine might be not only undignified but dangerous for the spinal column, a

  question that was, it is to be supposed, quietly forgotten ten years later when the inaugural Tour de France visited Nantes, the first of many times the Breton capital would be a

  ville-étape. In 1894 the Congress of the French Association for the Advancement of Science took up the matter again, with the improbably named Dr Ludovic

  O’Followell warning against the dangers of riding a bike too soon after sexual intercourse (foreshadowing in his way an anxiety that would one day trouble team managers in many sports,

  including cycling); and, while denying that riding a bike must inevitably lead women to the same hysteria and ‘nymphomania’ into which, it was agreed, seamstresses were led by the use

  of sewing machines, he was concerned that it could nevertheless ‘procure genital satisfactions, voluptuous sensations’ or even ‘sportive masturbations’.




  If not necessarily for that reason, the fashion grew apace. Cycling clubs multiplied in France, and became more popular in the full sense of more plebeian. Clubs defined by occupation in the

  late 1880s had been distinctly mercantile or professional, for businessmen, civil servants, professors. The following decade saw a dramatic expansion and ‘declassing’, as clubs were

  formed for clerks, artisans and NCOs. The Société des Cyclistes Coiffeurs-Parfumiers and the Union Cyclistes des Postes et Télégraphes began in 1896 and 1897

  respectively, while the socially exclusive Club Vélocipédique de Bordeaux prompted in response the founding of the petit-bourgeois Cyclistes Girondins in 1897; and Eugen Weber notes

  that before long ‘dignified labels like Club Vélocipédique and Véloce Club are outnumbered by light-heartedly vulgar ones: Société des Cyclistes Rigolards

  Argentonnais, La Bécane d’Ecueillé, or Le Rasoir Sportif Montpellerain’: the Larking-About Lads from Argenton, the Risky Bike, the Sporting Razor of Montpellier, all names

  redolent of hearty Victorian facetiousness.




  As the nineteenth century closed, sportsmen were rarely as yet the public idols they later became, not least because the ‘mass media’, which is to say in the first place the popular

  press, had barely emerged; but they were beginning to be well known. Dr W. G. Grace, the Gloucestershire and England cricketer, became a national figure, but he was at least technically a

  ‘Gentleman’, or amateur, and there were unmistakable class tensions that held back the emergence of professional sportsmen as heroes. In England the pattern had

  been for the educated classes to take away games from the populace and make them their own, so that the Football Association Cup was dominated in its early years by patrician clubs like Corinthian

  Casuals and Old Etonians, before the masses gratifyingly reclaimed their inheritance. French racing cyclists weren’t necessarily ‘varsity men’, but the first generation of French

  cycling heroes were bourgeois boys. Two of them in the 1880s, Frederic Charron and Paul Ruinart, were heirs to prosperous business concerns, grocery and wine merchant respectively.




  When in 1892 a cycling stadium was built on the site in Paris of Buffalo Bill’s Circus and called the Vélodrome Buffalo to commemorate its origins, it was run by another bon

  bourgeois, Tristan Bernard. That was soon joined by several more velodromes in Paris alone, the Clignancourt, the Parc des Princes and the Vel de l’Est, with the most famous of all, the

  ‘Vel d’Hiv’ – winter stadium, Vélodrome d’Hiver – to come in the new century. Even now there was an element of the craze about cycling; and it was still a

  craze of the superior classes. ‘BCBG’, Parisians say, and bicycles were bon chic for the bon genre. The famous dandy Robert de Montesquiou – certainly

  the model for Des Esseintes in Huysmans’s novel À Rebours, and possibly for Proust’s Charlus also – was photographed with a bicycle, and one of the Comte de

  Vogue’s sons was riding in a race watched from Madame de Rochetaillée’s box by the young Pauline de Broglie, who thought that, despite those aristos in the saddle, the sport was

  ‘brutal, smelly and barbarous’.




  If track racing was exciting, there was a different kind of excitement to come with road races. From early on these had a close economic link with the new manufacturing interests: the

  Paris–Brest race in 1891 was run on Michelin tyres, and the next year Michelin promoted a Paris–Clermont race specifically to demonstrate the superiority of its tyres to Dunlop’s.

  At the same time a new kind of popular journalism was emerging, epitomized in England by the Daily Mail, the first ‘halfpenny paper’. This burgeoning press

  included an array of sporting papers. Some had long been devoted to horse racing and sometimes to boxing, but in France especially publishers now began to see commercial possibilities in

  cyclisme.




  As the new century approached, several factors thus converged. There was the wonderful new bicycle; there was the new passion for competitive sport; there was another highly characteristic trend

  of the late nineteenth century, publicity and advertising; there was a vogue for tourism and travel, not least by that other innovation, the motor car, to encourage which Michelin began to publish

  its famous Guides in 1900. And there was politics. Although Wilde did not live to see the birth of the Tour de France, he had by coincidence met one of its indirect begetters only months before he

  heard Maeterlinck make his startling pronouncement about humanity and the Bicycle. He had been ‘dragged out’ one night in Paris, Wilde told another friend, ‘to meet Esterhazy at

  dinner!’ during which this ‘astonishing’ man had of course talked ‘of nothing but Dreyfus et Cie’.




  This dinner companion was one of the central figures in the drama by which, in the late 1890s, France was riveted and riven as by nothing else during the near seventy years that the Third

  Republic lasted. More exactly, Commandant Marie-Charles Walsin-Esterhazy was the villain of the piece, the traitor in place of whom the Jewish officer Captain Alfred Dreyfus had been falsely

  convicted of treason in January 1895, to howls of glee from the mob and the reactionary anti-Semitic Right, and sent to Devil’s Island. When Zola and Clemenceau, with the heroic assistance of

  Colonel Georges Picquart, recognized that Dreyfus had been framed, they began a campaign to right the wrong, and also conveniently enough to pummel their clerical and monarchist foes.




