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PREFACE

The Circuit des Champs de Bataille in 1919 was one of the most extraordinary bicycle races ever staged. In cataclysmic weather the riders raced across the battlefields of Belgium and northern France just a few months after the First World War had ended, enduring 300km-long stages, often on roads that no longer existed in the normal sense. It was such a tough race that it was never held again as a multi-stage event, and it all but disappeared from the records.

As a result, the primary source material is limited to brief reports in the organising newspaper, Le Petit Journal, reports in sports newspapers such as L’Auto in France and Sportwereld in Belgium, and the briefest of mentions in a couple of cycling history books. The event was clearly so horrific for the organisers and most of the participants that they never mentioned it again.

With this in mind, I cannot know what the riders said, what they thought, or how they felt as they raced across the battlefields of Flanders and the Somme. So I have drawn on contemporary accounts of the battlefields in the immediate aftermath of the First World War in order to paint a picture of the conditions they endured. And I have drawn on accounts of bike racing immediately before and after the war to build up a picture of the men involved, the bikes they rode, and the tactics they used.

A full bibliography of sources can be found at the end of this book. The facts of the race are correct, but the dialogue and some scenes (in the lighter print) are the product of my imagination, based on what I know about those early racers. I hope you will forgive the small amount of literary licence employed to help bring these extraordinary men, and their astonishing achievements, to life.

Tom Isitt

London, 2017


PROLOGUE

2 May 1919

Lecomte took a lantern from a hook by the door, and stepped outside. Pulling his hat down against the flurries of sleet and rain borne on a biting wind, he peered into the night. Nothing. No sign. Where the hell were they? They should have been here hours ago. He lifted the lantern, as if hoping its modest glow would summon the riders from the gloom. Still nothing.

Out on the road, Charles Deruyter battled on. He was cold. Frozen to the core by the relentless wind and rain. And utterly exhausted. He had been riding since before dawn, and still had 70km to go. He hadn’t seen any other riders for hours, and only one of the commissaires’ cars. All he had witnessed was the destruction and chaos of the battlefields. And, through the gathering darkness, hastily dug graves amongst the shell-holes and the wire. It was hard to pick a good line through the ruts and mud when you were shaking uncontrollably from the cold. The sleet whipped around him as he slipped and skidded on the treacherous muddy surface. Deruyter’s lonely suffering stretched to the endless bleak horizon; he wondered if feeling would ever return to his fingers and toes.

Returning to the light and warmth of the Café de L’Est in the centre of Amiens, Lecomte stamped his feet and shrugged off his thick overcoat. ‘Il pleut encore,’ he muttered to his fellow Race Commissaires, gathered around a table near the fire. Degrain checked his pocketwatch and wondered, not for the first time, whether this race across the battlefields of the First World War, only a few months after the armistice, really was such a good idea.

A few miles behind Deruyter, Paul Duboc was locked in his own world of suffering. De-mobbed from the army only a few weeks earlier, the 35-year-old was a veteran of five Tours de France, and Deruyter’s senior by six years. Those five Tours meant he was no stranger to long, arduous race stages, but this was different. This was infinitely worse. He was chilled to the bone, and completely exhausted. Darkness was falling, and with no lights on his bike and no moonlight, Duboc would soon be riding blind, squinting through the rain and sleet to make out the road ahead. It was barely a road at all … more an endless succession of smashed cobbles, potholes and shell craters, bridged with slippery wooden planks or partially filled in with whatever had come to hand.

Duboc cursed as his front wheel slid sideways and dumped him, for the umpteenth time, into the cold wet mud. Better that, he thought to himself, than to end up in one of the ditches either side. Since Cambrai he had become aware that the roadside ditches were filled with the most appalling detritus – burned-out vehicles, rusting barbed wire, clothing, broken weapons, the bones of long-dead mules and horses. And all around were stacked piles of unexploded munitions, gathered up by the labour battalions clearing the battlefields. A dank, rotting smell of death and mud and rust oozed from the brutalised, lifeless earth.

While Deruyter and Duboc were struggling across the Somme, Van Lerberghe and Anseeuw, an hour behind, had sensibly teamed up and were negotiating their way through the ruins of Cambrai, now a sprawling pile of scorched masonry, charred wood and weeds. Van Lerberghe had ridden the Paris–Roubaix race, subsequently nicknamed ‘The Hell of the North’, two weeks earlier so he had some inkling of what to expect. For the young Anseeuw, the utter desolation he saw here, and in the parts of Belgium they had already traversed, was profoundly shocking.

‘My God,’ muttered Anseeuw, ‘look at this place!’ The Germans had set the town on fire when they pulled out six months earlier, leaving huge swathes of burned and collapsed houses. Here and there small shacks had been erected amongst the ruins by returning refugees, the only signs of life in this once-vibrant town.

