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Introduction


Visible from the Alps, from the Pyrenees and from 35,000 feet, Mont Ventoux is a mountain so singular, so identifiable, that pilots flying south towards Italy and the Côte d’Azur use its bleached summit as a reference point. The vast, unmistakable bulk of the ‘Giant of Provence’ dominates the rolling landscape of the Drôme and Vaucluse regions of the south of France. The gruelling ascent has become one of the most feared and revered climbs in cycling.


This is a history of the significance of the Ventoux, to the development of professional cycling and, more intimately, to those whose lives, like my own, have been enriched, defined or shaped by their experience of it. It is based largely on collective memory, on conversations and recollections, encounters and interviews. It is a personal interpretation of events and histories, some public, some private.


Some of those histories are well documented, some passed on by word of mouth, some by rare photography and some, too, preserved digitally. In this book, parts of that narrative are accelerated, other parts slowed or paused and revisited in greater detail. As such, it is subjective – a snapshot, a single frame, taken from one perspective.


That is particularly relevant with the dramas that have been provoked by its brutality and by its part in the death of British cyclist Tom Simpson in July 1967. The debate over how Simpson should be remembered – as flawed but courageous hero or as another example of professional sport’s ongoing ethical malaise – will continue long after this book has been digested. His story is not the raison d’être of this book, but the Simpson tragedy – in an era of naivety and lawlessness – ensures that, of all the mountains in cycling, it is the Ventoux that casts the longest shadow.


Of all the renowned climbs in cycling, it is the Ventoux that is both inspirational and intimidating; it is the Ventoux that has the richest history; it is the Ventoux that most embodies both the grandeur and the darkness of professional racing.


That is why my fascination with the Giant is so enduring.




I


13 July 1967


White light. The bleached sky pulled taut by the heat. The bleached sky, taut like a drum.


There’s no blue any more, not up here. Not like the blue down by the sea, on the beach, all kids screaming, ice creams and cold beers. Up here, it’s just white. Like I’m on the Moon or something.


There’s salt crusted around my lips, baked onto my face, salt in my eyes. No sweat any more, just salt. Maybe it’s too hot to sweat. That’s funny, eh? Too hot to sweat, you reckon, eh, Tom?


It’s too bloody hot to do anything, let alone ride up the sodding Ventoux. I should be on the beach in Corsica with Helen and the kids. Anywhere but here. I hate this bloody place. So bleak. Just salt and dust, like in a desert.


I’ve been here before, but it’s never been this bad, never been this dry. So much noise buzzing all around me, a right din. Bloody shouting, bloody helicopters, bloody motorbikes, bloody buzzing insects.


‘Come on, Tom!’


‘Allez Tommy . . .’


Leave me be. I’m fine. Just keeping it going, pushing on, turning it over.


How much longer?


Maybe five minutes, or so, maybe a bit less if I can keep this going. Keep this up, then chuck it down the other side sharpish.


One last push, tick the bastard off, then get down the other side, get back on the front. I’m rapid going down – I’m quick enough, I’ll catch back on.


Why am I not sweating? I should be sweating cobs – five miles to the gallon, pouring into my bloody shoes, soaking my socks, like that time I had to wring them out in the sink.


Blow me, though, my guts. I’ve had it with feeling this rough, day after day. I thought they’d be sorted out by now. But it’s always the same on the Tour. My guts, my breathing, the salt in my eyes, the salt in my mouth, and then there’s my head, banging like a drum.


Nothing left in the bottles either. No more of anything. All gone, ages ago. Now I need water. No bars up here, though, Tom, no bars on the bloody moon.


Keep it going, keep pushing. How far have I got left now? Up here, you can’t really tell. Probably a bit over two, then down the other side, bastard ticked off, into Carpentras, job done.


Just keep it going. Get it over with. Forget that bloody drum.


I know they’re all watching me, waiting for me to crack. They’ve been waiting for that to happen for days. In the cars, on the motorbikes, Plaud in the French bloody team car. Now even Aimar’s staring at me! Is he mad?


‘Take it easy, Tom! Are you all right, Tom? Have some water, Tom!’ – blah blah blah, like I’m struggling. Like I’m bloody done for.


I can hear it all, all the bloody buzzing around me. And I can still just make them out up ahead, the hunched, rocking shoulders, just up this godforsaken hill.


Don’t you worry – I’m keeping tabs, keeping it ticking over. But I can’t breathe, can’t see anything – just the white rock, the white light. And the white sky above me, as white as the skin of a bloody drum.


The drum banging inside my head.
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PART 1




‘The mountains provided a mythic kingdom, an alternative world in which you could reinvent yourself as whoever you wanted. Nonetheless, it didn’t matter how you imagined yourself or the mountains: the landscape could still kill you.’


– ROBERT MACFARLANE, Mountains of the Mind







Winter


During the night, the freezing rain that pelted down on the cat-black autoroutes and deserted retail parks of the Rhône valley fell delicately and silently above 1,000 metres, as gigantic snowflakes blessing holy ground. The next morning, as a low sun struggled to break through, the Giant’s summit was icy white, dusted with snow, from the tree line to the barren frozen summit.


Far below Mont Ventoux, I sat drinking bitter coffee in a village café, clad in layers of thermals, my toes already frozen, wondering if I really wanted to reconnect with the suffering that had typified all the previous mornings and afternoons I’d spent toiling on those slopes. And I wondered too, as ever, if I was really ready, once again, to ride the road that killed Tom Simpson. I knew, deep down, that over the years I never really had been.


At least, for once, there was no wind.


Wind and the Ventoux are old mates, old muckers, old bedfellows. That unrelenting whipping wind, that loathsome Mistral, it drives you mad they say – whips away your placemat, knocks over blackboard menus, blows campervans off mountains, blows cyclists off the Giant. If the heat doesn’t get you, the Mistral – the wind that picks up, builds to a frenzy and then dies at a moment’s notice – will.