  For years, l’Affaire – Dreyfus’s name didn’t need to be added – set France in a frenzy, dividing friend from friend, brother from

  brother, the Dreyfusard Monet from the anti-Dreyfusard Cézanne, the Prince de Guermantes from the Duc de Guermantes – and Albert, Comte de Dion from the Vélo. This was

  an early cycling paper founded in 1891 and taking as its name the colloquial word the French had adopted for the bike (although some frowned on this vulgar abbreviation of

  vélocipède, Samuel Beckett later apostrophizing his ‘Chère bicyclette, je ne t’appellerai pas vélo’). It was an instant success, claiming

  within three years to sell a remarkable 80,000 daily. The paper’s original backer was Dion, an enthusiast who sponsored such eccentricities as a steam-driven tricycle as well as early motor

  cars, founding the Automobile Club de France in 1895. The membership of this club was aristocratic, reactionary and anti-Semitic, like Dion himself. He was one of the group of anti-Dreyfusards who,

  at the height of the Affair in June 1899, were arrested at Auteuil racecourse for attacking President Emile Loubet. The Vélo was edited by Pierre Giffard, a Dreyfusard who also

  wrote for the Petit Journal, where he dared to criticize Dion for this episode. Dion was enraged, withdrew his patronage from the Vélo and, with a group of nationalist

  friends who included Michelin, began a new paper.




  As its name suggested, the Auto was intended for motorists, but it took a keen interest in other fields as well. Its masthead read ‘Automobile – Cyclisme’ and then

  listed almost encyclopaedically athletics, yachting, fencing, weightlifting, horse racing, gymnastics and alpinism as the sports with which it concerned itself. Its editor was Henri Desgrange. Born

  in 1865, he had been an ardent cyclist on both bikes and tricycles, who had ridden races and had broken the one-hour record with 35 kilometres at Neuilly in 1893. He was neither a politically

  enlightened nor a very lovable man, as one episode showed. When he was running the Parc des Princes, a track event was organized pitting the French champion Edmond Jacquelin against Major Taylor,

  the first notable black cyclist (not that there have been many since). Taylor duly won, and Desgrange was so angered by this affront to the white race that he insulted the

  winner in turn by paying his large prize in 10-centime coins, so that Taylor had to take the money away in a wheelbarrow. Desgrange was bigoted, he was gifted, imperious and irascible, he was at

  times an obnoxious or even intolerable personage; all the same, he was one of the great Frenchmen of the twentieth century.




  What the new paper needed was a truc, some publicity coup to boost its fortunes. Other papers in other countries were dreaming up their own such stunts. In New York the World

  sponsored a new baseball championship between the winners of the National and American Leagues, and although the paper later folded, it left behind what might have seemed (for a sport barely played

  outside America) the somewhat grandiose name of the World Series.




  That was in 1903, the same year that the Auto gave birth to its great new race. The paper had already revived the Paris–Brest race; now it would sponsor something truly

  spectacular, a race all round France, ‘from Paris to the blue waves of the Mediterranean’. The idea of the ‘Tour de France’ was a very old one, at one time linked with

  apprentices’ initiation, recently popularized by more than one historian and travel writer, and the Tour de France par Deux Enfants, in which two intrepid boys called André

  and Julien made their way round the hexagone, had become one of the classic schoolbooks of the age, ‘le petit livre rouge de la République’ that consciously united the

  corners of France. Now intrepid cyclists would do the same.
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  Sowing the Seed




  1903–1908




  Not only romantic hindsight makes the époque into which the new race was born look belle, nor the century between 1815 and 1914 seem a golden age, but

  retrospect certainly adds to its attractions. Those years of peace would be gazed back at with yearning by a Europe which, in the subsequent decades, did its best to tear itself to pieces. And

  Paris in 1903 was not merely the ville lumière or city of earthly delights beloved of visitors, and deplored by stern moralists (one of whom found it ‘very significant that

  when well-to-do Victorians gave way to vice they commonly went to Paris to indulge it’), but the place that the Impressionists had made their (not always welcoming) home and that was about to

  see another artistic explosion: Matisse, Derain and de Vlaminck exhibited at the Salon des Indépendants that March. Paris remained the world’s undisputed capital of civilization.




  Already there were portents that the golden age which it adorned was nearing its end. Elsewhere in Europe that year, there were savage pogroms against the Jews in Russia and massacres by the

  Turks in Bulgaria. An unlikely new movement called Zionism was considering whether to accept an unlikelier proposal to found a Jewish homeland in east Africa, fierce clashes

  between Germans and Czechs in Bohemia had flared up again, and in Switzerland the police were watching an obscure extreme left-wing agitator from Italy called Mussolini. France itself was far from

  placid, as the Dreyfus Affair finally reached a sour outcome. In 1899 Dreyfus had reluctantly accepted a pardon rather than complete vindication, but in April 1903, shortly before the great race

  that was an indirect consequence of l’Affaire had begun, startling new evidence transpired of the forgeries which had been used to convict him. Underlying the affair had anyway been

  a much deeper Kulturkampf; far from fading away, this battle between Left and Right, aggressive laicism and the Catholic Church, radical republicanism and its unreconciled foes, was now

  more bitter than ever. This was the very year that the government (under President Emile Combes, himself ironically a ‘spoilt priest’ or sometime seminarian) abolished religious

  instruction in schools, and troops were sent in to remove the monks from the Chartreuse monastery as part of what would be a larger expulsion of religious orders from France. With all of that

  upheaval, a bicycle race could only be a welcome distraction.