‘The bastards didn’t spare the matches, did they?’ answered Van Lerberghe as they slowed to negotiate another large, badly filled shell crater in the road. Up ahead, an elderly couple, dressed in shabby clothes and wearing rough wooden clogs, were pushing an old pram piled high with salvaged wood through the rain. Every few metres the uneven road surface would cause an avalanche of timber to cascade around their feet and they would stop and gather up their cargo. They paused in their Sisyphean labours to watch as Van Lerberghe and Anseeuw rode by.

Skirting the rusting remains of a tank on the outskirts of town, and a particularly pungent crater filled with God-knows-what, Van Lerberghe and Anseeuw exchanged weary glances and rode on, hoping to make it to Amiens at some point that night. But the weather was so bad, and the road so difficult, that it wasn’t until after 1 a.m. that they made it to the finish of Stage 3, nearly 21 hours after they had set off from Brussels. The remaining riders still out on the road abandoned their attempts to get to the finish that evening, and spent the night shivering with cold in various trenches, dug-outs and pill-boxes on the Somme and Cambrai battlefields. For riders such as Maurice Brocco, de-mobbed from the army only a month before the race, this wasn’t the first night he had spent trying to sleep in a cold, damp dug-out on a battlefield.

29 April 2016

If Stage 3 was the nadir of the Circuit des Champs de Bataille for the riders, the low point of my attempt to follow the route of the race came nearly a century later. It wasn’t when I crashed on some Belgian cobbles and cracked three ribs, it wasn’t when I got hopelessly lost in the snow of the Ardennes forests, and it wasn’t when my rear derailleur cable snapped on a Sunday afternoon in the middle of Rural Nowhere. No, my low point came on the road from Liège to Brussels – a dead-straight, gently rolling A-road lined for mile after depressing mile with second-hand car dealers, furniture warehouses, car-washes, and brothels.

A fierce headwind blew freezing rain straight in my face, black clouds scudded low overhead, and huge trucks threw bow-waves of filthy water over me as they passed. I had been soaked to the skin for several hours and suspected that the trench-foot that had developed over the last couple of days was not going to clear up any time soon. To ensure my cup of misery was filled to overflowing, the crappy concrete-slabbed cycle paths caused a mind-numbingly repetitive thur-dunk thur-dunk as the wheels bumped over the gaps between the slabs. Thur-dunk thur-dunk, thur-dunk thur-dunk. Consulting the sat-nav, I noted the temperature was a chilly 6 degrees, and my speed had slowed to a 12mph crawl thanks to the bloody awful headwind.

That morning had been spent slogging up and down brutally steep hills and valleys in the Ardennes forests while the poxy satnav attempted to determine where the hell we were. I had then crossed a desolate snow-covered plateau, encouragingly called Malchamps (Bad Fields), before getting hopelessly lost (again) in the decaying post-industrial wastes of Liège thanks to the endless roadworks. As the sleet turned to rain I hauled myself up the Côte de Saint-Nicolas (the final serious climb of the Liège– Bastogne–Liège bike race) and set off west towards Brussels, 60 miles away. The sat-nav informed me I’d already ridden 65 miles and climbed 5,000ft that day.

Squinting through the rain, I could just make out something in the road ahead, at the top of the endless incline I’d been riding up for several miles. It looked like some kind of soggy, dirty old rope, the far end of which was lying in a puddle beneath the awning of a closed tanning salon. I pulled over and stopped to have a look. Ah, I thought I recognised it … It’s the END OF MY BLOODY TETHER! I’m freezing cold, soaking wet, exhausted, dispirited, hungry and suffering a slight sense-of-humour failure.

So I did what any self-respecting pro cyclist does when faced with crappy conditions and seemingly insurmountable odds. I cheated. I stopped in Sint-Truiden and got the train for the last 35 miles to Brussels. No, don’t give me that ‘you’re not doing it properly’ crap. In the early days of bike racing it was standard practice to hop on a train or load yourself and your bike into the back of a truck the minute the commissaires turned their backs. It was against the rules, but everyone was doing it (fast-forward 90 years and you’ll find pro cyclists still using that as an excuse to cheat). Anyway, at 6 p.m. I found myself shivering uncontrollably in the ticket office of Sint-Truiden station, feeling not one ounce of remorse, as a dirty puddle formed around my feet.


THE IDEA

As the guns fell silent all along the Western Front in November 1918, plans were being made to stage an extraordinary bicycle race across the First World War battlefields in the spring of the following year. The Circuit Cycliste des Champs de Bataille (the Tour of the Battlefields) was to become known at the time as the toughest race in cycling history, but the extraordinary efforts of the riders, who raced across the fields of Flanders, the Somme and Verdun barely five months after the armistice, have been all but forgotten these days.

