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What passes through your mind when you’re riding? If you’re any good… nothing.

You are man become machine, finely tuned and focused on race and race alone.

Entire towns line the streets to watch this man become machine for what, a second or two, and they go back to their grubby homes to dream of life on the road, of being you, that person on the back of a cigarette card, but who are you really? Where are you at any one moment?

You start in one town; you end up in another. You start with one regional dialect, and end up with another language entirely. It doesn’t matter that the people round here speak some unintelligible patois, the man become machine is gone in a flash. Bye bye, adios, au revoir, I wish I could stick around.

The world around you passes by in a blur, forever changing from town square to cathedral to field to hillock, and if you stop to think about it, you’ve lost. So you pedal, and you find your rhythm, man becomes machine so legs become pistons, belly becomes fire pit, food is your coal and you shovel it in.

And then you stop.

The wheels come off, the tyre blows or the forks break and you snap out of that racing trance. One minute you’re racing, the next you’re a man with a broken bike. Man and machine separated, and for a split second you’re in between, working out what’s happened, what’s gone wrong, why has the factory stopped producing?

And this is me.

Thys the Belgian has made good for Luchon, I’m sure of it. He’ll be halfway down the mountain by now and he won’t know until he reaches his hotel bedroom tonight that Christophe has blown his chances of winning the Tour. He’ll be looking over his shoulder fearing the Frenchman, not knowing that he’s out of the Tour or at best, out of contention.

It happened at the top of the Tourmalet. I’d taken the Osquich partly by foot, to save energy for the three main climbs of the day, the Tourmalet, the Aspin and the Peyresourde. These are not roads, these are goat paths, so when there is energy to be saved, you save it, even if Henri Desgrange will mock you for dismounting in tomorrow’s paper.

I’d started my descent when the front wheel started to float in between the forks. That split second seemed to last forever. Man wrenched from machine, and the sudden realisation that the ravine to my left was inching closer. Not now, I pleaded. Not here. Not her.

In these parts, a witch preys upon cyclists. They say she has green teeth, and there are rumours she has cousins, sisters, evil twins cast around the cycling world, ready to strike a cyclist down for hunger, ill luck, mechanicals. One in the Alps. One in the Arenberg Forest near Roubaix. And one here, in the Pyrenees. She found me here, at the top of the Tourmalet, at the top of my form, and she turned my whole world upside down in a split second that nearly never ended.

I tensed every muscle. I clenched the cold steel of the brakes and held myself straight. The smell of burning rubber a sign that I was alive, the fractured forks a sign that my race was not. The forks were broken at the support; a mechanic as skilled as I would quickly know that this was not a fracture that could be patched up and ridden to the finish, this was the end of the bike as we know it.

And the first realisation I was losing the race came when someone – was it Defraeye – came past, screaming at me to get out of the way. Others – Alavoine, Lambot, Garrigou – the whole field in the end, taking the hairpins down the Tourmalet  shouting abuse, some shouting commiserations, some barely noticing me.

What were they thinking? They were good, so nothing.

I picked the bike up and started walking.

With every step, a decision to make. Do I give in? Do I get in the car that I know is following 50 steps behind? Do I carry on down the Tourmalet on foot, in the hope that somewhere there’s a smithy with a forge hot enough to repair this fork?

Of course I carry on. In the words of my father, you never leave a job half done.

And with every step down, extra weight. With every footstep, a further dig into my shoulder.

And worse, with each footstep, thoughts. None of the clarity that comes with bike racing, just the muddle that ordinary people have to put up with every day. What do you think of when you’re walking down a mountain? Everything, that’s what. So down the mountain I go, alone but for the commissaire’s car and the sounds of the mountain. The heat is burning mud into flakes that shatter with every footstep. Who knows, by the time I reach a blacksmith’s, I may be clean.

The Tourmalet. Round here, it means wrong turn. Others don’t bother learning the local dialect, but I do - you never know when it might come in handy. Tour-mal-et. It’s all taken a wrong turn. And it’s all so quiet. Above me, only sky. Below me, half the world. A craggy green carpet that stretches down in folds and bumps.