  From the beginning Henri Desgrange treated the Tour as his private property. The Auto was sponsor and ‘journal organisateur’, and it provided Géo Lefèvre, the

  course director, time-keeper and judge, as well as Desgrange himself as Directeur Général, not to say lord high publicist, who followed Beaverbrook’s principle that if you

  don’t blow your own trumpet, no one else will. On 1 July 1903 Desgrange marked the birth of his brainchild with no false modesty in an editorial headed ‘La Semence’ (The Seed):

  ‘With the grand and powerful gesture that Zola gave his working man in La Terre, the Auto, newspaper of ideas and action, will from today send across France those

  unconscious and hardy sowers of energy, the professional road racers.’




  Grandiloquent as his words might have been – and they certainly set the tone in which le patron would write about the race for almost four decades –

  ‘inconscients et rudes’ was a fair description of the cyclists as they set off on what by later – or any objective – standards was a terrifying three weeks. It was an

  individual event with no teams; riders paid no more than 10 francs to enter (with bread costing 40 centimes a kilo, this may be reckoned about 115 euros or £100 in 2013 values), competing for

  a first prize of 3000 francs (26,500 euros or £17,000) out of a pool of 20,000 francs. The race covered 2428 kilometres and lasted almost three weeks, with three lengthy periods of rest. But

  what made it such an ordeal to later or indeed contemporary eyes was that, although those répos interspersed no more than six étapes or stages, these stages were all

  enormously long, lasting more than twenty-four hours at a stretch, by night as well as day, punctuated only by pauses to grab food and effect repairs. Even the starting times of these stages were

  at notably unsocial hours: 2.30 a.m. in Lyons, 11.30 p.m. in Marseilles, 11 p.m. in Bordeaux.




  The men who were prepared to race in these conditions were no longer good bourgeois like Charron and Ruinart, still less sprigs of fashion like the Comte de Vogue’s boy. Staring out of the

  first photographs of the Tour, the riders seem less like well-fed and well-trained modern athletes than the rough artisans they in fact were. From the beginning, one of the Tour’s deleterious

  traditions was the riders’ nicknames bestowed by the press, babyish or facetious or whimsical, with great sportsmen like Raymond Poulidor or Bernard Hinault reduced to ‘Pou-Pou’

  or ‘Le Blaireau’. When Maurice Garin was called ‘Le Petit Ramoneur’ in 1903 it may have been tiresome, but it wasn’t whimsy: he was in fact petit, no more

  than 5 foot 3 inches (1.60 metres) tall and 64 kg (140 lb, or 10 stone), and he had in fact been a ramoneur or chimney sweep by trade. Other racers were bakers’ apprentices like

  Constant Huret and Edmond Jacquelin, butchers’ boys like Louis Pothier, errand boys or labourers. A few years earlier the British governing classes had been dismayed when

  large-scale enlistment for the Boer War had revealed the appalling physical condition of the industrial poor, whose social status could be deduced when they were naked from the state of their limbs

  and teeth. These first Tour men were far from physical wrecks, but they have the unmistakable proletarian appearance of their time, gnarled and knotty.




  As Georges Abran, the eccentric martinet who had been appointed official starter, sent them off at 3.15 p.m. from the inappropriately named Reveil-Matin café at Montgeron, they faced an

  extraordinary challenge. The longest stage of this new race was the first, 467 kilometres from Paris to Lyons. Twelve hours after they had departed, at 3 a.m. on a moonlit night, officials caught

  up with the cyclists, ‘riding like sleepwalkers’ and strung out in groups of two or three. Ahead of most of the riders were Léon Georget and the German Josef Fischer, but the two

  leaders were only identified when an official descried two more figures looming in the dark and shouted, ‘Who are you?’ They proved to be Garin, and Emile Pagie from Tourcoing.




  At 8.45 a.m., after 27 hours 47 minutes in the saddle, Garin crossed the line ending the first étape of the first Tour. He was followed a minute later by Pagie, exhausted almost

  to the point of collapse, and then after thirty-five minutes by Georget. The race had already taken its toll: Hippolyte Aucouturier had abandoned at La Palisse suffering from stomach cramps despite

  – or not necessarily despite – fortifying himself with bumpers of heavy red wine on the road, setting a pattern of dangerous artificial stimulation for the riders that would last eleven

  decades. He made his way to Lyons by train, and announced his intention of riding in the next stage to Marseilles, after three days’ rest. Although the regulations then permitted this, it

  posed a problem for Desgrange when Aucouturier won that second stage but couldn’t be placed in the classification générale, the general classification (GC) that

  determined who was the overall leader at any moment and thus who, come the last stage, had won the race. Aucouturier’s victory distorted the placings for Georget and

  Garin, and so Desgrange for the first but very far from the last time made up the rules of the Tour as he went along, and found the ingenious if unsatisfactory compromise of declaring that the next

  stage would be started in two groups, one merely ‘Marseilles–Toulouse’, the other the Tour de France proper.




  And so, at 10.30 a.m. on 8 July, a starting pistol sent off the thirty-two remaining Tour competitors, followed an hour later by the others. This ingenuity was almost frustrated by ‘le

  terrible Aucouturier’: riding with a will, he gradually caught up with the Tour group and then, from afternoon to night, ticked off one worn-out rider after another. But he couldn’t

  catch the leaders, and reached Toulouse twenty-eight minutes after a group of four, Eugène Brange, Samson (the nom de guerre of Julien Lootens), Garin and Pothier.