If you Google ‘the toughest bicycle race ever’ you pretty quickly come up with a list that includes the Tour Divide, the Race Across America, the Transcontinental, and a whole host of modern ultra-endurance events that seem to involve cycling halfway round the globe without stopping (or shaving). While I applaud these certifiable lunatics for their courage, determination and endurance, these aren’t ‘proper’ bike races. Well, not in the sense that they have set stages, team cars, soigneurs, doping, publicity caravans, scandals, rest days and all the other things we associate with professional bike racing.

Similar internet searches might produce a list of Tours de France, or the Italian equivalent, the Giro d’Italia, that were also particularly challenging. Received wisdom says that the 1914 Giro d’Italia was the toughest of all Grand Tours on account of the horrendous weather and barbarically long 400+km stages. But the only major climb was the slog up to Sestriere. Horribly hard on a 1914 bike that weighed half a ton and only had two gears, no doubt, but how does that compare to tackling the Telegraphe, the Galibier, the Tourmalet and the Aubisque, as the riders of the 1911 Tour de France were forced to do? Yes, but at least the Tour riders had decent weather on their 5,000m-a-day Alpine climbs. Swings and roundabouts.

But with a 2,000km route in seven stages across the war-torn roads and battlefields of the Western Front in horrific weather, a mere couple of months after hostilities ceased, the Circuit des Champs de Bataille took suffering on a bike to a whole new level. On the stage that ran across the battlefields of Flanders, Artois, Cambrai and the Somme, in the sleet, snow and storm-force winds, only one rider finished on the same day he set off, one rider took 39 hours to complete the stage, and almost half the field abandoned the race. That was a properly tough bicycle race.

So why did anyone think this race was a good idea? Well, as was usually the case in those days, the Circuit des Champs de Bataille was an attempt to sell more newspapers for the organisers, Le Petit Journal in Paris. Most of the big races in cycling began life as promotional events for the newspapers that organised them – the Tour de France, the Giro d’Italia, the Tour of Flanders, and a host of others. In the absence of TV and radio at the beginning of the twentieth century, daily papers were the only source of news for those who were literate, and so any newspaper organising a popular sporting event over the course of a few weeks could expect a significant increase in circulation as readers bought the paper to catch up on the latest news of the event.

Le Petit Journal, one of France’s biggest newspapers, first experienced this phenomenon in 1891 when it organised the Paris–Brest–Paris, a spectacularly bonkers non-stop cycle race of 1,200km that was won by Charles Terront in a time of 71 hours. It was a huge success that led to a significant bump in sales for the paper, but the logistics were so complicated that they decided to hold it only every ten years. Amazingly, it still takes place, but has become an amateur event held every four years.

In 1903 the sports newspaper L’Auto launched the Tour de France, and during the race the circulation went from 20,000 copies per day up to 65,000. By 1910 L’Auto was selling 200,000 copies a day during the Tour. Organising sporting events was a potentially lucrative business.

Delighted with the success of the Paris–Brest–Paris race, Le Petit Journal organised a running race from Paris to Belfort (a distance of 380km) a year later, and again saw a rise in circulation. Next they put on what they claimed to be the world’s first motor race in 1894, from Paris to Rouen. Amusingly, the average speed of these early motor races was only 2kmh faster than the bikes in the Paris–Brest–Paris race three years earlier.

By 1900 Le Petit Journal was selling 2 million copies a day, but being a conservative paper, they made the mistake of adopting an anti-Dreyfus stance in the turmoil of the Dreyfus Affair (Dreyfus was a Jewish officer in the French army who was framed for spying by the establishment). The Dreyfusards, and there were many of them, abandoned Le Petit Journal for the staunchly neutral Le Petit Parisien, and Le Petit Journal’s circulation began a long decline from 2 million copies in 1900 to just 400,000 in 1919.

It’s easy to see why, at the end of 1918, Le Petit Journal needed a boost in its fortunes. And it’s easy to see why a programme of sporting events might be the way forward – it had worked in the past, it might work again. There was another aspect, too. Since their humiliating defeat at the hands of the Germans in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–1, and the loss of Alsace and Lorraine as a consequence, the French had become obsessed with their perceived physical weakness and a steady decline in the birth rate. The great and the good of French society (who were doubtless the epitome of athletic prowess themselves) bemoaned the feeble state of the nation. Henri Desgrange, the man who ruled the Tour de France with an iron fist, described his pre-war fellow countrymen as ‘tired, without muscle, without character, and without willpower’. His answer, in common with many of the French chattering classes, was basically to prescribe cross-country runs and cold showers.

So organising a series of sporting events immediately after the First World War seemed like a good way to boost circulation and celebrate French manliness in their victory over the Germans. There was also the perception that fit and healthy youngsters would make better soldiers in any future conflict. The Tour had proved to be the golden goose for L’Auto, the Giro for La Gazzetta dello Sport, and Le Petit Journal wanted its own version. But what? And where? And how?