I replay the moment – why not. The trance is gone, and what else can you do? You think that by replaying the moment in your mind that maybe it will resolve itself differently. The moment the wheel started to rattle itself loose of the sprocket, in another reality, that may not have happened. The moment the fork shattered, it may - in another world - have just cracked, and I might have made it down the Tourmalet on two wheels, not on two feet. In another reality, Eugène Christophe has caught up with Philippe Thys, he’s overhauled him, he’s racing with the wind behind his back, he’s crossing the line in Luchon.

Or I may have lost control entirely and ended up down the ravine.

The bike’s getting heavier. I pour the remaining water from one of the bidons over my head, and for a second or two I feel an intense pleasure before crashing back to earth and the Tourmalet and the pain and the sweat. And I look around.

It’s beautiful in this part of the world. I know it’s a beast of a climb, but we should come here more often than just once a year. They make us race in the north so often, a land so grey and flat it surprises me they turn out such beasts of men so frequently, beasts who bike everywhere it’s as if they were born on wheels. Once these men discovered the velocipede they were off - find me new lands, they’d say, take me far from here, until they discovered the velocipede was hard work, and you’d only get as far as the next town. They then discovered even the next town was as dark and foreboding as the last one. And so they got stronger and they got stronger still. You have men like Scieur, Defraeye, Lambot - proper, true, stoic men with hearts of gold and lungs of charcoal, solid men of the north whose one ambition is to keep moving, keep racing so you don’t see the darkness of the landscape and you don’t feel the harshness of the cobblestones beneath your wheels.

And men like Lambot come here, in this sea of bright green and rock, and they ride head down, legs pumping like pistons in a Walloon factory, in their racing trance. When they get home to their wives who ask - where did you go today my sweetheart, they say - I don’t know, my dear, but I ended up somewhere adequate.

So the Tourmalet, I suppose, is my prize. I may have lost the Tour, and I may have wasted the last three weeks of my life, but I win the Tourmalet, and I get to carry my cross down to whichever small town happens to have a blacksmith’s. A forge in which to repair this crocked Peugeot. I’ll have lost, but you never leave a job half done.

What to do, then. A song, maybe? To keep me from crying. Or laughing.

At last, signs of life. How long have I been walking? An hour? Three hours? You can hardly tell. There’s that summer silence you get up here, a warm stillness broken by the sound of wasps. The sign says Sainte-Marie de Campan and like most of these towns, the Tour is what happens to the cities. A bike race, you say? Well, I’d heard they do that, in the cities. A bike race, indeed.

A girl, probably 10 or 11 years old, in a field of goats. Its cliché, but she’s wearing a gingham dress and a straw hat.

See what I mean? You stop cycling; the world lays itself out in front of you.

“Young girl, is there a blacksmith’s in this town”

“De que?”

Neither French nor Spanish… I had never stopped in these parts before.

“A blacksmith. Broken bike. Repair.”

If in doubt, point and shout. I bet she’s never met a locksmith from Malakoff before. But some French comes back.

“Try Elie Bède, he owns the sawmill in town. He should be able to help you.”

A sawmill. It might be all I need, if he has the tools.

I cross the town square, my heart pumping. Can anyone save this bike? I knock on the door marked “Bède”.

A bald man, clearly still digesting his food, takes a step out of the door to take a look at the Peugeot.

“Eh fuck,” he chuckles. “You’ve got work to do.”

“So can you help? Do you have tools?”

He takes a closer look, craning his neck. “Ahh… you see, I can weld small things here and there, but round tubes like that, no. You’ll need Joseph Bayle – he’s our blacksmith. He’s got the fire you want.”

“So where will I find this Bayle?”

He gives me a look as if to say “wait there”, and turns his head inside the door. “Hey, Maria. Take this man to Bayle, will you?”

I follow Maria up the road to the church, and then back down the steepest of cobbled roads. I lose my footing twice, the bike nearly losing my shoulder. On another day, I would have admired Maria. The curve of her legs, the simple skirt, the high shoulders.

Not today. When will this end? Maria turns another corner. How big is this town meant to be? Too many questions.

Finally, on the edges of town, a thatched roof cottage and a wrought iron sign that modestly states “Bayle, 1900”. A column of smoke rises from the chimney. A smoke signal. A forge.

