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About the Book

'Paris-Roubaix is the best race in the world and knocks spots off the Tour de France.' 
Sir Bradley Wiggins.

The Hell of the North. More than 250 kilometres across an inhospitable landscape, with 28 sections of pavé – brutal, bone-shaking cobblestones that are dusty in the dry and a muddy morass when it rains. It’s a race that terrifies even the most hardened professional (Wiggo apart). For an amateur, it’s the ultimate cycling challenge.

To Hell on a Bike traces the history and culture of the Queen of the Classics while recounting one man’s attempt to get his body and bike to the finish line in Roubaix’s iconic velodrome. Since its inception in 1896, the race has produced the most incredible drama, survived two World Wars in which the horror was on its very doorstep, and attracted millions of fans to the roadsides of northern France. And as he lines up in a freezing April dawn with his fellow weekend warriors, Iain MacGregor realizes that this is all he has ever wanted to do . . .

‘I have been acquainted with Mr MacGregor for many years and know him to be of unsound mind. When he said he was tackling the Hell of the North, I should have guessed that didn’t mean going home for Christmas.’
 Tim Moore, Author of French Revolutions and Gironimo!
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To Hell on a Bike

Riding Paris–Roubaix:
The Toughest Race in Cycling

Iain MacGregor


In tribute to my past: Elizabeth and Gordon MacGregor; and, to my present and future: Joanna, Cameron and Isla. With much love.


Great sports are about much more than the rarefied activities of their elites. Their souls come from the mediocre majorities who know how difficult the achievements of the superstars really are … The knowledge and passion of the also-rans are what give meaning to the activities of the elite. If the elite aren’t interested in our perspective, they should be.

(Richard Askwith, Feet in the Clouds – A Tale of Fell-Running and Obsession)
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Prologue – the Package

Gleeful little voices squeal at me. ‘Daddy, what have you bought? What is it? Daddy, tell us!’ I haul the giant cardboard box through the front door and into the living room, the task made harder by my six-year-old twins dancing around me.

‘Is it presents? For us?’ They seem on the verge of self-combustion as the box is finally docked by the sofa, pushing each other out of the way in their eagerness to get to it.

‘No, guys,’ I say, ‘it’s for me.’ Their smiles shrink and their excitement drops a few notches. I feel a pang of shame. And then I have another thought: my wife, Jo. It is 8.30 a.m. on a Saturday morning – slap bang in the middle of her lie-in, the few hours of well-deserved peace she gets at the end of a long week of looking after two noisy little ones. If the deliveryman didn’t wake her up when he rang the doorbell, then it’s as good as certain the children did when they saw the huge box.

I try to be a good husband and father. I really do. Right now, though, my performance is somewhat below par. Because of me, my children are disappointed and my wife might no longer be enjoying her sleep. And then I look at my box and my guilt vanishes. Why? Any cyclist familiar with buying kit online will know the excitement I feel right now. No Christmas compares to this. I can’t wait any longer. I tear open the side of the cardboard box, and pull out the package. Silence reigns for what feels like minutes, but in fact is probably seconds. ‘It’s a big bike,’ my son says.

‘Yes,’ I say, dreamily. We are looking at a gleaming, brand new road bike. A Raleigh SP Comp, carbon-fibre frame, with Shimano 105 gearing, Mavic Open Pro wheels, and RS10 rims. Beautifully painted in silver, black and red – and all mine. For a moment I am lost in a world of engineering perfection. Then my son snaps me out of it.

There were so many reasons for having this bike, dear reader, and why buying it was such a great idea – if, like me, you’re middle-aged and into cycling, then I don’t think I have to explain any further. We all have New Year resolutions – of wanting to get fit again, of carving out a new challenge to keep motivated; and, of course, there’s losing the love handles too. I tick all those boxes – maybe you do, too?

I love cycling, and I used to be serious about it – I cycled from John O’Groats to Land’s End in the mid-1990s. But recent years of raising twins and working (including a move back from Edinburgh to London for a new job) weakened my enthusiasm for real athletic challenges. For a while I rode my trusty racing-green Brompton through the various parks of west London to work each day, which was enjoyable enough but not entirely life-enhancing. Now, as I’m hitting 45 years of age, an unexpected fire has awoken in me, one which involves taking on a challenge, preferably using pedals.

This need to target, train for and accomplish a big challenge on a bike now brought me to this moment at the beginning of 2013, with our children staring at a beautiful racing machine propped up against our living-room sofa. I simply wanted to get back on my bike. I needed a big challenge and I needed to get myself fit. My goal for the summer of 2013, therefore, was to train as regularly as I could, with the intention of riding L’Étape du Tour.

The Étape is a stage of the official Tour de France, and every year the organizers of the race pinpoint one of the stages, usually a mountain stage in the Pyrenees or the Alps, and offer thousands of amateur enthusiasts a chance to live the dream by completing exactly the same stage which, in this case, the professionals will race two weeks later. I had registered for this event the previous November – stage 20, Annecy to Semnoz, 128 kilometres, taking on six categorized climbs, and finishing on top of the ski resort of Semnoz, overlooking the beautiful lakeside resort of Annecy. The purchase of a thoroughbred capable of getting me up that climb meant I was all set to go.