A month after the armistice, in December 1918, Le Petit Journal published a short news item:

An Easter Festival of Sport

Let us simply announce that all sportsmen … aviators, cyclists, automobilists, footballers, boxers … all without exception will be interested in a series of events including a Tour of The Battlefields which will pass through the whole of Alsace, the whole of Lorraine, through martyred Belgium, through all those places whose chains have been broken by Victory.

Over the next few weeks the paper drip-fed the readership with more details of this Easter Festival of Sport. The events would be centred on Strasbourg and the newly reclaimed regions of Alsace and Lorraine where nearly 2 million additional potential readers lived. There would be a swimming race on the river at Strasbourg, there would be a cross-country running race around Strasbourg, as well as a football tournament for teams from liberated regions. There would also be a high-profile boxing match, some rugby, an athletics meeting, a motor race, and an air-race around the battlefields, as well as the cycling Circuit des Champs de Bataille, starting and finishing in Strasbourg.

Since losing Alsace and Lorraine to the Germans in 1871 the French, as a nation, had become fixated with getting them back. The loss of these parts of France was an outrage, a stain on the honour and pride of France. Alsace-Lorraine had also accounted for a significant percentage of France’s industrial output (coal, iron, steel and textiles) in the 1870s, so maybe the outrage was as much political and financial. Certainly, the majority of people of Alsace and Lorraine didn’t seem too bothered one way or the other. They were given the choice in 1872 of staying put and becoming German citizens or remaining French citizens and being forced to emigrate. One and a half million stayed and became Germans, around 100,000 left and remained French.
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The front page of Le Petit Journal from 5 January 1919, announcing the route of the Circuit des Champs de Bataille



The fact is that the French had taken Alsace and Lorraine from the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation in the 17th and 18th centuries, so these areas were culturally more German than French. And barely 10 per cent of their population spoke French as their first language.

The upshot is that the French wanted Alsace and Lorraine back, and they got them in 1918. They were delighted and set about celebrating their return with visits from the Prime Minister and a rapid reintegration into French cultural life, part of which involved Le Petit Journal’s Easter of Sport. Of course, organising anything in the days immediately following the armistice was a tricky business. Millions of men were still in the army in early 1919, many great sportsmen and athletes had died or been seriously injured on the battlefields, and communications with distant parts of the country were extremely difficult.

But Alsace and Lorraine had remained relatively unscathed during the First World War, and Strasbourg was a big enough city to host sizeable sporting events. Football, rugby, swimming and athletics would not be a problem. But a bicycle race across the battlefields would be another matter entirely. That required a level of planning and organisation that would dwarf the Paris– Brest–Paris race, last held in 1911. A route needed to be decided upon and reconnoitred, checkpoints needed to be arranged, the cycling federations of France, Luxembourg and Belgium needed to be consulted, and the logistical problems of getting riders, commissaires, food, accommodation and reporters in the right places at the right times needed to be considered. Organising a two-week stage-race was a mammoth undertaking; organizing one across a war zone with barely four months’ notice was optimistic, to say the least.

We don’t know precisely how the route for the Circuit des Champs de Bataille was decided upon because there is no documentary evidence to tell us. But it’s reasonable to assume that basically it would be a race along the Western Front, from Nieuwport on the Belgian coast to Mulhouse near the Swiss border, but also taking in the newly liberated regions of Alsace and Lorraine. It’s also fair to assume that the organisers wanted the race to take in the battlefields that were of major importance to the French, but they also wanted to include Belgium and Luxembourg in the parcours (race route). Whether the inclusion of Belgium and Luxembourg was a show of solidarity with others who had been occupied by Germany, or whether it was an acknowledgement that they needed riders from those countries to augment a severely depleted post-war French peloton, is hard to know.

Whatever the truth, the organisers came up with a rough anti-clockwise route, starting and finishing in Strasbourg, and taking in Alsace, Lorraine, Luxembourg, Belgium, and the battlefields of north-eastern France. But no one back at Le Petit Journal in Paris had any real idea of what the roads were like in north-eastern France and Belgium at the end of the war. The roads prior to the war had been pretty poor, and after four years of warfare were only likely to be worse.

It’s hard to imagine just how bad the roads were 100 years ago. We cyclists moan about potholes, chip-seal road surfaces, sunken drain-covers, over-banding, raised manhole-covers and all the other things local councils do to make our lives just that little bit more exciting, but really we have it very easy compared to our grandfathers or great-grandfathers.

In the early years of the twentieth century, when cycling and motor cars were in their infancy, the roads were built for horses, carts, wagons and pedestrians. In towns the roads were mostly cobbled (or pavé in French), while the main roads between towns and villages were usually macadam (hard-packed layers of road stones), which were not too bad if properly made and well maintained. Most minor roads were unmade, hard-packed dirt and gravel, which were OK for traffic that never went above walking-pace, but in bad weather turned into quagmires of mud, and in dry weather threw up clouds of choking dust.

