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Foreword by Bernard Hinault

I have a special relationship with the Tour de France. As a teenager growing up, I watched it go by and I dreamed of racing it. Then my life was changed by it and my five successes there. I remain the last Frenchman to have won it.
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Bernard Hinault’s Tour triumphs in 1978, 1979, 1981, 1982 and 1985 make him one of the event’s truly legendary figures.

Denmark enthusiastically welcomed the Tour’s Grand Départ in 2022 with massive crowds. Three weeks later they were rewarded with a Danish overall winner – Jonas Vingegaard.

What started with an idea of Henri Desgrange and 60 cyclists rolling out at dawn in 1903, is now a giant which celebrated its 100th edition in 2013. It dwarfs cycling’s other races in size, prestige, scope and worldwide reach. Around the world 180 nations tune in every summer, enraptured, to see their heroes compete for glory.

Every Tour de France creates new heroes and writes a new chapter too and the finest feats and legendary stories of the Tour are recounted in these pages: Eugène Christophe forging new forks in 1913, Fausto Coppi’s emphatic escapes to victory in 1949, the impudent control of Jacques Anquetil quickly succeeded by the irresistible dominance of Eddy Merckx and, later, that silent force, Miguel Indurain.

In the 2000s, there have been breakthrough wins for Great Britain with Bradley Wiggins in 2012, followed by Chris Froome’s four dominant victories. But the emergence of a new super-champion, the Slovenian Tadej Pogačar, who has already won the race three times, has electrified the most recent editions of the race.

The Tour rewards a little madness, both as a cyclist suffering on the roads and an onlooker surveying the spectacle. And what a spectacle it is: from the light, loud publicity caravan to the main show, that bunch of cyclists flying by, it’s one of life’s extraordinary sensory experiences. Travelling through town after town as if passing on a secret, the Tour has become a part of the fabric of French life and international sport. If it’s a folly, then it is a beautiful one.

The triumphs and near misses of the show perennially play out on the Tour’s spectacular and ever-changing canvas. Every July, there are new places to visit, but always accompanied by the peerless spires of the Alps and Pyrenees, the rolling hills of the south and miles of sunflower fields.

The Tour de France was invented by Man, and we must remember that it is sustained by the roster of champions and the annual dramas and dénouements that help to keep us in the Tour’s thrall.

Happy reading!
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Bernard Hinault
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During his time as ambassador, one of Hinault’s roles was to appear at stage finishes to greet stage winners and jersey holders.




The Greatest Race in the World

The Tour de France started out as a publicity stunt designed to shore up indifferent sales of a sports newspaper. A century later the Tour is a worldwide phenomenon and an icon of French life.

It’s come a long way since the first edition in 1903, and the modern version is a global event with an audience of millions, but the Tour is essentially the same beautiful, brutal and often quite baffling three-week race. To the professional cyclist it remains the ultimate challenge in terms of physical endurance, danger and earning power. To the roadside fan it’s a noisy carnival, with 200 cyclists flashing by somewhere in between. It works on every level and that is at the heart of the Tour’s appeal.

Live colour television has transformed the Tour de France into a race of beauty unparallelled in sport. Since the advent of live coverage in 1972 the mesmerising pattern of a peloton flowing along the roads of France has opened up the Tour to a whole new audience who can enjoy the race from the perspective of a lofty bystander, rejoicing in the images, without having to take any great interest in the minutiae of the contest.

A bicycle race can be enjoyed either superficially or in fine detail. The bike fanatic can watch hours of live television coverage, and read every day about the outcome of each stage on the internet and in the papers, most notably L’Equipe, the sports newspaper whose ancestry goes all the way back to L’Auto – the organising newspaper which created the Tour at the start of the last century. With 21 stages, 176 riders, and three weeks of unfolding competition, there is never enough space or time to relate the thousands of incidents and human interest stories that occur during the Tour de France.