I drank the last of the coffee, pulled my thermal mufflers tighter still around my extremities and set off, from Bédoin on the road that put paid to Tom, that put Eddy Merckx in an ambulance, that forced a crazed Ferdi Kübler to quit, that made Chris Froome run. This then, is the climb of L’Équipe’s ‘killer mountain’.


It’s not so bad at first – really, it’s not. You start to wonder what all the fuss is about. The views of the Vaucluse in winter are beautiful as you climb up from Bédoin past the hamlets of Les Baux and St Colombe. On this winter morning, it was all woodsmoke, low sun, silhouetted vines, churned earth and morning-blue hills rolling south towards the distant Luberon.


The first real pain – shocking to the mind as well as the body – comes at St Estève, on a steep left-hand corner as famous for slaloming Porsches, Abarths and BMWs as for the sudden crippling degeneration in morale of a million Lycra-clad wannabes. It’s a brutal bend, one that the French poetically describe as ‘un petit enfer’ – a little hell. It is a bend so savage that it immediately fuels self-doubt. This is the bend of which Eros Poli, stage winner over the Ventoux in 1994’s Tour de France, said: ‘I thought I was dying.’


I hate this bend.


I hate it because it immediately highlights limitations. It takes your vanity, your silly dreams, and hurls them heartlessly to the tarmac. And as you turn through it onto the steep ramp, you can look up, almost vertically, craning your neck to take in the distant, pitiless summit. Perhaps a sadistic road engineer thought to himself: ‘One day Eros Poli, the biggest, tallest, heaviest man in cycling, will ride here thinking of glory and wealth and his heart will drop out of his chest and onto the very road itself when he sees what I have created!’


Famous climbers – Fausto Coppi and Charly Gaul – have been pictured here, as have many two-wheeled donkeys, of which I am the latter. If a photographer had been here this clear and icy morning his lens would have captured me, swathed in thermals and wearing a Munch-like expression, open-mouthed and wide-eyed in appalled horror.


I steadied my nerves and winched myself uphill. Thankfully, I was alone, or at least had thought I was, until two women in Dutch colours skipped past me, out of the saddle as the road reared up, riding like twins, elegantly matching each other’s swaying pedal strokes. They moved ahead and out of sight, dancing on the pedals, light as feathers.


After St Estève, there is no pleasure to be had: the ride becomes purely about pain management. I plodded on, deep into the thick forest, bright winter sunshine overhead, snow melt trickling down the gutter as the interminable ribbon of steep tarmac stretched ahead.


I hauled myself up and through the 12 per cent hairpin of the Virage du Bois. Unlike so many other famous climbs, the Ventoux’s south side has few bends. Hairpins help a cyclist in distress: the gradient eases momentarily and the novelty of pedalling through 180 degrees fuels the sense of momentum. Unlike the multiple hairpins on the climbs of Alpe d’Huez, or the Stelvio, the Virage du Bois doesn’t really do that. In fact, it offers false hope, because within seconds you are staring at another runway of vertical road and battling the gradient again.


I rode on, watching trees sprout leaves faster than I could turn the pedals. My breath formed clouds in the icy air. I knew I had a few more minutes of pain to manage. I knew that the road would be closed by snow beyond Chalet Reynard, where I would stop at the old café to refuel and warm up with coffee and homemade myrtille tart.


Melting snow plopped off overhanging branches onto the road ahead. My mind wandered as I turned the pedals against the gradient. Just keep pushing, I told myself.


I thought of the one time I’d come up here with my parents, on their last foreign holiday, the autumn before my mother was lost to dementia and before caring for her around the clock put paid to my dad. Dad never understood my fascination with cycling. He was an architect, who emerged from London’s post-war East End with a roll of drawings and a burning need to right social wrongs. The exotica of the Tour de France was as familiar to him as the carnival in Rio.


Once on holiday, after a long lunch in Malaucène, we’d driven round to Bédoin and headed up the mountain.


‘Did you really cycle all the way up here?’ he’d asked quietly as we passed a weaving rider close to the summit.


‘Yes, Dad – a few times,’ I said.


He took in the barren scene.


‘Goodness me,’ he said. We never talked about the Ventoux again.


I slowed to a halt in front of Chalet Reynard, altitude 1,426 metres, the café-refuge first opened in 1927, and straightened my back. I settled in front of the fire, toes tingling and peeled off layers of sweat-soaked Lycra, hanging them over a wooden chair to dry. The myrtille tart, freshly baked and warm, crumbled as I bit into it.





Kilometre Zero


‘Don’t leave Provence without enjoying the tour of Mont-Ventoux – altitude 1,912 metres – the Giant of Provence,’ proclaims the old poster, now to be found on the wall of every holiday home, gite, hotel, chambre d’hôtes, restaurant and bar within a 50-kilometre radius of ‘Windy’.


I still sometimes refer to the Ventoux as ‘Windy’. It’s an old habit.


Yes, there’s a rather tedious argument over the origin of the name Ventoux that says, ‘Ah, just because vent means wind it does not follow that Ventoux derives from that word’ – and more of that fascinating debate later tonight on Radio 4 – yet the pass just below the top of the Ventoux, although rather confusingly not actually the summit itself, is also called the Col des Tempêtes.


That would suggest that windiness, and stormy weather generally, are connected to the mountain’s name. For me, windy mountain, famed for blowing over campervans and cyclists, works perfectly. In late autumn and early spring, when the summit is hidden by clouds, and the Mistral rattles shutters and doors, ‘Vent-oooooh!’ has real resonance.


The gushing prose on the art-deco poster, originally produced by Les Frères Rulliere in Avignon, continues further extolling the delights of a day out on the Ventoux.


‘The most beautiful panorama in Europe,’ it states. ‘Visibility as far as 275 kilometres, from the French and Italian Alps to the Mediterranean Sea.


‘And that’s without mentioning the famous culinary specialities of the Hotel du Mont Ventoux – proprietor Raoul Vendran, reasonable prices, no more or less expensive than in the valley – with modern comfort and a Provençal atmosphere.’


The building is still there, just 250 metres from the summit. Now it’s the Café Vendran, closed in the winter, when snowfall usually blocks the road up from Chalet Reynard, but open in high season for hikers and bikers needing breakfast, lunch, cognac or coffee.