The war zone was strictly off-limits until the end of 1918, and it was only in early 1919, when newspaper reporters accompanied Eugène Christophe (one of the great pre-war bike racers) on a recce for the Paris–Roubaix race in April 1919, that the full horror of the war zone became apparent. With only a week to go before the Circuit des Champs de Bataille started, it was too late for Le Petit Journal to cancel the race because riders had signed up, sponsors had committed, and cancelling it would have been a costly loss of face for the newspaper.

My interest in this long-forgotten bicycle race started when I stumbled across a very brief mention of it in a cycling history book. Having a love of cycling and a curiosity about the First World War (my great uncle Jack was killed at Passchendaele, and my grandfather fought on the Somme and at Ypres), I was intrigued and set about trying to find out more. The only information appeared to be in contemporary French and Belgian newspaper reports from April and May 1919, which described a race quite unlike anything else before or since.

Being a freelance journalist, I wrote a story about the Circuit des Champs de Bataille for Rouleur cycling magazine and as part of my research I mapped out the entire route on an online route-planner. I also read a lot about the First World War battlefields to try and get a feel of what it must have been like to race a bike across them only a few months after the armistice. As I looked at the route map the kernel of an idea began to form … By riding the route myself I could visit places where my relatives fought, I could see some of the lesser-known battlefields of the Western Front, and I could cycle in the wheel-tracks of some of cycling’s most extraordinary riders.

I was also curious to find out more about the Zone Rouge, the area of northern France designated by the French government immediately post-war as being so badly damaged by gas and shells during the war that it would never again be fit for habitation or cultivation. In 1919 the Zone Rouge covered 1,200km2 of northern France, and it was across this devastated and deserted land that the Circuit des Champs de Bataille was raced. And although the Zone is smaller these days, there are still areas of northern France that are out of bounds due to the huge amount of unexploded ordnance, poisoned soil, and unrecovered bodies.

For the sake of verisimilitude I wanted to ride the route at the same time of year as the riders did it (late April to mid May). It might have been nicer to do the trip in summer, but somehow that felt like a bit of a cop-out. With around 2,000km to cover there was no way I was going to be able to manage it in the seven stages of the original race, so I needed to think about how to divide the route up into manageable pieces that would also allow time for visiting the battlefields. I also needed to think about how much time I could take, where I would stay, and what I needed to take with me on this unsupported trip.


PREPARATIONS

With the outline plan of the Circuit des Champs de Bataille decided upon, Le Petit Journal set about the complicated business of making it happen. Although they had experience in organising major sporting events before the war, things had changed radically in the last decade – communications, roads and transport were much improved, stage-racing had become more refined, and strong trade teams run by bicycle and tyre manufacturers had come to the fore. By 1914 L’Auto had organised 12 Tours de France and there had been six editions of the Giro d’Italia. Stage-racing was definitely here to stay.

The paper continued drip-feeding the readership details of the race, along with giving details of how to enter, how to apply for the relevant racing licence, and endless reminders to riders to bring their passports with them. The big news was the prize-money, announced at the beginning of January 1919. The winner would receive a whopping 6,000 French Francs, there would be 4,000FF for second place, 3,000FF for third, 2,000FF for fourth, down to 200FF for tenth place. The winner would receive 1,000FF more than the winner of that year’s Tour de France, a race that was twice the length of the Circuit des Champs de Bataille. There were also cash prizes offered for each stage, with the stage winner getting 1,000FF, second place receiving 400FF, down to tenth place winning 100FF. Additionally, each rider would receive 10FF a day to cover their expenses.

In total, the official prize money amounted to 39,300FF. That was a huge sum in post-war France. The average wage for an unskilled manual labourer at the time was around 5FF a day, so the winner would get the equivalent of four years’ wages, plus around nine months’ wages per stage win. There were also additional prizes, both cash and in-kind, offered along the route by local councils and businesses. Even today, the best climber in the Arctic Race in Norway wins 500kg of salmon, stage winners at a recent Tour of Britain won a wheel of local cheese, and back in the 1970s a rider entered the Tour of Flanders specifically because there was a washing machine on offer for the first person over the Edelareberg, and his mum wanted one (which she got). Other odd prizes have included winning your own weight in beer, and in Haribo sweets.

With the French economy on its knees by the end of the war, having lost much of its industry in the north-east of the country and having spent $24 billion on the war effort, the prospects for young men coming out of the army were often pretty bleak in the short term. With the menfolk at war, many farms had barely functioned, or had lain fallow, so the farmers hurried back to their farms. Factory workers returned to work if their factories still survived and hadn’t been turned over to the war effort, but French industry was in tatters. Although everyone was in a hurry to get back to the way things had been in 1914, that often wasn’t possible.