“Joseph!” cries Maria. “Joseph, open up, there’s a stranger here for you!”

The battle-ridden face of Joseph Bayle appears, covered in soot, followed quickly by those of his wife and two daughters at the window.

“Good God, what have we here?”

We’ve been here before.

“My bike broke, and I’m in rather a hurry.”

He looks the bike up and down, and then looks me up and down.

“So you’re one of those Tour de France men, that right?”

“That’s right. So can you help?”

He pulls the tradesman face. “Well it’s that… you see, I’ve never repaired a bike. You should go ask Elie Bède, he knows how to do it.”

“I did. His forge can’t reach the 1,000 degrees I need. I’ll need a round iron tube – 22 mm if you’ve got it.”

Bayle nods and scurries off to find the tube, while the race commissaires explain my situation to Bayle’s family. No help, I hear Baugé repeating. Nobody can help him. If anyone lifts so much as a finger to help him repair the bike, he’ll be disqualified, or at best penalised.

A rage rises up in me. All this time, they’ve followed me down the mountain, they’ve watched me suffer, they’ve seen me near collapse, in tears, and worse. Singing.

And here’s Mousset, the worst of the race commissaires, a face that has seen foie gras and Sauternes sweet wine. A face that has sat in front of many log fires, with fat, pudgy hands that stroke his moustache, this triple-chinned layabout who dares to throw the rulebook at me in this hour. Who does the witch think she is, sending me Mousset? That repulsive human.

“On his own? Are you mad!” shouts Bayle, genuinely outraged on my behalf. “No man can repair a bike on his own, it takes two.”

“Impossible,” retorts Mousset with enormous pride. “If you give him any help whatsoever, the number 11 from the Peugeot team will be heavily penalised.”

Baugé now: “Edmond. Can you not just avert your eyes for two seconds? Just while Monsieur Bayle operates the bellows?”

“I didn’t write the rules, Alphonse,” he retorts, pulling at his lapels. He’s breaking into a sweat now. The fire is reaching the heat I require.

“And make sure you don’t just replace the part. You must repair it, not replace it.”

To work, then. To work, the work that sustained me before the racing, and will likely sustain me afterwards. To work, the locksmith turned cyclist turned mechanic.

It is 3 o’clock. Thys will be on the podium with Garrigou, maybe Defraeye. I bury myself in the task, hammering and knocking, beating the iron, hurling with the rage and the fury built up from the peace of the Tourmalet, and with each blow of the hammer, the mercury rises further. Mousset pulls at his collar, Baugé shuffles uncomfortably, Bayle looks on with pride. I have never been more at home.

To work, then. Never leave a job half done. I remind myself that when I’m done with cycling, this is all I’ll have.

There’s a changing of the guard behind me. Baugé, no doubt, has gone to celebrate Thys’ victory. Dugand is here, Cazalis too, funereal faces all. Mousset has had enough, so Steinbach has replaced him. Who would have thought that so many would come to watch my downfall, here in Sainte-Marie de Campan? I look at Bayle’s face, a picture of admiring concentration, and I realise that for Bayle, today is not my downfall, it is the making of me. For what more of me would he know, other than my ability to repair this rotten bike?

From the jaws of defeat, victory – if not the victory I was seeking, victory all the same.

“Is there any chance of a sandwich?” murmurs Lecomte, who has appeared as if from nowhere.

A switch inside me has flipped. I turn and summon all my fury from the pits of my own personal hell, and project towards the commissaire.

“Eat coal. I’m your prisoner, and if this is a prison, you’ll do as I do and you’ll eat when I’m done.”

Bayle nods appreciatively, and silence falls.

To work, then. It doesn’t fit, so I remove the rod and file down, I keep filing and filing, hammering and hammering, filing further until the iron rod enters. I hammer, I push. The rod, smooth as silk, slips in like it had always been there. And it had.

But one task remained. The bellows. How can I operate the bellows and hold the forks myself? The hope and the pride of the last hour’s work dissipates immediately.

“Can’t you see,” I hear Bayle pleading at whichever commissaires remain behind me, “he needs help. It’s a small job. Come on.”