The café – and the summit itself – has mixed reviews on TripAdvisor that are at odds with the romantic prose churned out in praise of Ventoux by French sportswriters (and these days, some British ones).


‘The summit of Mont Ventoux is a fairly grim place,’ reads one, ‘where hordes of weary cyclists and disappointed tourists stumble around the rocky wastes wondering why they came.’


Another review, written in French, really puts the boot in:


‘. . . there are no public toilets at this world famous summit, frequented each day by hundreds of sportspeople. The men can go and relieve themselves in the wilderness, but what about the women?’


True, French men often relieve themselves alfresco, although there are no bushes to hide behind and, anyway, it would be foolhardy to do so in a gusting Mistral.


‘There are a few stalls selling sweets and sugary treats, but nothing healthy for an athlete. One restaurant, the Vendran, has toilets that are dirty – I’ve known cleaner toilets in Turkey! – and without toilet paper . . .’


This, then, is a book about the mountain of my dreams. It’s horrendously steep and appallingly windy, desolate and forbidding, sells overpriced tat, is streaked with windblown piss and, even worse, there’s no toilet paper.


It’s probably haunted too, not just by Tom Simpson, Ferdi Kübler, Fausto Coppi, Laurent Fignon and the other legends of the Tour de France who have done battle here and lost, but also by the numerous touring cyclists, walkers, hippies and day-trippers who failed to properly respect it. And forgot to go to the loo first . . .


Mont Ventoux is the final Alp, the last peak before the pines give way to the arid thickets of maquis and, eventually, the salted humidity of the Bouches-du-Rhône and the Mediterranean. Ventoux is the last giant ripple in a rumpled geological quilt.


It exists in other-worldly isolation, an aberration of nature, a child’s fantasy mountain of strange flora and fauna, dark forests and wild animals, eerie deserts and astral winds, topped off with a cartoonish meteorological observatory that looks like Tintin’s rocket to the moon.


It has a schizophrenic, wilful climate that can be bestial, hateful and brutal. It is a climb so severe that it has brought Tour de France champions to tears and delirium, as both Fignon and Kübler testified. Most notoriously, it can kill and does so on an alarmingly regular basis.


There are many clichés used to describe an ascent of the Ventoux. I like to think of it as cathartic, liberating, cleansing, redemptive. For others, however, it is, by turns, forbidding, monstrous, diabolical and murderous. Google ‘Mont Ventoux’ and within a few seconds the search spits out descriptions of it as the ‘death climb’. Nepal has Everest and the ‘death zone’: Provence has Ventoux and the ‘death climb’.


Jean Bobet, the brother of triple Tour de France champion Louison Bobet, and also an accomplished writer, described the experience of approaching the Ventoux in the heat of July 1955 as ‘a lingering death’.


‘Nothing is more impressive than a silent peloton. Nobody says a word, nobody laughs. Lifting your head slightly, you can make out the shape, in the distance, of the Ventoux. You can smell the fear of the men going to a lingering death,’ he wrote.


In fact, so treacherous is the mountain that fatalities are almost commonplace – it is a playground but it can be a dangerous one. ‘Every year there’s a few people who die on the Ventoux,’ says Éric Caritoux, one of France’s best-known cyclists during the 1980s, who grew up and still lives in Flassan, at the very foot of the mountain.


‘Between the hikers, the cyclists, the motorcyclists, the quad bikes and everything else, it’s about ten people who die on the mountain, each year.


‘There’s a lot of people who climb it now, maybe more than before. Now there’s people making bets at the restaurant or the bar – “I bet you can’t make it to the top of the Ventoux” – and, of course, if you haven’t trained, you can’t climb the Ventoux just like that.


‘It’s not something you can do on a whim – “Oh, I’m going to climb the Ventoux” – just like you’d drink a glass of wine . . .’


In August 2013, a cyclist and a motorcyclist collided three kilometres from the summit on the climb from Bédoin and were killed. In May 2012, a 43-year-old Belgian cyclist died after climbing the Ventoux, suffering a heart attack at the summit. Pierre Bellier, a 59-year-old from nearby Orange, disappeared on the Ventoux in June 2014. Six days later his body was found, with a fatal head injury, at Alazards, near Beaumont du Ventoux.


In September 2015, a 64-year-old cyclist collapsed and died as he climbed the north side of the mountain. The same month, a 29-year-old Belgian cyclist from Flanders was killed as he descended the Ventoux towards Malaucène.


So there is always drama on the Ventoux. In fact, it is almost expected. If it’s not the heat, it’s the wind. If it’s not the wind, it’s the gradient. Sometimes, it’s just the sheer excitement of experiencing this alien world. Once, however, the group I was riding up with saved a life.


In 2010, I rode up from Malaucène with old friends celebrating a landmark birthday, climbing through autumnal drizzle to emerge, above 1,500 metres, into perfect blue skies and warm sunshine. The climb from Malaucène is underestimated and underappreciated. The final kilometres, from Mont Serein to the summit, really bite. Ahead of my slow progress that morning, sports photographer Bryn Lennon was hanging around at the summit, having already climbed to the top. And as he waited for the stragglers, Bryn found himself drawn into a life-or-death struggle – and, no, it wasn’t mine.


As I rode wearily through the final hundred metres, I barely clocked a Lycra-clad figure slumped, Simpson-like, against the rocks. ‘That’s not funny,’ I thought, assuming that the huddle around him signified some kind of misplaced re-enactment of the 1967 drama. I wheeled breathlessly to a halt at Bryn’s feet.


‘You see that bloke over there pretending he’s Tommy?’ I blurted.


‘He’s just had a heart attack actually, Jez,’ he said calmly.


Later, over dinner, Bryn told me the whole story.


‘We were waiting for you guys to come up and then saw this rider had collapsed. I only really spotted him lying there because, when he fell, he landed on my camera bag – if he hadn’t done that I probably wouldn’t even have noticed.