Le Petit Journal knew that attracting riders might be a struggle, given the circumstances, hence the lavish prize fund. For those who didn’t have to be back on the family farm or in the family business, the idea of earning three or four years’ wages in the space of two weeks just for racing a bike would have been hugely appealing. There were other factors, too. The pre-war peloton had not fared well on the battlefields of France, and over 60 professional riders had died fighting for their country, including several Tour de France winners. Among the big names were Lucien Petit-Breton, François Faber (actually a Luxembourgois fighting in the French Foreign Legion), Octave Lapize, Henri Alavoine, François Lafourcade, Emile Engel and Camille Fily. Maybe this was a chance for some of the lower-ranked riders who had survived the war to step up. There were also the riders who had been too young to join up, but were now old enough to race.

Behind the scenes Le Petit Journal contacted the Belgian and Luxembourg cycling federations to drum up interest in the race and to assist in arranging Stage starts and finishes, signposting, accommodation, checkpoints, provisioning, and suchlike. There was a huge amount of organisation needed, and Le Petit Journal’s limited experience with events like Paris–Brest–Paris just wasn’t enough.

So the editor of Le Petit Journal, Marcel Allain (an extraordinary man who, as well as editing one of France’s biggest newspapers, penned more than 400 novels, mostly in the hugely popular Fantômas series), did the sensible thing and approached Alphonse Steinès for help with the organisation. Steinès was Henri Desgrange’s right-hand man at L’Auto and had experience organising the Paris–Roubaix race and the Tour de France. If anyone could help organise the Circuit des Champs de Bataille, it was Steinès.

Except that Steinès was a bare-faced liar and a bit of a sadist. He is most famous for persuading Henri Desgrange that the Tour de France should visit the high mountains of the Pyrenees. Desgrange was not convinced, so Steinès went off to recce a route for the 1910 Tour. It’s a famous story, the gist of which is that he went to the Pyrenees, got lost on the rough tracks of the Tourmalet mountain, fell in a snow-drift in the dark, nearly froze to death, got rescued, then sent a telegram to Desgrange the next morning saying that the route was perfectly suitable for a cycle race. It really wasn’t, because the ‘roads’ were tracks and the gradients were steeper than almost anyone could manage on a 1910 bike, but the Tour went there anyway. The following year Steinès took them over the Galibier in the Alps, a 33km slog rising 1,900m to an altitude of nearly 2,800m.

But Steinès was a big cheese in French cycling before the war. He was president of the Paris Cyclists’ Union (one of the premier cycling clubs in France) and his work on the Tour meant that he had excellent contacts all over France and with national cycling federations around Europe. His work on the Paris–Roubaix race through north-eastern France meant he knew this area (and its cycling clubs) very well. On the face of it, Steinès seemed to be the perfect man for the job.

It is in some ways quite strange that Desgrange allowed his right-hand man to help organise a stage-race for another publication, albeit not a direct rival. But maybe Desgrange had pragmatic reasons to allow this – his Tour de France was going to resume in July 1919 and perhaps Steinès’ reconnaissance for Le Petit Journal could be put to good use by L’Auto. Also, Desgrange had a financial interest in Le Parc des Princes, the outdoor velodrome in Paris where Stage 4 of the Circuit de Champs de Bataille was scheduled to finish. If that were full of paying customers, Desgrange would profit handsomely.

I also wonder whether Desgrange encouraged Steinès to plan a parcours so difficult that the race would be a total failure, thus preserving the prestige of the Tour and keeping L’Auto at the top of the pile. Desgrange may have been worried that the big teams might jump ship to the Circuit des Champs de Bataille if it proved to be a success, not least because multi-geared bikes were allowed (they wouldn’t be allowed in the Tour until 1937), and the bike manufacturers were keen to expand this sector of the market.

By February 1919 Le Petit Journal was beginning to publish details of the rules for the race. Again, Steinès probably had a hand in this as a senior member of the Union Vélocipédique Française (the French national cycling federation) and president of the Paris Cyclists’ Union. As was the norm in those days, the rules were draconian and the stage lengths were immense (300+km), which ensured that most races were horrendous tests of endurance.

Early bike racing was supposed to be a test of the individual man and his machine against the other competitors, the terrain and the elements, and the racers were therefore expected to be self-sufficient. Generally speaking, they had to carry out all repairs to their own bikes and were not allowed any outside help, even from other members of the same cycling team. In those days more than a few highly rated racers owed their success as much to their abilities with a spanner as to pure athletic prowess. Being the fastest rider is not much use if it takes you 20 minutes to change a tyre.

The rules laid down by Le Petit Journal, in association with the French, Belgian and Luxembourg cycling federations, were pretty much in accordance with how other races at the time were controlled. The important ones were:

• The winner would be decided on the shortest elapsed time. (Between 1906 and 1912 the Tour de France had been decided on a points system, but then reverted back to timings.)