  On the next, 250-kilometre, stage from Toulouse to Bordeaux, the field split into bunches, and then the second group crashed. For bike racers, crashes remain an ever-present dread, which

  interrupt many stages of the Tour to this day. The worst crashes of all are on descents, when the riders have breasted the top of a climb and are careering downhill at high speed with an

  exhilarating sense of release that sometimes leads to lapses of concentration. Only one rider needs to lose his wheel’s grip on the road to bring down all those behind him who can’t

  take evasive action in time. Next worst, and all too common, are crashes in bunch finishes sprinting to the line. But a tight group of riders can all be brought down together at any time, even on a

  flat road at quite modest cruising speed.




  That day in the Garonne valley the culprit was a dog sauntering across the road, which brought down fifteen riders, Aucouturier among them. He picked himself up, cursing roundly and glaring at

  his blood-covered legs. Declaring that he had finally had enough, he took the train to Paris. By this point Garin had established an unassailable three-hour lead, and although

  he lost a little time, he won the final stage from Nantes and reached the finish 2h49'45" minutes ahead of Pothier in second place, a record margin to this day. He had completed

  the Tour at an average speed of 25.68 k.p.h. (15.96 m.p.h.), almost walking pace by later standards. Magne would break 30 k.p.h. for the Tour in 1934, Walkowiak 35 k.p.h. in 1956, and Lance

  Armstrong 40 k.p.h., or 25 m.p.h., in 1999. In all, seventy-eight riders had entered for the 1903 race, sixty had actually taken part, and twenty-one had finished: twenty-first was Millocheau,

  holding the place that would become sardonically known as lanterne rouge, red lamp for the last place.




  The first winner of the Tour was a wiry little 32-year-old of Italian parents, but the true winner may have been Desgrange. His race had succeeded far beyond his or Dion’s expectations,

  with great numbers turning out to watch, even when their enthusiasm had been tested by the absurdity of a race passing through their town or village in the small hours. When the twenty-one riders

  who completed the race reached Ville d’Avray south-west of Paris, a crowd of 100,000 greeted them, with another 20,000 at the Parc des Princes for the Arrivée.




  In several senses the Tour was rudimentary, in this first year, and for some years to come, with few of the features that would later seem inescapably part of the race. With only half a dozen

  albeit enormous stages, large parts of France couldn’t be visited; there was no real distinction between sprinting and plain road racing; and no serious hills were climbed. All the same, if

  not yet fully formed, the Tour de France was born. But it very nearly didn’t survive infancy.




  In only the second year of its existence the Tour did its best to illustrate Marx’s saying that history repeats itself as farce, with a race marred by every kind of

  irregularity and skulduggery. Desgrange had tried to tighten up the regulations, insisting that no one could compete in just one or two stages: it was all or nothing. In a

  field that had grown to eighty-eight riders, Garin and Aucouturier started as warm favourites, but Aucouturier came a cropper at the start and never recovered from his fall, finishing the first

  Paris–Lyons stage two and a half hours behind Garin.




  On the next stage, after a tedious five-day rest, violence erupted. Garin was chased and harassed by a car whose occupants shouted that he would get no further than St-Étienne before he

  was ‘dealt with’. And although nothing had happened by the control station at St-Étienne, Garin was menaced as the field was leaving the town by a mob waving cudgels, apparently

  supporters of the stephanois rider Alfred Faure, and badly beaten. When the caravan of official cars belatedly arrived on the scene, the mob vanished into the night. Faure duly won the

  stage, though not much honour. Trouble was far from over. Ferdinand Payan had been disqualified for hanging on to cars, to the rage of his supporters, and on the next stage from Lyons to Bordeaux

  there was more violence in Nîmes, where barricades were put up to stop the race and Aucouturier had to fight his way through using his bike as a shield.




  When the field managed to escape the town it was under a fusillade of bottles and stones, the road between Bellegarde and Lunel was covered with broken bottles and nails, and those following in

  cars could only make their way through another mob by flourishing pistols. Aucouturier won the stage, though Garin still led the GC, observing that, ‘If I’m not murdered before Paris,

  I’ll win the race again.’ The culprits appeared at first to be a claque supporting Payan, but the broader trouble was ferocious local patriotism, hooliganism of a kind that later in the

  century would all too often be associated with football.




  On 24 July a weary and nerve-racked twenty-seven surviving riders reached the Père Auto restaurant at Ville-d’Avray, the official finish, before processing to the Parc des Princes,

  where Garin, still alive after all, was acclaimed as the winner. And still the dramas hadn’t ended. A storm of protests now erupted. Garin and Pothier among other riders,

  it was alleged, had received illicit feeding from their soigneurs (a soigneur is literally a ‘carer’: in a factory, a machine-minder, in a boxing ring, a second, in

  bike racing, a trainer cum physio cum masseur), and, on more than one occasion after puncturing, Aucouturier had returned to the head of the peloton – the bunch – with suspicious speed.

  The lengthy rap sheet was examined for several months, before the devastating announcement came: the first four riders, Garin, Pothier, Maurice’s brother César Garin, and Aucouturier

  were all disqualified. A new final classification was announced, with the original fifth, Henri Cornet, now the winner, followed by Dortignacq and Catteau. Pothier was disqualified for life, Garin

  for two years. He retired from the saddle, returning in 1911 at the age of forty when he managed a creditable tenth in the Paris–Brest–Paris race, and also rode once more in the Tour.

  Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney sweepers, come to dust, and ‘the little chimney sweep’, truly a golden lad after the first Tour, spent the rest of his long life running a

  garage at Lens and complaining at the injustice of the 1904 disqualification, until his death in 1957 aged eighty-six.