MYTH AND MAYHEM

Any modern sports promoter would normally avoid the sort of unpredictable events that can happen outside the controlled environment of a stadium or racetrack. The Tour doesn’t make any sense; it’s a crazy race, the product of a bygone age when the bicycle rivalled anything on road and track and was used to test the heroic endurance of the best athletes of the day. In fact, modern Tours bear little resemblance to the pre-war Tours and those of the 1920s, when riders walked alone up unmade mountain passes and had to repair their own machines without assistance of any kind.
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Epic mountain stages in the early 1900s made heroes out of the riders and created many of the legendary stories that established the Tour as the ultimate cycling challenge.
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Goggles and leather face mask as worn by a Tour follower from the early years when rough roads threw up clouds of dust wherever the peloton went.

How many spectators were watching when in the 1913 Tour Eugène Christophe banged in desperation on the door of the village forge in Ste Marie-de-Campan and begged the blacksmith to lend him his tools so that he could repair his fork after breaking it on the rough roads in the Pyrenees? Very few, surely, apart from the race judges who ensured that he worked unaided, and the boy who worked the bellows – earning Christophe a three-minute penalty to add to the two hours already lost in the forge. This is one of the many legends of the Tour that were witnessed by no more than a few bystanders. Part true story, part myth, the history of the Tour de France is an elaborate construction, relying on the veracity – or lack of it – of colourful accounts by reporters caught up in the infectious drama of the race.
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Gravel sections on stage nine of the 2024 Tour evoked pre-war editions of the race, when riders suffered on farm tracks and dirt roads.
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The Tour is more than 100 years old – the cars following belong in museums and the bikes were crude and heavy and frequently broke down or punctured.
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After three weeks of racing, the Champs-Elysées in the heart of Paris is the traditional finale of the Tour.
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The polka dot jersey is awarded to the best climber in the Tour and, like the other coloured jerseys, is highly prized.

UNIQUE EXPERIENCE

What the newspapers, television and radio can never show, however, is the unique experience of the one roadside Tour fan who may have glimpsed Christophe in the forge, or any of the many bizarre incidents that have occurred on every stage of the Tour since its inception. That is where the power of the race lies, in its accessibility to the public at stage towns and on the open road, its unpredictability, and of course the simple fact that it is a free show.

In this book we have divided the Tour into its most significant eras, relating some of the epic stories and giving a flavour of the overall race. There are also chapters which look at the history and development of specific aspects of the Tour, ranging from the famous coloured jerseys to the evolution of the racing bike. Meanwhile, superb images of Tour treasures, selected from the peerless collection of memorabilia collected by Serge Laget at the Société du Tour de France and presented here in all their glory, convey the authentic feel of each successive era.

As a sporting occasion the Tour is in a class of its own, and the rich and varied history of the race, its highs and lows, could fill these pages many times over. Now well beyond its 100th edition in 2013, the Tour has weathered the dark aftermath of the Armstrong era and has enjoyed a much healthier image in recent times thanks to better testing protocols and cleaner ethical practices among teams of the World Tour.

What started out as little more than a publicity stunt, witnessed here and there by amazed onlookers, is now broadcast to more than one billion viewers across 190 countries around the world. Roadside fans alone are estimated at 12 million. Thanks to incredible aerial imagery and on-bike cameras, the internet and social media, the Tour de France has broadened its appeal and is now reaching a younger generation of fans.

Owners Amaury Sport Organisation (ASO) have secured the future of the Tour as one of the premier global sporting events. They have safeguarded its future financially without losing its status as a French national treasure. As an advertisement for one of the world’s most beautiful countries, nothing beats the Tour’s three-week odyssey. And, for cycling fans, the Tour de France remains the ultimate gladiatorial clash of the champions in the home of cycling.
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Yellow is the leader’s colour including this yellow cap – a Tour innovation which has been copied many times by other stage races around the world.
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The Tour has transcended sport to become a French cultural staple. People come out in droves in route-side towns to see the race pass and cheer on their favourite riders.
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Arnaud Démare celebrates a hard-found victory at Stage 18 of the 2018 Tour de France.
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