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On the cover: Jef Demuysere and Gaston Rebry, 1929 Tour de France

Wheel to wheel on the Col Bayard, stage 14
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INTRODUCTION

From the turn of the 20th century through the late 1930s, cycling was an important part of a magical era. Bicycle racing, particularly stage racing over Europe’s snow-covered peaks and along its unmade roads, quickly became the continent’s most popular sport, creating an ambience that was both grueling and romantic. While the names of the great riders were celebrated with increasing fervor in the daily press, the races devised to showcase their abilities became diabolically difficult. To draw crowds and sell newspapers, race directors sought the most difficult routes, the highest passes, the hardest conditions, the longest distances. The 1926 Tour de France, for example, spanned 5,745 kilometers, or 3,570 miles, over a mere 17 stages. Today’s much more humane and realistic races, by contrast, run about 3,400 kilometers over 21 stages.
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