  To say the least, none of the original first four was happy at this outcome, but no one was unhappier than Desgrange. ‘The Tour de France is finished,’ he wrote in his

  characteristically irate tones, ‘and its second running will be, I am sure, also its last.’ But it wasn’t. Desgrange changed his mind, decided that he would lead ‘a grand

  crusade’ to restore cycling, appointing the journalist Victor Breyer as commissaire général to clean it up. In truth Desgrange was doing very well out of the Tour, even

  after the scandal: the circulation of the Auto was going up, while the Vélo folded, and Giffard went bankrupt, to be magnanimously (or patronizingly) given a job by

  Desgrange.




  The third Tour was longer, at 2994 kilometres, and increased to eleven stages. Much more significantly for the future, it essayed serious climbs for the first time. A new

  points system was introduced, ostensibly to make cheating harder, and trainers or pacers were permitted on the first and last stages. Despite Garin’s absence, the field of sixty was a strong

  one, with Aucouturier, Cornet, Louis Trousselier, René Pottier, Lucien Petit-Breton, and the previous year’s révélation – then and ever after a beloved

  word of the Tour journalists – young Jean-Baptiste Dortignacq. And bikes were divided for the first time by type, those for ‘speed riders’, and machines

  poinçonées or standard models (poinçonées for ‘punched’ or stamped, as a document is authorized). If Desgrange thought that increased

  regulation would expunge last year’s disgraces and absurdities, he was soon disabused.




  After leaving Noisy-le-Grand just to the east of Paris early in the morning of 9 July, the field rode to Nancy. Before they left the riders had all been offered a new invention by an

  enterprising tradesman from Toulouse, M. Calvade’s nail-puller: ‘With my gadget it’s impossible to puncture.’ Some riders may have taken up the offer, but Calvade’s

  device could not prevent the disaster that awaited. Between Chalons and St-Dizier the road had been strewn with nails, and one bike after another punctured. The ‘cracks’ were able to

  borrow their trainers’ bikes, but the culs-de-plomb, the lead-arsed lesser cyclists riding on their own account, had to effect their own repairs. Only fifteen out of sixty finished

  the stage, led by Trousselier ahead of Dortignacq. With rare humility Desgrange begged everyone to rescue his race.




  And so they did. The second stage reached the mountains, and, as a reporter put it, ‘for the first time in cycling history a supposedly unpassable peak was attempted’, in the form of

  the Ballon d’Alsace. At 1247 metres it was only half the height above sea level of the greatest Alpine cols that would later be climbed, but forbidding enough at the time. Maybe there was

  some political arrière pensée in this choice. The Ballon then lay on the border of the French Republic and the German Empire that had taken Alsace (or, as it might be

  thought, reclaimed Elsass) and much of Lorraine as prizes of war in 1871. Even though Alsace (or Elsass) is historically, geographically, linguistically and culturally German,

  French nationalists saw in this an irredenta and a bitter grievance, and for almost half a century they drank revanchist toasts ‘A l’Est’.




  To the east rode Pottier, shaking off Trousselier and Cornet as he climbed the pass. This wonderful moment went sour when nails appeared on the road again between Lunéville and Epinal.

  When Pottier punctured, he had no more spare tyres, but Aucouturier generously lent him one as he passed; chivalry was rewarded when Aucouturier won the stage. Pottier was still leading the GC, but

  abandoned at Lyons, after tearing a muscle in a bad fall. Two more climbs faced the riders, the Col de Laffrey and Col Bayard, respectively 900 and 1246 metres, won by Aucouturier and Julien

  Maitron. Aucouturier reached Toulon alone, twenty-four minutes ahead of Trousselier and Dortignacq, after riding this tough stage at what then seemed an incredible average speed of 26 k.p.h. (16

  m.p.h.). But, just as in 1903 on the first Tour, he was undone on the next stage by stomach cramp after he had drunk too much heavy red wine, and finished eighteenth. The race was now

  Trousselier’s for the taking. Aucouturier revived enough to win the Bordeaux–La Rochelle stage, and Dortignacq took the last two stages, but Trousselier, ‘le Fleuriste’,

  florist’s assistant and part-time cyclist, rode in his disciplined and determined way to hold the overall lead at the finish. As to the sabotage, the Paris police learned that 125 kilos of

  nails of the type found on the roads had been bought at a Paris ironmongers the day before the Tour began, by two men whose identity was never discovered.




  A complex system of classification by points continued for eight years in all, frequently modified, so that from 1905 to 1912 there are no écarts or distances

  by time separating the winner from second or second from third. This didn’t mean that those results were spurious. As far as can be judged, Trousselier was a worthy

  winner in 1905 and Pottier still more so in 1906: more so, that is, because it was a much harder race. In the space of the three years 1904–6, the Tour’s distance increased

  dramatically, in fact almost doubled, from 2428 to 2994 to 4637 kilometres. In 1906 the race crossed the French frontier for the first time, into ‘occupied Alsace-Lorraine’ at Metz,

  Italy at Ventimiglia, and Spain at Irun. For the first time a flamme rouge marked the last kilometre of a stage and, for the first time also, there was a departure from a different place

  from the previous arrival, so that the race had to be transferred lock, stock and barrel – or riders, bikes and team cars – from Lille where the first stage ended to Douai where the

  second began. Today this is the rule rather than the exception: in the 2003 Tour, only four towns saw both one stage finish and another begin the next day. The change did not bring good fortune.