‘I realised we were watching him die. We started running around shouting “doctor, doctor”. But he’d got lucky because there was a Swiss doctor there, who’d just hiked up. He rushed over and started working on him, pumping his chest. The first time didn’t seem to get anywhere and then, second time, he slowly came around.


‘By the time we left to go down, he was sitting up and the ambulance was there. But that was 45 minutes later.’ The ambulance had driven to the summit from Carpentras.


After all that, the high-speed descent should have been uneventful. But coming down the Ventoux can be just as heart-stopping as going up. My rear tyre blew as I passed the Simpson monument, at something close to top speed. I got lucky too, managing to hold the bike upright on a straight section of road and avoiding being flattened by the campervan I’d only just overtaken. If I had been cornering, it could have been disastrous.


I’ve always loved descending, as much because it is payback time for those who, like me, struggle uphill, as for the speed and exhilaration of swooping downhill, slaloming through hairpins. The rush of riding downhill, at 50 or 60 miles an hour, is intense, and the closest I’ve ever come to flying.


The descents from the summit of the Ventoux, either to Malaucene, Sault or Bédoin, are not for the faint-hearted. The north side soon slings you through a succession of tight hairpins, where it’s necessary to almost come to a halt, before accelerating again. The first couple of kilometres downhill track back and forth across the white rock, an expansive view north towards the Drôme and the distant Alps distracting your eyes away from the road, the bends rushing up to meet you.


Further down, past the ski station at Mont Serein, the road surface improves and the 12 per cent ramps become runways. This is where, in 1994, Eros Poli’s downhill race speed exceeded 100 kilometres an hour and where Marco Pantani, seeking better aerodynamics, slid his rear end off the saddle and hung it delicately over his rear wheel.


Descending towards Bédoin is just as quick and just as dangerous, but with more traffic coming towards you. From the summit, the road is laid out in front of you, winding downhill across the bleached scree through fast sweeping bends, with plenty of space and options for taking the racing line. But with no landmarks or trees, beyond intermittent snow poles, it’s easy to forget just how fast you are moving.


That changes once you pass Chalet Reynard and find yourself picking up speed through the forest, the tree-lined road narrowing, the rock walls coming alarmingly close as traffic comes up the mountain towards you. Once through the steep bend at the Virage du Bois, the speed gets even higher, the long straight ramps throwing you towards the right-left-right sequence of bends leading to St Estève.


There is, of course, a third way down. The road from Chalet Reynard to Sault is probably the least stressful of the known routes off the mountain, barely losing any altitude as it leaves Chalet Reynard, but then accelerating through the forest and finally looping down onto the upper reaches of the Plateau de Sault at 800 metres.


The road eases off steadily as it crosses the lavender fields, past the Champelle lavender farm and then crossing the Nesque river, before one final short sharp climb into Sault. Relatively speaking, it’s the ‘easiest’ descent, but it is still fast enough to allow for rapidly overtaking cars and campervans, my own personal benchmark for risk-taking.


It’s not just cyclists who are at risk as they climb and descend the mountain. There’s a lot of hunting on the Ventoux and in the nearby foothills. In fact, there’s a lot of hunting in France generally, particularly in the Vaucluse département, where Ventoux’s humpback profile dominates the surrounding landscape.


On 8 December 2012, a hunter was shot in the head by his own teenage son, as they pursued wild boar on the slopes of the Ventoux. The man died 24 hours later. In January that year, during a cold snap of ice and snow, a wolf was found shot dead in the woods at the foot of the Ventoux.


Coincidentally, Jean-François Bernard, who won the 1987 Tour de France time trial to the summit of Ventoux, the day of my very first experience of roadside Tour-watching, is an enthusiastic hunter. When I tried to arrange to meet him, ‘Jeff’, as he is known, wearily tossed me his business card before shrugging: ‘You can call me, but you’ll be lucky to get hold of me. I’ll probably be hunting.’ And, as it turned out, Jeff always was.


Ventoux is also the home of documented mountain climbing. It is widely accepted that Petrarch, with brother Gherardo, made the first documented ascent in April 1336. Petrarch’s musings contrast starkly with the pages of first-world whingeing on TripAdvisor. Firmly aligning himself with the cathartic, liberating, cleansing and redemptive school of Ventoux diarists, he wrote a suitably poetic account of his ascent, describing his climb to the summit, ‘as if suddenly wakened from sleep’.




The mountain is a very steep and almost inaccessible mass of stony soil. But, as the poet has well said, ‘Remorseless toil conquers all.’ It was a long day, the air fine . . .


We found an old shepherd in one of the mountain dales, who tried, at great length, to dissuade us from the ascent, saying that some 50 years before he had, in the same ardour of youth, reached the summit, but had gotten for his pains nothing except fatigue and regret, and clothes and body torn by the rocks and briars.





In his rapture, Petrarch, keen to discover ‘what so great an elevation had to offer’, describes with remarkable clarity the view of the mountains towards Lyon, the Bay of Marseille, and the ‘waters that lash the shores of Aigues Mortes’.


The brothers came down the mountain in the gathering dusk, which must have been even more dangerous than their ascent. They stopped at an inn and Petrarch wrote his account by candlelight.




With every downward step, I asked myself this: If we are ready to endure so much sweat and labour in order that we may bring our bodies a little nearer heaven, how can a soul struggling toward God, up the steeps of human pride and human destiny, fear any cross or prison or sting of fortune?





The first road from Bédoin to the summit was opened in 1882 and by September 1903, excursionnistes as they called them, were racing their automobiles from Bédoin, haring up the climb in less than half an hour. The lack of efficient gear changing held cyclo-tourism back until the early 1900s, when French cycling sage Paul de Vivie – already a veteran of the Galibier and Furka passes – decided to ride from St Étienne to the Ventoux.


His became one of the epic assaults on the Giant. Despite announcing his summit attempt in his own publication, Le Cycliste, under his nom de plume of ‘Velocio’, only two others joined him on the St Étienne start line at two in the morning. They rode the first 200 kilometres in ten hours and after a pause in Orange, headed on to Carpentras. There, de Vivie was met by two subscribers to Le Cycliste, who had ridden up the Rhône valley from Marseille to join him. At St Colombe, at the foot of the mountain, de Vivie’s party was joined by a Monsieur Albert, Velocio’s old friend.