“Article 45, paragraph 2, the rules clearly state that the rider must repair it by his own hands, and his own hands alone.”

Desmarets is speaking now. Where do they all come from? He’s arguing my case. Lecomte is arguing against it.

But what if… what if a child operated the bellows? Surely they can’t stop a child.

There’s a boy who has been watching behind Joseph Bayle all this time. I summon him over. Hand him the bellows. Here, young man, don’t feel guilty if they penalise me, all you have to do is blow, blow gently with these bellows. Here, take this. Don’t look at them, look at me, that’s right, just look at me. And blow. Gently. Don’t be afraid.

I stand back and admire my work. Bayle too. I may have lost the Tour today, but I’ve won something else. Something more grand than the Tour. Right here, in Joseph Bayle’s forge in Sainte-Marie de Campan, I’ve won. I’ve beaten the witch. I’ve beaten Desgrange. I’ve shown Baugé that you don’t have to cross the line first to win a race.

You just have to choose your race.

 

10 pm

 

I lost four hours today; or was it five or three. I don’t know. It barely matters.

I lost the Tour, most of all. I lie here, caked in dust, tyres fused into my jersey from the heat in Bayle’s forge. From the black of the afternoon to the white of the night. I watch the curtains dance, and I’m reminded of Maria’s skirt.

I lie here, the centre of attention, the dogs at my door. I ignore the knocks. Someone calls, I shout “piss off” and chuckle to myself. Thys and Petit-Breton will be seething. To them, the spoils; to me, the victory. Bittersweet, true. But a victory nonetheless.

I hear Desgrange in the corridor, and I can see him now – chest out, moustache twirled – arm round the disconsolate winner. Our Tour’s organiser, organising the lives and the stories that sell his newspaper every day. The Tour is his life; he lives and breathes this bike race, and he feels every pothole, every bump in the road. This is his moment as much as mine. He’ll have filed his story, his heroic epic for tomorrow’s yellow rag, and he’ll be counting the cash.

 

Eugène Christophe, hero of the Tourmalet. He won all our hearts, but he won’t win the race.

 

 

 

November 1918 - Armistice Day

 

Henri Desgrange

 

Alphonse Baugé raises his glass, swallows another glass of my cheapest red, and continues to lay obstacles in my path.

“Henri, this Tour cannot take place, only a lunatic would stage a bike race in these conditions.”

The man is a fool. It’s a shame, for once he was a fine cyclist, albeit a cyclist without any significant victories but alas... For every winner, there are a hundred losers.

However, as a trainer, ‘Marshall Baugé’ came into his own, moulding the late, dearly missed François Faber into quite the rider and quite the man. The kind of man who would carry his own dead comrades back from no man’s land and take a bullet for the cause himself.  

Baugé can be proud of that. And Peugeot could be proud of the man they plucked from amateur obscurity. For every hundred Baugé-the-cyclists, there is just one Baugé-the-trainer.

But today, Baugé is an idiot throwing thumbtacks into the wheels of progress. A fly in my ointment.

“Listen, Alphonse,” and this is more emollience on my behalf, you will hear plenty of it. “France is hurting. We are hurting. And I can tell that without François, you are hurting too. The countryside is devastated, we have lost how many men, I don’t know, far too many for my liking, and yet we must play our part in strengthening the bonds between our people - they will need spectacle, they will need rousing from their stupor, they will need heroes.”

Ah, I give a good speech.

Here he goes… he’s going to count on his fingers. Every gesture Alphonse makes is prepared several seconds in advance.

“Manufacturing, Henri - a simple matter, really. How many tyres do you think we can manufacture? The factories have been closed, bombed, or requisitioned. On these roads, the riders will puncture every 200 metres if they are lucky. I simply cannot provide this level of support.”

He can. He will. Next.

“And the bike manufacturers, Henri - Peugeot cannot put out a team, I can tell you that for a fact - Alcyon barely exists, Delage might not be able to put another bike together and JB Louvet’s factory needs significant repairs if they are to start production again.”

I have a plan, Alphonse, but do carry on; I see your third finger is already prepared.