  After Emile Georget, Léon’s brother, had won the first stage, the riders found nail-strewn roads yet again, and on that Douai–Nancy stage every single rider punctured except

  Petit-Breton. On the next stage to Dijon there was a different kind of villainy: Maurice Carrère, Henry Gauban and Gaston Tuvache were ejected when it was discovered that they had taken the

  train.




  But the story of the race was the domination of Pottier. He won five out of thirteen stages, including four consecutive stages, Douai–Nancy–Dijon–Grenoble–Nice, making

  several long, brave escapes to break away from the other riders, and confirming in the most striking way the unofficial title ‘King of the Mountains’ informally awarded after his

  conquest of the Ballon d’Alsace the year before. On that same climb this year he again toyed with his rivals, winning the stage by forty-eight minutes, before continuing to crush them over

  the Col de Laffrey and the Col Bayard. He was beaten into Marseilles by Georges Passerieu, just turned pro, after the two had fought wheel to wheel over the Turbie and Esterél. Aucouturier

  abandoned on the next stage with stomach cramps, Trousselier was declassified for an irregular change of bike after beating the local hero Jean-Baptiste Dortignacq to Bayonne

  but won the next three stages also, to Bordeaux, Nantes and Brest, and one reporter described his performance in a vivid phrase: ‘il pétait le feu’ – he was farting fire.

  But Pottier took the last stage into Paris by a wheel from Passerieu, and beat him into second in the final classification, winning the Tour narrowly on points. A total of ninety-six riders had

  entered, all French apart from three Belgians, two Germans and an Italian; only fourteen completed, all of them French; and one marque as well as one country dominated the race, with Peugeot riders

  taking the first four places. Trousselier was philosophical in defeat – or defiant: ‘It’s a pity there weren’t another dozen stages. I’d have beaten the

  lot!’




  A famous victory was followed by the saddest story ever told about the Tour de France. René Pottier might have been a very great champion, maybe winning the race several times. But

  ‘le Boucher’ – the sobriquet again from his occupation rather than any reflection on his character – was a melancholiac, notorious for never smiling. He sank into deeper

  depression, and on 25 January 1907 a mechanic from Peugeot found him hanged from the hook where his bike usually hung. His brother André said that René was unhappy in love, or

  suffering from a ‘sentimental disappointment’, but the full reason for his suicide was never established. He left a widow and orphan.




  Six months later, Pottier’s death still cast a pall over the 1907 race. The race itself was much like the one that Pottier had won, though with some further developments: fourteen stages

  with a rest day after each, a stage into occupied territory at Metz again, a visit to Switzerland for the first time, passing through Geneva on the way from Lyons to Grenoble, more mountains to

  climb, the Col de Porte and Col du Sappey in the Massif de la Chartreuse. By that point a duel had developed between the Luxembourger François Faber and Emile Georget, with Georget winning a succession of stages. He had won the Roubaix–Metz stage from Trousselier ‘by a tyre’, as the race now nicely called what in horse-racing is known as a short

  head (or in French racing as un nez), though Desgrange and the commissioners, after a form of stewards’ inquiry, decided to treat it as a dead heat and the two were awarded the stage

  ‘ex aequo’. Then Georget increased his lead over Faber across the Col de la Porte, a technical as well as a personal victory since Georget was riding a bike with a free wheel.




  In this year’s Tour, eighty-two out of ninety-three riders used standard poinçonées machines, which could be repaired but not use fresh parts, but the cracks stuck

  to the old model. All bikes were inspected and guarded by armed gendarmes at night to ensure that a rider finished the race on the machine he had begun on. No one had won on a

  poinçonée bike for the first two years they were used, and very likely no one would have done in 1907 but for the events of the Toulouse–Bayonne stage. It was won by

  Petit-Breton with a long breakaway. But Georget had punctured, borrowed a bike from Privat, another rider, and taken another again at the control, only to find that it hadn’t been authorized

  and sealed by the officials, whereat he changed yet again to another. After all this ado, he was relegated to last place and fined 550 francs.




  Some riders complained that the punishment was insufficient, and several, led by Trousselier, left the race in protest at Bordeaux, handing final victory in Paris to a distinctly fortunate

  Lucien Petit-Breton – or rather to Lucien Mazan. That was the name under which he was born in 1883 in Plessé, in Loire-Inférieure, but he had gone as a boy with his family to

  Buenos Aires where he became familiarly and inevitably the ‘little Breton’. His family disapproved of the idea of professional cycling, and when he began riding he used his nickname as

  a nom de guerre, though his Tour nickname was just as inevitably also geographical: ‘L’Argentin’.




  Plenty of carpers took a dim view of his victory, but he silenced them the following year by becoming the first man to win the Tour twice. He did it methodically rather than

  excitingly, riding an intelligent and careful race, taking five stages of the 1908 race to the four won by the eventual second, Faber. There was a deeply poignant moment at the Ballon

  d’Alsace, where a monument had been placed to René Pottier. When his brother André reached the spot he was overcome and broke down in tears, though he was gently coaxed into

  continuing, and eventually finished the Tour in seventeenth place. More drama came on the Belfort–Lyons stage when Faber emerged on his own out of an unseasonal blizzard to win, but the hero

  of the stage was Gustave Garrigou, who had a six-minute lead on one climb, crashed badly while descending, watched the field pass him, but then recovered remarkably to finish in third. From Nice to

  Toulouse the stages were shared by Petit-Breton and Faber, as one rider after another suffered some or other défaillance, with Trousselier, the brothers Hippolyte and

  François Aucouturier, Dortignacq, Georget and Maurice Brocco among the many who abandoned.