• Riders had to start and finish on the same bike. A numbered lead seal was attached to each bike frame to ensure no swapping went on.

• Riders could not accept any help from anyone else, even from those on the same team, ‘whether organised or fortuitous’.

• They could only mend their bikes with whatever they had with them.

• Riders were permitted to use bikes with multiple gears, unlike in the Tour de France, where riders only had two gears (changed by removing the back wheel and flipping it round to a different-sized cog on the other side of the wheel).

• There would be equal provisioning for all riders, laid on by the organisers, at a parc fermé set up midway through each stage. They had five minutes in which to eat their allotted refreshments (six slices of bread with cheese, two mutton chops or chicken drumsticks, and some fruit). In addition to refreshment in the parc fermé, riders were given two bidons of drinks and ‘solid provisions’ to consume en route.

• The organisers laid on mechanics in the parc fermé to assist riders. This was the only outside help allowed.

• The pacing of other riders was banned, but they were allowed to exchange tyres, food and drink amongst themselves.

• And NO Germans, NO Austrians, NO Hungarians. ‘We saw too much of them during the war. Our prizes will be reserved for our lads, the cyclists of France, and for their friends and allies,’ proclaimed the paper.

As was the norm, the rules were there to make sure that each rider effectively rode a solo race and had to rely on his own strength, endurance and mechanical abilities. Le Petit Journal also did its best to close the gap between the powerful sponsored teams and the independents (isolés). Before the war the big teams supplied their riders with far better food (and performance-enhancing drugs) than the isolés had, and weren’t above bending the rules on pacing and assistance. They were big advertisers with big budgets, so they rarely got properly punished. Not that Le Petit Journal needed to worry too much, since in 1919 none of the big French bike or tyre manufacturers was in a position to fund teams, so Alcyon, Armor, Automoto, Clément, La Française, Gladiator, Griffon, Hurtu, Labor, Liberator, Peugeot and Thomann all joined forces to form one super-team – La Sportive, which sponsored most of the French professional peloton until it was disbanded in 1922.

Henri Desgrange at L’Auto fought an ongoing battle to prevent the big teams, such as Alcyon and Peugeot, monopolising the Tour de France and detracting from the spectacle. (He moaned later, in 1929, that his race ‘has been won by a corpse’, Maurice Dewaele, such was the level of assistance given to him by his Alcyon team, and by other riders who helped in exchange for a brown envelope of cash at the end of the day.) But Le Petit Journal was more concerned with signing up enough riders to make it a race. Racing bicycles and tyres were in very short supply, many riders still had not been de-mobbed from the army, and very few riders were in any condition to undertake a tough two-week race, having spent four years on the battlefields.

By the middle of February, the race had attracted just ten entrants, which must have been a worryingly small number as far as the organisers were concerned. However, one of those ten was Jean Alavoine, a man who had six Tour de France stage wins on his palmarès before the war. He was a very successful racer, a climbing specialist who had ridden for the Alcyon, Armor and Peugeot teams pre-war, and was signed to the Bianchi-Pirelli team in 1919. His brother, Henri, was also an accomplished racer pre-war but had been killed in a flying accident in 1916. Interestingly, although many army regiments had cycling battalions made up of lightly armed but extremely mobile troops, very few pro cyclists enlisted in them during the First World War. Instead many of them became pilots in the Service Aéronautique, or dispatch-riders for their local regiments. Other cycling pilots who perished in the war included Tour-winner Octave Lapize, François Lafourcarde, Leon Hourlier, Aimé Behaeghe, Leon Comès, Albert Delrieu, Emile Quaissard and Emile Guyon.

Alavoine was something of a coup for the organisers, a big-name rider who had finished on the podium twice at pre-war Tours. Other racers who had signed up were the Belgian hot-shot Charles Deruyter and the eccentric Tunisian Ali Neffati, but the rest were relative unknowns. The slow uptake for the race was probably due to the demobilisation process of the French army. Although the armistice of 11 November 1918 brought a halt to hostilities, a state of war would continue to exist until the Treaty of Versailles was actually signed (which eventually happened on 28 June 1919). If the Germans refused to sign, then hostilities could break out again, and France did not want to be caught napping for a second time. But there were still 5 million men desperate to get home to their former lives.

The solution for the French army was to de-mob the older soldiers first, so by April 1919 everyone aged 30 or over, as well as those with six or more living children, had been de-mobbed. Everyone under 30 was obliged to remain in the army until the Germans signed the peace agreement. That included a significant proportion of the pro peloton, many of whom weren’t released until the autumn of 1919. Not that a rider necessarily had to be de-mobbed in order to race. Although most racing was suspended during the war, some still took place, and some riders were given leave from their army or air force units in order to compete.