“The riders - are they demobilised? Are they fit? How can you expect anyone to take this route you’re suggesting? 5,500 km across 15 stages? It’s your most ridiculous plan yet, even in normal conditions. The riders will need months of preparation, and I’d be willing to wager that none of them would have any more than a few weeks at most.”

Oh, and the war-shy Henri Pélissier has been fighting the Boche with his bare hands, has he? Alphonse knows very well that half the riders have been riding for two years whenever they pleased, and there are other races that will no doubt go ahead before this, giving them the chance to reach peak fitness by July. But here comes finger number four.

“And do you seriously propose to force these men to ride over bomb craters, half-destroyed cobblestones, through our once-proud, torn-apart towns… men who have barely recovered from the war effort, men who have seen their comrades die, men whose fellow cyclists are dead. You’re going to make them ride through towns like Amiens, for Christ’s sake. Amiens!”

Easy with the wine, Alphonse. No more fingers, I notice.

Emollience. I’ll stand for this one, although at my age… yes, I’ll stand.

“Alphonse, dear boy.” I walk around the back of his chair and massage his shoulders. Skin and bones, our Alphonse, underneath that cheap suit. “Alphonse, Alphonse. I have a plan. The genesis of a plan, but do hear me out.

“I understand your worries, and yes - I share them, truly I do. But the need to lift this nation weighs far too heavily upon my shoulders not to respond to this calling, and you too must respond to it, Alphonse. You too must heed the call and fight this new fight, and I will help you. I have spoken already with Louvet, Hutchison, Alcyon and Automoto, they have all agreed to participate in whichever way they can, so how’s about this…”

Oh, Alphonse, did you not see this coming? I’ll take a seat for this bit.

“We have one team. Let’s call it La Sportive for now. All professional riders from previously professional teams will ride under the banner of one team - that’s anyone with an A licence - they will be riding for you, and you will all have the opportunity to promote your cyclists and your machines as you wish, but you are one, single, indivisible entity.”

“Henri,” he splutters, “that’s…”

“Genius?”

“It’s fucking ridiculous!”

“I’m glad you like it. L’Auto will plan the routes extremely carefully, we will make sure to avoid the most heavily cratered areas, but it is highly important that our course take in the areas most affected by this awful, awful war. For the people of those regions, so that we never forget. We will go to Alsace, we will pass through Lorraine…”

“But they’re still bloody Germans!” Alphonse nearly explodes at this. “You can’t expect to receive a hero’s welcome everywhere you go, Henri.”

“They’re not Germans any more, Alphonse, they’re French. This Tour will be for them and they’ll be reminded that in our eyes, they always have been French. And they will welcome our riders as their own. Heroes. French men. And some Belgians and maybe an Italian or two if we can convince Girardengo to race.”

Alphonse slumps into his chair and sniffs lazily at the cheap plonk. His resistance is waning. It’s a shame, because I was beginning to get into my stride.

Desmarets, who has been asleep throughout the whole conversation, is beginning to stir.  

“Ah, Robert, you’re back in the land of the living, how nice of you to rejoin us.”

“I was just resting my eyes,” he lies.

Desmarets, my useful idiot. Young, impetuous, baby-faced, but best of all an absolute arse-licker. And a half-decent journalist, when he tries.

“Not to worry, Bob, I was just explaining to our friend Alphonse here that he will be leading the team La Sportive during the Tour de France next summer. A collective of all of France’s finest bicycle manufacturers, riding together under one banner. Naturally, the finer details will have to be ironed out - I would suggest a rationing of tyres, a pooling of soigneurs, and we at L’Auto would have to give serious consideration to using army barracks wherever possible instead of hotels, but Alphonse, you need not worry yourself over these finer details, relax, dear Alphonse, relax. Drink some more wine.”

Desmarets can’t stop himself. “Did you tell him about Metz-Dunkirk?”

Alphonse is practically straining at the leash here. Sorry, old boy. Yes, I have already designed the route - I’ve been designing the route in my head for the last five years of this wretched war, I’ve been plotting every column inch, writing every word for every stage. I dare say I’ve even chosen the winner.  