Over the next few months I mapped out a training plan, decided to go on a diet (I was at that time 14 stone – quite heavy for my height of 6 feet) and began turbo training (more of that later). Losing my job was an unexpected bump in the road, but it happened at the start of spring so I then spent four months (while looking for a new job) training like a pro and thus, come July, I weighed in at a trim 12 stone, was a lot fitter, more mentally focused, and tough enough to complete the mission. Yes, I did indeed reach my El Dorado.

The end of the Étape: the final climb up to summit of Semnoz: 3 p.m., 7 July 2013

Twisting little roads for most of the way to the final steep kick up to the ski station above Annecy, with its spectacular views; the brevity of this stage is intended to ensure action from the off with the contenders having enough in the tank to ensure it’s more than a grind to the finish. Anyone who can climb can win here, and the stage isn’t long enough to guarantee that the early break will stay clear at the finish.

William Fotheringham (the Guardian Tour de France preview, 21 June, 2013)

‘Bon courage! Bon courage!’

‘Allez!’

It’s mid-afternoon and I’m surrounded by voices shouting encouragement to me and my fellow riders. But I need more than just words – I am really struggling now. My Garmin computer is bleeping frantically, telling me that it’s 95 degrees out here on this winding road, which leads up to the summit of Semnoz. I am, though, past caring what my computer says.

All I can see is a blurred vision of the long, long line of my fellow riders trundling up the ascent ahead of me. My brain cannot comprehend how far this procession continues, it just seems endless, disappearing into the distance and ending who knows where. There’s hardly any shade and zero breeze to cool me down or calm the growing anxiety I’m feeling. I look down between my legs at my rear sprocket to see what gear I’m in. I hope I have some left in the bank, because the gears are the only thing which could ease this torture.

No, I don’t. I’m in gear 27 out of 27 already and I still have more than 7 kilometres to go. There is nothing I can do except keep on pedalling. This gradient just doesn’t want to ease up; in fact, it feels like it’s getting steeper, which is probably my imagination at work. The previous climb up Mont Revard, which I completed a few hours ago, was much longer at 16 kilometres, but the winding hairpins and a few heaven-sent sections of level tarmac at least gave you a bit of rest. I actually enjoyed it. But this is payback. This climb is an unforgiving, unrelenting, exhausting bastard. It’s lovely that hundreds of spectators are here, cheering us all on, and I appreciate the effort they’ve put in, but none of them have any water so part of me hates them at the same time.

I knew I shouldn’t have ignored the last feed station. It’s my own fault, because I was enjoying myself too much. At that moment I really was living the dream: riding at a brisk 40 k.p.h. in a string of a dozen or so riders through the hamlet of Quintal, with the crowds out and making noise and making me feel like Sir Bradley Wiggins himself. But that was a long time ago. I’m in a different place now. I need help, desperately. With both bidons empty, I reach back in my jersey pocket for an energy gel, but I just can’t get another one down. I need the calories but its gluey consistency is sticking in my throat and making a tough situation intolerable. My legs are beginning to crack, the cadence is decreasing rapidly down from a healthy 80 r.p.m., to a standing still 45. I start weaving across the road, ignoring the beginnings of a painful throbbing in my right knee.

My predicament is not exceptional, rather it’s the norm because the sides of the steaming hot road are literally blanketed with dozens of cyclists, lying by their gleaming road bikes of all designs and colours, and who cannot, will not, continue up this road. Some have their heads in their hands, a few are actually in tears, and one guy is being wrapped in a foil blanket by paramedics and looks like he’s had heart failure of some description. We resemble an army in retreat, blindly trying to move forward to escape the dreaded ‘broom wagon’, the official vehicle bringing up the rear of the race, which tells the stragglers their time is up. Like being kicked out of the Foreign Legion, the fear of having one’s race number torn off you and being disqualified for being out of time is an incredible stimulant. And right now it’s all I have.

But, for every site of tragedy, there is one of victory, too. The organizers have, in their wisdom, split the route down the middle of the road. So, while we struggle like the cycling dead to try to reach the summit, on the other side of the barrier, laughing and chatting happily, are those hundreds of riders (out of a field of 13,000) who have reached nirvana and, with gravity at their backs, are now flying back down the mountain to Annecy, where at the tented village they will be awarded their medals and supplied with copious amounts of pasta and ice-cool bottles of Coke. I hate them all. Don’t give up, keep the rhythm. Whatever you do, don’t stop! I say to myself.

But there is another voice in my head, one from the Dark Side, and it is winning the argument. It says, ‘Just take a few minutes’ rest by that shade across the road under the foliage of that tree, where those riders are chatting. Look, they seem happy to have stopped. No one will know.’