  The word is crucial to the Tour: défaillance is literally a lapse, decay, weakness or dereliction, and for a rider it means any form of breakdown of body or sometimes morale

  – the spirit may be willing when the flesh is weak, though sometimes the spirit is none too willing either – which forces him to abandon. If he broke down on the road he would be swept

  up by the car balai, the broom wagon decorated with a witch’s broomstick, and would then be formally removed from the race, his numbers taken from his bike and from the back of his

  jersey: not quite the horror suffered by Dreyfus when he was degraded from the army, his badges of rank torn from his uniform and his sword broken, but a ritual with overtones of public

  humbling.




  By the last stage Petit-Breton’s lead was unassailable but there was a fierce battle for second between Faber, Passerieu and Garrigou, fought with the help of pacing

  cars in the last stage from Caen, with Garrigou fading and Faber crossing the line in the Parc des Princes only two lengths of a bike behind Petit-Breton. Those absent riders weren’t the only

  ones to experience breakdown: Desgrange’s car packed up, and he reached the finish in a horse-drawn conveyance.




  Petit-Breton collected the first prize of 4000 francs, while Faber picked up a handsome consolation of 3500 francs offered by the tyre manufacturers Wolber for the first rider to finish using

  its tubular démontable tyre; that is, the replaceable inner tube, which all sorts and conditions of cyclists would ever after come to know and love as they learned to remove and

  repair it with rubber solution and patches, or more simply replace it. Of the 114 riders who began in 1908, thirty-six were using Wolber’s product. And for another fifty years or more, one of

  the Tour’s most familiar images would be the cyclist riding with a spare tyre or two looped around his shoulders.




  There were five Belgian riders in the 1908 Tour, an inkling of what would one day be a part played in the race out of proportion to the size of Belgium. By sombre coincidence this was the very

  year that the Brussels government bought the Congo Free State from King Leopold, whose personal fief it had been, and who had already made a vast fortune using atrocious methods to extract

  ‘red gold’ from the peoples of the country and satisfy the great new appetite for rubber, not least in the form of bicycle tyres.




  That snowstorm from which Faber had emerged was not only unseasonal but untypical of this summer, whose weather was for the most part fine. And the French made the most of it, in town and

  village. After six years the Tour was now an established feature of national life, ‘a big event and front-page news’, as one chronicler recorded. People increasingly took the

  opportunity for a day out when the race passed by, with family picnics by the roadside, and excursions laid on to take spectators up hills where they could watch the climbing

  stages. The potential for local patriotism, and for commercial exploitation, was grasped by mayors and by businessmen, with hotels and restaurants booming as the Tour came to town, and with

  banquets laid on for the riders, which were then milked thoroughly for publicity value. And it was the great publicist himself who had best reason to be pleased: Desgrange had seen the circulation

  of the Auto nearly double, from 140,000 to 250,000.




  Not that France could otherwise be called a country at ease with itself. There was continuing social upheaval, with a population still predominantly rural but slowly becoming more urban, there

  was harsh industrial unrest, there was sharp political conflict. A few weeks before the 1908 race had begun, a distant echo of its political origins was heard when, at a ceremony honouring Zola, a

  journalist tried to shoot Major Alfred Dreyfus. And across Europe there were signs of coming conflict this year. The Young Turk revolution in the Ottoman Empire meant, as few immediately

  recognized, that ‘the sick man of Europe’ would once again become a formidable military power. Kaiser Wilhelm II gave an extraordinary interview to the Daily Telegraph in which

  he spoke almost light-heartedly about the strength of anti-British feeling in Germany. In London national pride was puffed up by the many British successes in the Olympics held there, after the

  stadium at the White City had already been opened by the Prince of Wales for the Franco-British Exhibition, with an anthem composed by Sir Charles Stanford to the words, ‘Jolly Britons

  advance – here’s a health to old France. Welcome! Welcome! Welcome!’ Here was a public display of the recent entente between the countries, which might yet take very practical

  military form: one of too many intimations that the end of that golden age of peace was in sight.
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  Speaking to reporters in the Parc des Princes on 9 August 1908, Petit-Breton had said tersely, ‘Faber will win next year,’ and so he most convincingly did. It was a

  summer of more upheavals, with strange portents almost hinting at greater violence to come in Europe. Six months before the 1909 Tour, 200,000 Sicilians died when a terrible earthquake destroyed

  Messina, and less than three weeks before the race began at the Pont de la Jatte, a smaller earthquake – though still the strongest ever known in France – had left forty dead near

  Aix-en-Provence. While the Tour wasn’t directly affected by these shakings of the planet’s surface, there may have been a meteorological connection between them and – in sharp

  contrast to the previous July – the wintry weather in which the race was run.




  An enormous field was entered for the Tour, 150 in all, 112 of them racing as isolés or individuals, but the first 38 in numbered order for the first time divided or

  groupés into teams under the name of bike manufacturers: Nil-Supra, Biguet-Dunlop, Le Globe, Atala, Legnano, Felsina and Alcyon, who were the great coming

  force. For the past four years the Tour had been won by cyclists riding Peugeot machines, but Alcyon would win the next four.




  After the first stage from Paris to Roubaix was taken by Cyriel van Houwaert, ‘the Lion of Flanders’ and the first Belgian to win a stage, Faber assumed complete command, winning

  five consecutive stages from Roubaix to Nice, despite everything the heavens could throw at him. In England, if it rains on St Swithin’s Day it’s meant to rain for forty days and

  nights; according to French peasant lore, when ‘Saint-Médard is angry’ it rains fiercely and icily for days on end. He was angry this summer, and conditions in the mountains were

  frightful. Quite undaunted, Faber made a long escape.