Moustachioed, beret-wearing and be-tweeded, the group began the climb. Within minutes, the gradient forced them to walk. Worse was to come when, after 10 kilometres of the ascent, a violent storm broke over their heads. They rook refuge in a farmer’s hut or cabanon, and then, as night fell, descended through torrential rain to Madame Vendran’s hotel in Bédoin.


Tweeds and beret dried at the fireside, Velocio, undeterred, was back early the next morning, climbing through low cloud. Later, he wrote melancholically of the slog to the summit, of the ‘monotony of the lunar landscape’. Monsieur Albert, riding a heavier machine weighing close to 20 kilograms, was left so far behind that he missed lunch at the Vendran’s hotel, just below the summit. Velocio was back in St Étienne by the next evening, having broken the journey home at Loriol-du-Comtat.


That was the first recorded bike ride to the summit of the Giant. One of Velocio’s companions, Adolphe Benoît of La Provence Sportive newspaper in Marseille, was seduced by the Ventoux.


His enthusiasm for the new climb led to the inaugural Marathon du Mont Ventoux in 1908, when Jacques Gabriel rode to the summit from Carpentras in two hours and 29 minutes. Velocio returned in 1903, this time for a round trip of almost 400 kilometres, ticked off between a Wednesday afternoon and a Friday morning, that included a three-hour climb to the Ventoux’s summit. He climbed the Ventoux for the last time in 1929, when he was 76.


Once the second road, climbing from Malaucène, was opened in 1932, cycle racing on Ventoux became well established, with races such as the Circuit du Ventoux, the Tours du Sud-Est and of the Vaucluse all using the mountain as a venue, as well as higher-profile and ongoing events such as the Dauphiné Libéré and Paris–Nice.


But Ventoux owes its greatest contemporary notoriety to the death of British cyclist Tom Simpson, a world champion and, long before the production line of British cycling success stories, a sportsman so popular that he became BBC Sports Personality of the Year. On 13 July 1967, Simpson collapsed below the summit in furnace-like conditions during stage 13 of the Tour de France.


Simpson’s collapse and death, forever depicted as a ‘doping death’ although heat exhaustion, dehydration and illness were also contributing factors, is the mountain’s most famous tragedy. His story was expertly documented by William Fotheringham in his book, Put Me Back on My Bike.


Since Simpson’s death, however, cycling’s gladiatorial brutality, its doping demons and ongoing ethical struggle, and the demands of the Ventoux have become inextricably linked. Half a century on, that ethical struggle continues. Every victory is scrutinised. Every champion is subject to trial by Twitter. Anti-doping, underfunded and underpowered, remains behind the curve of medicine in sports science and, in cycling’s leading teams, sports doctors retain an unnerving degree of autonomy.


July 2017 is the 50th anniversary of Simpson’s collapse, yet the Tour’s parent organisation, Amaury Sports Organisation (ASO), now so wary of any adverse publicity, has studiously avoided marking that pivotal moment. So there will be no anniversary visit to the Ventoux. Yet, when I asked him, Tour director Christian Prudhomme said, ‘There’s no fear of the Ventoux at ASO. The feeling for me is that the Ventoux has to be used rarely.’ The Simpson drama, he says, ‘was a long time ago now’.


‘After all, the Tour came back to the Ventoux, only three years later, in 1970, when Eddy Merckx won. And you have to put things in perpective. Things have evolved. It is history.’


But the notoriety of the Bédoin ascent has also been at the expense of the beautiful northern side, made famous in the post-war ‘golden age’ of Tour racing and also by numerous subsequent visits during the week-long Dauphiné Libéré race. This gruelling road, climbing up from Malaucène, is my favourite ascent, and I’d happily debate the notion that it is that much ‘easier’ than the climb from the south. It winds through pine trees and limestone cliffs to a high corniche, with views over the Drôme and the Vaucluse, before long ramps of 10–12 per cent lead to the Mont Serein ski station, at 1,400 metres.


There, from the wide bend overlooking the nursery slopes at the admirably named Chalet Liotard, which serves good prix fixe lunches, the road narrows and ramps up once more towards the summit. Those final kilometres, emerging from the last stands of trees onto vertiginous hairpin bends, may not be as disorientating, but they are just as demanding as the finale to the south side. Better still, on a clear day, as you round the final few bends and near the summit, the French and Italian Alps emerge above the hills of the Drôme to dominate the distant horizon. Then, as you turn right to reach the summit, the views towards the Mediterranean, concealed throughout, are suddenly panoramic.


Yet for all the Ventoux’s dramatic televisual appeal, Prudhomme remains a little cool towards it. ‘You have two climbs above all the rest,’ the Tour’s director says, ‘the Galibier and Tourmalet. Then there is Ventoux and Alpe d’Huez.’


Double Tour champion Bernard Thévenet, a stage winner on the Provençal mountain in July 1972, describes the Ventoux as a ‘mountain of drama’ and Alpe d’Huez as a ‘mountain of happiness’. Prudhomme seemed to agree. ‘The Ventoux is different. Alpe d’Huez thrives on its regularity, the Ventoux thrives because of its rarity. It’s something else.’


But the Tour director’s rankings of the top climbs doesn’t quite tally with that of Eddy Merckx, who took a lone victory on the Giant in July 1970. ‘There’s Galibier, Tre Cime di Lavaredo, the Gavia,’ Merckx says, ‘but Ventoux is in the top three.


‘It’s difficult to say which is the hardest. Sometimes the Ventoux feels harder than the Galibier. It depends how you feel.’


Prudhomme, meanwhile, waves away any suggestion that it is the Tour’s ever-growing logistical demands – for power lines and parking, hotels and hospitality, combined with the mountain’s exposed summit and potential problems for the Tour caravan and media coverage – that have made ASO steer clear. ‘That’s not it, not at all. You remember what Ferdi Kübler said back in the 1950s? Ventoux is not a climb like any other.’