So it’s hardly surprising that by mid February 1919 only a few riders had signed up. Most were not sure when they were likely to be de-mobbed, or if they could get their hands on a suitable bike, or if they could attract any sponsorship. Even the well-established Tour de France struggled to attract a decent field that year, with just 65 riders taking to the start line in July. Nonetheless, Le Petit Journal redoubled its efforts, and its column-inches, in an effort to attract more entries.

There was also, it would appear, some chicanery going on in the cycling world. Le Petit Journal makes reference to ‘tendentious rumours circulated by colleagues’ about the race. It seemed that there were people who didn’t want the Circuit des Champs de Bataille to be a success. We can’t be sure who those people were, but we can assume that the organisers of other races (the Tour, Paris–Roubaix, the Tour of Flanders, etc.) didn’t want one of the largest French newspapers muscling in on their territory. The word ‘colleagues’ would seem to confirm that. These nefarious colleagues may even have put pressure on the cycling-team managers not to support the event, for fear of being excluded from other, more high-profile, races. There was certainly a whispering campaign against the Circuit des Champs de Bataille, with rumours circulating throughout February and March that the race was going to be cancelled. With hindsight, maybe it should have been.

In a desperate effort to attract more riders and to get the bike manufacturers on-side, Le Petit Journal made an announcement in the middle of March that they were adding another prize: a constructor’s trophy for the marque that finished first. And the prize was for 12,000FF. Except that it wasn’t a cash prize, it was 12,000FF worth of advertising in Le Petit Journal. The paper attempted to dress this up as a big deal, and as a way of levelling the playing field for the smaller manufacturers, but it was a prize that effectively cost them nothing at a time when they were struggling for advertising revenue anyway. That said, for impoverished bike manufacturers working hard to get their businesses going again, this was certainly an incentive, and by late March the number of entries was up to 40. Admittedly they were mostly over-30s or Belgians, but momentum was growing.

By modern standards, the early professional riders (and the enthusiastic amateurs) were an extraordinary bunch of tough, determined eccentrics, but then early racing was tough and eccentric. The massively long stages, poor roads, primitive bikes, and stringent regulations meant that road racing was the preserve of the hardy and resourceful. Take, for instance, Eugène Christophe. When his forks snapped on the Tourmalet in 1913 he carried his bike seven miles down the mountain to a blacksmith’s forge where he mended them himself (although he was penalised for allowing the blacksmith’s assistant to operate the bellows for him). After he missed out on a Tour win for the third time, again thanks to snapped forks, the Tour organisers had a whip-round for the unfortunate Christophe among the readers of L’Auto. It raised over 13,000FF, more than twice what he would have got for actually winning the Tour.

While everybody loved Christophe, almost no one liked Henri Pélissier, a garrulous racer during the 1920s who was constantly arguing with anyone and everyone. His long-suffering wife eventually shot herself, and shortly afterwards his mistress used the same gun to shoot Pélissier dead.

Henri Van Lerberghe was another marvellous eccentric, a Belgian well known for his doomed solo breakaways. During the 1919 Tour of Flanders he took so many drugs, and drank so much alcohol, that he finished the race unable to ride, or stand unaided. He still won by 14 minutes. While leading the 1919 Paris– Roubaix, Pélissier was held up by a stationary train at a railway crossing. With the peloton closing in behind, he shouldered his bike, climbed through a carriage full of people, dropped down the other side, and carried on racing. He won.

Few of those early racers were mentally tougher than Lucien Buysse. His daughter died while he was away riding the 1926 Tour, but he was persuaded by his family to keep riding. He missed his daughter’s funeral, but won the Tour.

When Paul Duboc was handed a poisoned drink on the 1911 Tour he collapsed into a ditch with vomiting and diarrhoea. A race official stayed with him by the side of the road … to make sure he didn’t get any outside assistance. Gustave Garrigou, suspected of the poisoning, had to ride through Duboc’s home town of Rouen wearing a disguise because fans had been known to attack and beat the rivals of their favourite rider. Indeed, the fans in those days were a lawless bunch who thought nothing of resorting to violence to aid their hero or hinder a competitor. On several occasions in the early days of the Tour the commissaires had to fire shots in the air to disperse angry crowds trying to attack riders with clubs and rocks. During an early Giro d’Italia the organisers used whips to disperse belligerent spectators.

The early days of bike racing were pretty extraordinary. Without the all-seeing eye of TV and a million mobile phones, cheating and chicanery were much easier to get away with. On stage races there were usually a couple of commissaire’s cars on the route, and there were checkpoints set up (usually near a railway station so that officials could get around the course), but it was possible to go for hours without seeing a commissaire. So getting a tow from a car, or hitching a lift in a lorry, wasn’t likely to be seen by race officials, although there were sometimes semi-official spies posted along the course.

Cheating was also made possible by the horribly early start times. As most races were organised by newspapers, they needed stages to finish by late afternoon so that the results could be published in the following day’s paper. But
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