  As the pattern of racing took shape, two more words entered its vocabulary. Riders on the road tended to form into a ‘peloton’ – a cluster if it’s insects, a ball if

  it’s wool, a squad if it’s soldiers, or simply a bunch, as of cyclists – and often into more than one. From this bunch one or more riders would attack to make an

  échappée, escaping or breaking away from the peloton into the distance. As this became a recognized feature of the race, escapes were recorded and measured, both by distance

  and by time: that is, the number of kilometres from when the escape began to when the field caught up with the escaper, or to the end of the stage if he held his lead to the line; and the average

  interval the escaper put between him and his pursuers. Figures are unreliable in the early days, but the record échappée solitaire since the race resumed after the Second

  World War in 1947 was in that very year’s race, Albert Boulon’s 253-kilometre escape at an average of 16'30" on the Carcassonne–Luchon stage, which he held

  successfully to the end when he finished still 16'20" in the lead.




  In this earlier case, Faber’s escape was also successful, and he reached Metz thirty-three minutes ahead of the field. He was first over the Ballon d’Alsace, first over the Col de

  Porte, first over the Col Bayard, followed at a distance by Gustave Garrigou, Eugène Christophe, Constant Ménager and the young riders Jean Alavoine and Paul

  Duboc from Rouen. Another professional debutant was Octave Lapize, aged twenty, who rode well until a bad knee forced him to abandon at Nancy.




  One man challenged Faber’s dominance, his own half-brother Ernest Paul, who won the Nice–Nîmes stage. The next stage to Toulouse was taken by Jean Alavoine, the French

  100-kilometre champion, but Faber struck back to take the stage into Bordeaux by seven minutes from Duboc. The peloton did what it could to check him, holding him back for a while, but he still

  ended in the Parc des Princes comfortably ahead of Garrigou and Jean Alavoine, to win for Alcyon and break Peugeot’s domination of the past four years. The hero of that day was Jean’s

  brother Henri Alavoine who, having cycled for almost 240 kilometres, covered the last ten kilometres on foot carrying his bike after it had been wrecked in a crash. Ernest Paul was sixth, but took

  the newly inaugurated prize for isolés of whom there had been 112 among the record 150 starters, with the other 38 in teams. And thirty-second out of fifty-five finishers was the

  Italian Gaetano Belloni, at seventeen the youngest rider ever to take part in the Tour let alone finish.




  If Faber was the first non-French rider to win the Tour, France had another national hero to compensate. Six days before the race finished, Louis Bleriot landed his little aircraft near Dover

  Castle, forty-three minutes after taking off from Sangatte outside Calais, to claim the Daily Mail’s £1000 prize as the first man to cross the Channel by air: a happy day and

  an ominous one. Bleriot’s mission was peaceable, but in little more than five years’ time, anyone attempting to follow the 1909 Roubaix–Metz stage would look up to see airmen

  killing each other in the skies above.




  During the course of the 1910 Tour, Desgrange was taken ill and handed over his authority to Victor Breyer at Luchon. He thus missed witnessing the great new climbs in the

  Pyrenees, now essayed for the first time. A serious stage through the mountain range which divides France from Spain had been suggested to Desgrange by his friend Alphonses

  Steinès, and Desgrange had said, ‘Fine. Go and scout them for me.’ Steinès duly did so, and drove most of the way up the great Tourmalet. But within a few miles of the

  2115-metre summit he abandoned his car in heavy snow and crossed the pass on foot to reach the gendarme post at Bareges and telegraph Desgrange that the road was passable.




  Even apart from his own experience, this wasn’t entirely candid. It is not the historian’s province to describe and explain these mountains, Michelet says, but you need to go there

  ‘to comprehend the fantastic beauty of the Pyrenees – their strange, incompatible sites, brought together as though by some freak of fairy hands’. They are for the large part more

  beautiful than the Alps, without the awe-inspiring and often simply terrifying scale of the greater range, but also gentler, greener and lusher in summer: romantic richness against the classical

  grandeur of the Alps. And the Pyrenean passes ridden in the Tour are also less ferocious than the Alpine: even now, the highest, the Port d’Envalira, which wasn’t climbed until 1964, is

  2407 metres to the Galibier’s 2556, and the riders don’t look forward to the Pyrenees with quite the same sense of dread that they feel for the Alps.




  And yet, in the early years of the twentieth century, the Pyrenees were if anything more backward than the Alps. Roads in the south-west were very primitive, and the riders who embarked on the

  Portet d’Aspet between Perpignan and Luchon on 19 July 1910, and then the Peyresourde, Aspin, Tourmalet and Aubisque two days later, were cycling over rough gravel and dirt. These

  ‘roads’ were for the large part little more than mule tracks, and the race here was often more like modern cyclo-cross or mountain biking, an adventure where finishing a climb at all is

  quite enough of a feat. It’s a tribute to their machines and tyres that they didn’t break down and puncture more often than they did.




  From its early stages the 1910 race was largely a contest among riders from what were once called the Low Countries and now less attractively ‘Benelux’: a sign

  that Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg were destined to play a part in the history of the Tour out of all proportion to their size or population. The Belgian Charles Crupelandt took the first

  stage into Roubaix, close to where he lived, and the next stage was taken by Faber, riding in a fierce storm, who also took the fourth to Lyons. But Lapize won Lyons–Grenoble, and the race

  was to develop into a duel between the two, helped by the tally of victims. Faber was badly hurt after colliding with yet another dog in Nice, but there was a much graver tragedy during the rest

  day at Nice. Adolphe Hélière, an isolé, went down to the sea to swim and drowned, perhaps after some kind of stroke. Although he is not usually included on the sombre

  roll-call of those who have died riding in the Tour, his was the first death during the course of the race.
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