Then he leans in, smiling, and prods me in the chest. ‘Ever been up the Ventoux on a bike?’ he asks.


‘Me . . .? Y-e-s,’ I say, a little defensively. ‘A few times actually – mostly when I was younger.’


There’s a pause. ‘How about you, Christian?’ I ask.


‘No, never,’ Prudhomme replies.


But I’m left struggling with the Tour’s fixation with the climb from Bédoin. Surely the ascent from Malaucène, made famous in the 1950s and 1970s and used so often in classic stages of the Dauphiné, is just as appealing, particularly as a new generation of cycling obsessives have yet to really discover it?


‘Non,’ he says bluntly. ‘Bédoin, always. It’s a magnificent climb from Malaucène, but for me it’s always Bédoin. It works on TV, it’s a stadium of cycling, it’s incredibly beautiful. And the Ventoux, part forest, part desert – it’s always compelling.


‘The exploits are magnified by the surroundings,’ he says, spreading his arms expansively and launching into a romantic treatise. ‘The setting makes them even more magnificent. The great history of the Tour lives on thanks to the champions, but it also lives on because of the places too.’


And since 2014, Yorkshire, so it seems, is now as big a feature of the Tour. ‘Yorkshire is now part of the legend. People in France were blown away by the Yorkshire Grand Départ in 2014.’


Bernard Thévenet, now director of the Critérium du Dauphiné, says that the ‘Ventoux is essential for any mountain stage race’. Yet it has not been included in the week-long June race since 2009, the summer before ASO took over full ownership of the event.


That’s in stark contrast to the frequency with which the mountain was used under former director, Thierry Cazeneuve, the nephew of race founder and former Resistance fighter, Georges Cazeneuve. Now, however, with ASO’s increasing need to test logistics for stage finishes, the Dauphiné has at times morphed into a dress rehearsal for the Tour, rather than an event in its own right.


The Ventoux, so it seems, has become less essential, a casualty of that commercial imperative. In the decade prior to ASO buying the race, the Ventoux was included in the Dauphiné’s route no less than seven times.


But Thierry Gouvenou, the Tour’s sports director with a specific responsibility for route design, says that the absence of the Ventoux from the Dauphiné (now known as the Critérium du Dauphiné) is a question of candidacy. ‘The Ventoux region hasn’t put itself forward as a candidate for a Dauphiné stage for a few years now,’ he explained. ‘It’s not that we’re against having it in the Dauphiné . . .’


And taking the Tour up the mountain from Malaucène?


‘I don’t think we can go up that side,’ Gouvenou says. ‘It’s not really possible coming up that way; there’s nowhere for the zone technique.


‘And anyway,’ he says, agreeing with Prudhomme, ‘the climb from Bédoin is the mythical side.’


But the man for many years responsible for the sea of finish-line logistics that outweigh almost every other concern suggests that the north side is also too dangerous for the modern Tour. Jean-Louis Pages, until late 2016 the Tour’s director of sites, knows his car parking and traffic calming. He knows every mini roundabout, every plant pot and every sleeping policeman – or ralentisseur – from Paris to Poitiers, Marseille to Montmartre.


For many years, he owned the finish lines, shepherding, pushing and sometimes hurling the media – particularly photographers – out of the way if they disobeyed. He knows how many cars can be parked in every suburban Palais des Expositions or Salle des Fêtes, how wide each finish-line boulevard needs to be, the turning circle of each team bus and the proximity of the nearest hospital, airport and police station.


Pages argues that the Ventoux’s north side is not as good, or as safe, for spectator viewing – ‘there’s not as much room at the side of the road on the way up,’ he says.


‘Yes, I know it’s still spectacular – the views of Mont Blanc and the Alps are incredible – but when you get further up, especially near the top, the road’s on the edge of a ravine.’


He’s got a point, but then a lack of fans didn’t stop the Tour from climbing the single-track-width Lacets de Montvernier in 2015. And, I say pointedly, when Thévenet won in 1972, climbing up from Malaucène, did anyone fall over the edge? Emboldened, I suggest my grand plan for the 50th anniversary of Tom Simpson’s death: that the race climbs to the summit from Malaucène, then descends to Sault, before looping over the Col Notre Dame des Abeilles and climbing back up from Bédoin to a summit finish.


‘Et voilà,’ I say, ‘that’s an epic and mythical stage, surely?’


Jean-Louis throws his head back and laughs. ‘You think so? Well, then you can tell the riders. You can tell Mark Cavendish!’


In June, July and August, Lycra-clad and slick with sunscreen, cyclists descend on the Vaucluse and teem over the mountain’s three ascents like demented ants, refusing to be daunted by the challenge of the ‘killer mountain’. Of the three routes up – to the north from Malaucène, the east from Sault and the ‘Simpson route’ or ‘race side’ – it is the Simpson side that draws the crowds and Bédoin that has become the base camp. Afterwards, dehydrated, drained and burnt by the sun, the riders come down from the mountain and lounge listlessly in the pizzerias, bars and cafés of the three villages, struggling to recover, gasping like beached fish in the warm evening air.


Bédoin has become the focal point for Ventoux obsessives. Here, a seasonal industry, spanning March to October, has sprung up of kit, bikes and memorabilia. The most long-standing bike shop is the hangar-like Routes du Ventoux, just as you exit the top of the village and head away from Bédoin, towards an avenue of plane trees, leading to the foot of the mountain. There are pictures of past visitors, Sean Kelly, Johan Museeuw and Chris Froome, pinned on the wall behind the counter.


A few metres away, in the old fire station on the other side of the boulodrome, former professional and L’Équipe journalist Jean-Michel Guerinel runs the Ventoux cycling museum, the Expo Cycles Bedoin. His fast-growing collection includes Tour-winning bikes dating back over a century, and Ventoux stage-winning bikes, original and rare racing jerseys, numerous racing caps – or casquettes – and an extensive library.