For every cyclist who died in the war, I will stage this Tour. For François Faber, for Octave Lapize, for Lucien Petit-Breton - men who could have won this race, do you think they would have wanted us to bend over and submit to the will of the Boche long after they’ve been cleansed from our lands? I will stage this Tour. Do you think that a few craters or a couple of recently demobilised riders would get in my way? Everyone wants the Tour, and nobody wants it more than me, so no, I have not told him about Metz-Dunkirk. I have not told him about Geneva, the Galibier, the Aspin and the Peyresourde. I have not told him that in one single day they’ll be riding 450 km, and I haven’t told him we plan to end one stage in the violent, stinking hell hole that is Marseille. I will stage this Tour.

Alphonse doesn’t need to know all of this.

“Alphonse, we’ll clarify the route over the next few months, but I’m asking you now, dear boy, as this race is very much taking place, and it is very much going to be a success, would you be part of it?”

“You’re a madman, Desgrange.”

“Yes, Alphonse. I’m afraid I rather am.”

 

11pm

 

It is rather late. Alphonse and Desmarets have long since gone, and the embers of the fire are spitting their last. I am well aware of the practicalities of organising this Tour, well aware of the difficulties. The Germans will have signed the Armistice by now; they’ll be clearing the trenches as we speak. But what led us to this?  

I’ll tell you. It’s indolence. Oh, I was just five years old when the Prussians besieged Paris, but I remember it as if it were yesterday, my mother sheltering me as the earth shook and the plaster fell from the ceiling. I remember the hunger, there were children wandering the streets, hunting for rats, and there were rumours that children would be on the menu if no rats could be found. We were born from war, and why were we so humiliated? Indolence.

Our nation had grown fat. Lazy. Men were incomparable to the filthy Boche, they were more interested in smoking, or lazing around in bars drinking themselves stupid. The Boche were lean, fit and could fight all day. Our men? Fat or foppish; no match for the wretched krauts.

Men need sport. Without sport, without sporting heroes, without the sacrifice of athletes pushing themselves to the very limits of human potential, man grows indolent. It was indolence that lost us the war in 1871. We shall never return to those days, at least not under my watch. And if we have suffered for the last four years, we need to make sure there is no repeat of this suffering.

Men need men. Inspirational examples of what man can be.

What better example can there be than the great Eugène Christophe, carrying his bike down the mountain in 1913, to repair the bike by his own hands in Sainte-Marie de Campan. A man whose very own motto is you never leave a job half done. Christophe, the old Gaul, the tradesman who never gives up, who never says “I can’t do this”, what better example of a man can there be? Or the Italian Girardengo, il Campionissimo, the finest cyclist Italy ever did produce, a thin, wiry, man of exemplary behaviour and courtesy, punching his way through the mountains. Should the Tour attract Costante… ah… what a Tour it would be.

So when the men of today and the men of tomorrow gather by the roadside in July, they will do so to admire the feats of our thoroughbred athletes, and they will be so inspired at the pain and the suffering these men experience in their daily toil, that they will never again fall into indolence, even if merely out of shame for their own fecklessness. The Tour leads by example and if at any point I am accused of working my riders to the bone, I will reply - aye, that may be your interpretation, but this rider is twenty times the man you will ever be, and he is doing this for you, for your own good, for the love of country. Be ashamed that you cannot equal the feats of this locksmith, or God forbid, an Italian.

I will stage this Tour, dear reader. Just you watch me.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Stage 1 - Paris  to Le Havre

 

 

 

 

 

 

Firmin Lambot

 

I… am… not… going… to… make… it…

Ah fuck. No. A shower of mud from Van Daele’s back wheel sprays me direct in the face, my goggles are covered – ah fuck, I can’t see, shit I’m going down. Who’s that in the way now? How can I know – but he’s holding me up. Let me go down, bastard. Let me fall.

Bastard. Shit. Fuck.

Mud tastes the same all over France, by the way. In case you were wondering.

Ah Jesus, this is pain like I’ve never known it. Shit, another pothole, the bike nearly somersaults. I still can’t see.

“Stay straight you fucking Belgian”, shouts someone French.