Most of the museum’s exhibits belong to local collector, Lino Lazzerini, from nearby Cavaillon. Lazzerini’s collection is the fruit of a lifelong fascination and brims with the energy and eccentric enthusiasm of the obsessive. As Lazzerini’s Cavaillon man-cave started overflowing with cycling artefacts, Guerinel stepped in with the ideal solution – the old sapeurs-pompiers garage at the bottom of the Ventoux.


The museum, initially a short-term pop-up for the summer of 2015, has become a fixture on the tourist itinerary. ‘We get a lot of foreigners coming here,’ Jean-Michel tells me as he shows me around. ‘The Ventoux fascinates them. It’s legendary, probably because it’s the only climb where a rider has died riding uphill.’


But the collection doesn’t dwell on the Simpson story. ‘We have bikes from Tour winners, four of whom won on the Ventoux. Louison Bobet’s from 1955, Raymond Poulidor’s in 1965, Merckx from 1970, and Thévenet’s from 1972.’


There is further memorabilia too, and rider postcards and team calendars from the pre-digital age, characterised by the cheesiest portraits imaginable, cover the walls. Here, gathered under one roof, are some of the worst examples of team launch photo shoots ever to see the light of day. Some of the old woollen trade jerseys stand out too, as much for their heavyweight characteristics as for the vintage fonts and retro logos painstakingly stitched in.


Guerinel continues to source further additions to Lazzerini’s collection. ‘We’re hoping to get Marco Pantani’s bike from 2000,’ he says, ‘Chris Froome’s from 2013, and Virenque’s from 2002.’ The bike he covets, more than any other, is Charly Gaul’s from the 1958 Tour’s time trial to the summit of Ventoux. ‘It may be a little difficult to get our hands on it.’


There are younger and female Ventoux-philes too. Belgian cyclist Betty Kals is the latest of a crop of extreme Ventourists and holder of the women’s record for the most Ventoux ascents in 24 hours. Although she only started cycling in 2010, Betty’s obsession quickly took hold. Now, she says, she knows the Ventoux ‘by heart’.


Betty admits that until she started riding she was known as a party girl. ‘I was always partying, I smoked, hung out with all my friends. But then I wanted to stop – overnight. So I took up cycling. I had an old mountain bike, which I took in to be fixed and the mechanic lent me a road bike. I rode 300 kilometres that week – on my own. After that, I was addicted.


‘When I arrived in France I climbed all three routes up the Ventoux. I was really attracted to it, as if I wanted to tame it. One day I began thinking about doing it ten times and of beating the record for the number of successive climbs from Bédoin. It’s a bit of a crazy idea, but my record for the eight climbs also became a women’s record for vertical distance in 24 hours.’


Betty, used only to the short sharp hills of the Belgian Ardennes, was thrown a curve ball the day before her 2015 Ventoux record bid. ‘I only knew the day before that I had to do both the climbs and the descents by bike. I’d planned to come back down in the car. I was supposed to do nine climbs by bike and nine descents in the car.’


Descending by car would have afforded Betty valuable recovery time, to rest, nap and eat. Now she had no choice but to ride down Ventoux, in the dark, whatever the conditions. ‘The rules were only made clear to me the day before, so I was rushed. I decided to go for the record for vertical distance covered in 24 hours by bike.’


She left the start line, just in front of the Routes du Ventoux shop, at five in the morning on 14 May 2015, needing to surpass 11,000 metres of climbing in 24 hours. At first the conditions suited her. It was warm and sunny throughout the day, but as night fell on the mountain, the weather changed. ‘I’d done seven climbs and that took me to 11,200 metres so I’d already broken the record, but even though I felt OK, I stopped the eighth climb at Chalet Reynard, because a huge storm had come in.’ By that point she’d ridden 331 kilometres in 24 hours, and climbed 12,336 metres.


Talking about her ride a year later, Betty has no great sense of achievement. ‘Mont Ventoux seems to me to be relatively easy,’ she says. ‘I can’t really explain this. For people who’ve never climbed it, it can definitely be very difficult. For me, it just seems normal. I like the last two kilometres before the summit because I get an adrenaline rush. Maybe because it means the pain is over, and I like getting up there quickly. It’s the adrenaline that pushes me to the top.’


Betty’s status, as the Ventoux’s Queen of Pain, is rivalled perhaps by the members of the Cingles du Ventoux, a growing but select club formed of those who’ve completed all three climbs to the summit – from Sault, Malaucene and Bédoin – in one day. Obviously 50 per cent of the total distance of 135 kilometres is descending, which doesn’t sound so bad, until you look at achieving an altitude gain of 4,300 metres in just 67 kilometres. According to fitness, this can be as little as a seven-hour day, or almost double that, and involve riding from dawn to dusk.


There is a fourth climb, too, which begins in Bédoin but diverts to the little known track of the Route des Cèdres, to be found on the left of the road, about three kilometres above St Estève. This is a route forestière, winding across the southern slopes to meet the climb from Malaucène, just above Mont Serein, at approximately 1,500 metres in altitude. The track is closed to traffic and in parts is potholed, rocky and fractured. If you complete all three climbs and still have the energy for the Route des Cèdres, you can become a Galerien, having ridden 187 kilometres and climbed 6,052 metres.


Alastair Campbell’s obsession with the Ventoux dates back half a lifetime, to his days working as a journalist in Fleet Street. Since then, the mountain has become a fixture in the rhythm of his life. ‘Fiona and I have been going down there for 30 years now, every summer since the kids were born,’ he says of his annual family visits to the Vaucluse. ‘At first, I viewed the mountain as a piece of striking scenery. I was a latecomer to cycling and only really got into it when I took up triathlon in 2005.’


But it’s also been a refuge during the difficult times. ‘When I had a breakdown in the 1980s, I went there for the rest and recuperation I’d been told I needed. It has been an important part of our lives. I like the climate, the scenery, the people.’


Now, with an entrenched love of cycling, as well as a friendship with both Chris Froome and Dave Brailsford, Campbell, a man who lives life intensely, has joined the growing band of Ventoux obsessives. ‘I tried to climb up by moonlight once, but had a massive asthma attack a few miles up. Fiona seemed to sense that it was a crazy idea and drove up to find me gasping at the roadside.’


Ever competitive, he has taken to racing his son Rory to the summit. ‘He is a much faster cyclist but we have developed a handicap system. He gave me a minute’s start for every year older and every kilo heavier. So I set off 57 minutes earlier and was well over halfway by the time he left – I was convinced I was going to win. But he caught me on the last but one bend and had barely broken sweat.’


Campbell’s relationship with Tony Blair was cemented in a holiday home in Flassan village, hidden in the rolling landscape stretching south of the Ventoux. This is the Comtat Venaissin, now a land of milk and honey, of holiday homes and character hotels, of heady wines and runny cheeses, fertile figs and fecund fruits, where the water sways lazily in the pool at sunset and a haze of barbecue smoke thickens the twilight.


The region flourished under the Romans – the architectural vestiges of these five centuries can be found in Carpentras, Orange and Vaison-la-Romaine and across the Rhône valley in St Rémy-de-Provence – and by the 14th century, had become the seat of Pope Clement, who divided his time between Malaucène, Carpentras and Avignon. The Popes enjoyed the wines, cheeses and figs just as much as the Romans had before them and Comtat Venaissin remained a Papal state until a bloody dispute during the French Revolution.


High above the Comtat, the Ventoux’s summit stands sentinel, and awaits the next day’s obsessives. By night, the mountain is quiet, except perhaps for some wide-eyed, spliffed-up students, shivering in their sleeping bags as they wait to welcome the sunrise over the Italian Alps.


But under darkness, even unseen, the Ventoux dominates the landscape, presiding over it. There are no lights on the deserted mountain. Only a winking red beacon, above the summit, on top of the observatory – a warning to low-flying aircraft to steer clear – gives away its presence.


Bédoin is where Tom Simpson slugged his last apocryphal gulp of cognac in July 1967. On any morning in high summer, the Lycra tribes from across Europe congregate here, before they make their pilgrimage to the deadly slopes.


They pedal under the plane trees, past the pavement cafés and bakeries, estate agents and gift shops, some stopping for a caffeine hit at the café-restaurant du Mont Ventoux, others purposefully speeding through, big-ringing their way past, before turning right towards the mountain.


Some, like Betty Kals, are sleek, Froome-thin climbers, with an elegant pedal stroke, who you know will find a regular cadence as they climb through St Estève, the Virage du Bois and on past Chalet Reynard towards the summit. Others, some on borrowed bikes and in borrowed kit, egged on by their mates, look less well suited to the demands of the Ventoux. These are the ones Caritoux spoke of, the ones you fear for. These are the ones who buy the sugary treats. These are my people.


A few ignore the mountain, pedalling towards the winding Col de la Madeleine, which meanders lazily over the Ventoux’s foothills and leads north to Malaucène and then beyond, into the deserted Drôme. Others bypass the start of the climb and take the rolling road over to Flassan, dropping down towards Villes-sur-Auzon before heading into the grand and spectacular Gorges de la Nesque.


There are numerous sportives or challenges on, close to and around the Ventoux. There have been time-trial challenges up the Gorges de la Nesque, combined with full-blown sportives the following day. Then, of course there is the Étape du Tour, the Tour organisation’s own mass participation ride following the parcours of a selected Tour stage each July, although that too has had a chequered history on the Ventoux.


Maybe it’s the connection to the dramas of the Tour de France, but the extreme conditions of the Ventoux have, as they always seem to, played a big part. In July 2000, the Étape to the summit of the Ventoux, which included Greg LeMond and Alain Prost in the field, was effectively abandoned after numerous riders suffered hypothermia, due to near-freezing temperatures in the final kilometres of the climb.


A couple of days later, in the Tour stage itself, Lance Armstrong and Marco Pantani raced frenetically through buffeting crosswinds to their infamous denouement at the summit of the Giant. The Mistral was so strong that day that the Tour organisers curtailed their usual post-race presentation and associated showboating, which may have been just as well given the bitter atmosphere between the two riders.


The 2009 Étape du Tour, from Montelimar to the summit, was variously described as carnage, chaos and catastrophic. Heatstroke, a lack of water at feed stations and the relentless route saw many riders suffering from exhaustion as they tackled the mountain, with some walking, others vomiting at the roadside and others in a state of collapse. That may have also been partly down to the nature of the Étape, which attracts its fair share of have-a-go weekend warriors, Mamils and corporate teams, some better prepared than others. Certainly, anyone who may have thought it was a bit like tackling an upmarket London to Brighton but in the south of France endured a baptism of fire.


There are plenty of other sportives in the Vaucluse, some more intimate and less prone to the ‘lifting your bike above your head at the summit and posting it on Instagram and the company intranet page’ mindset of the average Étape-iste.


There’s a succinct report on the Velo101 website – a useful source for all fans of French regional cycling news – of the GFNY world series randonnée on the Ventoux in July 2015. The event was one of a series of sportives around the world, with legs in Spain, Italy, Brazil, Mexico and New York. Ridden in a canicule – a heatwave – entry to the GFNY Ventoux cost 75 euros. For that, the riders got a jersey, a bottle of local red and, handily, a lavender sachet.


Weaving its way through the foothills north of Ventoux, the route took in the Col de la Péronière, the Col des Aires, the Col de Macuègne, the Col de l’Homme Mort, and then the Gorges de la Nesque before arriving at the foot of the mountain. As in July 2009, the Ventoux was, according to Velo101, a furnace that day, provoking numerous withdrawals due to heat exhaustion. Greater disappointment for some came at the afterparty in Vaison-la-Romaine. The post-race meal, daube de boeuf à la provençale, was ‘really not seasonal’, says the report a little huffily, before stating that it would have been better to adapt the buffet to the ‘climatic conditions’.


But then I’ve come down from the summit of Ventoux in high summer, dazed by heatstroke, sapped by exhaustion, burnt by the sun. And on those baking afternoons, not even the most expertly adapted buffet would have accelerated my recovery from the ravages of the Giant.
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