“Allez Déjo”, shouts a friendlier voice, definitely Léon. I might not have my eyes, but I have my ears.

He has his hand around me, so I can at least wipe my goggles and work out where I am. It’s chaos. Mud, shit flying everywhere, rain battering you from the side, headlamps lighting up the raindrops in the interminable grey – the never-ending fucking grey, and the sound of men shouting, most of them in pain.

My legs, I’m not fit. I’m not ready. I can’t go on.

I clench my teeth, where’s Van Daele’s wheel gone? He’s a good one to hang on to. Broad-shouldered and steady. Nobody likes a wheelsucker, but what choice do I have?

“Déjo, relax,” Léon hollers from two back, “remember your training!”

Ah now yes, thanks Léon, I do remember my fucking training. I vomited every day for the first week climbing the Côte de Goschenée over and over again, my head was burning with the effort, but how would you be after four years off the bike, eating the scraps the krauts left behind?

This is a party in comparison. So suck it up, Firmin, ride on. Find that wheel and suck it.

Spit out the grit.

The buildings are shooting up now; where five minutes ago we passed farmsteads and half-dead villages, this is clearly a town, but what hell is this? It must be Amiens. Oh boy. A handful of riders up front – Pélissier’s among them – they hit the pedals hard. I don’t remember any time bonuses up for grabs here, that would be some sad fucking joke to award bonuses for coming through here first. The only reason for sprinting here would be to get through it as quickly as you can.

I saw Leuven and what the Germans had done to the library and the town centre – and that sticks with you. It sticks in your gut and it burns and the taste never leaves you, but Amiens. What have those bastards done? Most of the peloton slows down and gape. The Cathedral – God save them – what were they thinking?

“Head down, Firmin.” It’s Léon again, my guardian Belgian. “Watch your wheel mate, we don’t need to see this.”

“But look at the people, Paupou – look at their faces.”

“Don’t look up Firmin, just ride. Fight the pain, but don’t look up.”

Tommies line the street, a four-year war etched on their faces like twenty years of torture, and they’re screaming for us. Women – women everywhere – a hundred times stronger than they ever were, working women, women who are doing men’s jobs, women who’ve grown their hair short and are wearing suits – just women, bellowing their support in the shadows of the ruins. What is this insanity? Why us?

“Jesus wept,” murmurs Léon as he freewheels through the cobbled streets.

Last year, we were tearing each other apart. What man can do to man, I still cannot comprehend. We’ll never comprehend it. And now we’re riding bikes through the rotting remains of the carnage, and all I can see is the gaps in peoples’ teeth, like gaps in the buildings.

Everything used to be here.

Past Amiens, we pick up the speed and space out a little. Time for some in the peloton to stop for relief. A couple of guys find a café and dash inside. I think about it, but think better of it. And regret the decision, but you can’t turn back.

Why did I choose this race? Why did I let Léon talk me into it? I could have sat it out, like so many did. Only 67 of us made it to the start line, whereas over 120 over-ambitious riders queued up at l’Auto’s offices yesterday to sign up for the race. I bet only 20 of us will start tomorrow.

Thys pulls alongside. I never liked Thys. That chiselled face, the smooth demeanour, that confidence. Some riders win races and some riders, like Thys, feel like they own them.

“How much are they paying you, Déjo?”

I tut. It’s always money with Thys.

“Same as you, I guess.”

He tuts. We could tut all the way to Paris.

“Don’t you think you’re worth more? You won the mountains last time, Firmin. You should ask for more money.”

I nudge a wheel ahead of him. Cyclist-speak for “I’m done”. He nudges alongside.

“I told Desgrange,” he goes on. “I told him – I won this for you last time, I’m your star man, pay me properly or I walk. That’s what I said; you know what he said? You know what he said? You’re no more important than Nempon to me. Nempon! That peasant boy with a B-licence.”

He’s still talking. “All this A-licence nonsense. Grey shirts, hardly any supplies, I reckon this is the bike I rode the 1913 Tour on. What a load of rubbish, Déjo. And for what? Huh?”

I nod. I’ve heard this before from Thys. I look down at his back wheel.

“46 x 19 is that? Should have gone with 21 today.”

A look of thunder.
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