Then the other side strikes back powerfully: ‘You’ve trained too long,’ the voice yells. ‘You can’t come all this way, posting your boasts and pictures on Facebook, and NOT finish this fucking race! Just aim for the next hairpin, that one about 600 yards up there. Carry on until you get there.’ Six hundred yards? I’m close to tears.

My jersey now resembles a baby’s nappy after one too many juice drinks. I am soaked in sweat. And I’m heating up to the point of blurred vision, which must be dangerous. I want to stop. I need to stop. ‘Keep going!’ someone shouts.

‘Allez, allez, Mapei!’ someone else yells. Mapei? That’s a professional team, one of the biggest names of all time, but which was shut down after a doping scandal a few years ago. What’s going on? My answer arrives as a rider dressed in the distinctive kit of the famous Mapei cycling team – the colours of the rainbow arranged in random blocks – storms past me as if I were standing still. With thighs and calves bulging he is motoring up the mountain, much to the crowd’s delight. After that blow to my self-esteem, I take a big step closer to cracking and start looking for a secluded place with no spectators where I can stop for a breather. I’m convinced I’m at the point where I’ll fall off the bike if I don’t have a rest.

Then, on the shaded curve of the next bend, the spot where I was planning to hide for a few minutes, a beautiful sight appears. An old woman stands there alone, with what looks like a hose in her hands, and it is gushing with water. Cool, clear and, judging by the manic gulps the rider alongside her is taking, drinkable water. I manage to unclip my right foot and finally come to a depressing halt beside them both, to be the next in line for absolution.

‘L’eau est gratuite pour vous,’ she says. I know enough French to understand that the water is free. Before I drink I ask her if I may have it on my head instead which, under my helmet, feels at this moment like it is about to explode. Like an angel dispensing kindness, she quickly lifts her arm, stands on tiptoes and just manages to reach the vents so she can pour the liquid of life on to me. Within minutes I am a man reborn – it’s like a scene from the Road Runner cartoons. I really do mean that, it was like a switch had been turned back on. I’m able to focus sharply and start thinking about what I have to do to finish this bloody race. The delirium and confusion in my mind have been blasted away. My legs are still shot, though. Let’s not get carried away – this isn’t Hollywood.

The next 7 kilometres took me an agonizing hour, feeling like I was fighting my bike every inch of the way to the top. The greenery decorating the sides of the road made way for moss, bracken, granite boulders and ski lifts as the route reached the top of Semnoz. The final 300 metres were joyous, except for the moment some smartarse pulled a wheelie as he breezed past me to the finish line. And then it was over. Done. No more pain, no more turbo training down the gym. A woman congratulated me in French and placed an official finisher’s sticker on my handlebars. I burst into tears.

But that isn’t the story I want to tell you. No, my truly epic cycling adventure starts with another conversation with my wife, almost a year to the day after that beautiful new bike arrived, on a winter’s morning in Paris. I’m sitting in a restaurant opposite the Louvre with Jo. We’re on a day trip to celebrate our wedding anniversary. The kids are under the watchful and expert eyes of their grandparents back home. We are relaxed and blissfully happy. It is time, I think, to talk about cycling.

‘Why do I love going out on my bike?’ I muse. ‘I mean, I’m forty-six. What is it about dressing up in layers of lycra before the sun is up so I can ride through the streets of south-east London into the Kent countryside on a cold December morning?’

Jo stares into her coffee, stirring the spoon slowly and methodically. After a few minutes she stops, puts the cup to her lips, takes a lingering drink and smiles at me while placing it down on to the table. ‘Because you get time off to yourself and love the exercise,’ she says. ‘Or maybe it’s because you have an excuse to buy more stuff and talk endlessly about what you did last summer, and get to pose in lycra?’ She isn’t being dismissive – those words were said with a smile, after all. We’re doing a lot of that today, as we bask in our day of freedom, enjoying ourselves without the kids and with the sun shining. What Jo doesn’t know is that I have another plan, and this time it’s not going to be hamstrung by an over-eager delivery man or the kids.

‘Maybe,’ I say, ‘I don’t want to lose any of the good things I got from the Étape, my fitness and so on. I’m not getting any younger and I was hoping doing that race would spur me on …’ I pause so I can give the impression I haven’t really been rehearsing this speech for the past fortnight ‘… and actually, now I come to think of it, it really has, and I think I’d maybe like to do another big race one day. Maybe. I mean, if I do another one, it would have to be different this time. You know, closer to home and …’ I run out of waffle.

‘All right,’ Jo says, seeing right through me. ‘What do you want to do now?’

I pull out a book, and place it on the table in front of her. On the cover is a figure, a cyclist, though he is so covered in mud, grit and oil you can barely see his facial features, just the whiteness of his clenched teeth and bulging eyes, such is the effort he is putting into pushing his bike through what looks like a scene from the Great War. Around him is a colourful spectacle of grinning, cheering and happy spectators, who are waving flags and urging him on.

‘Paris–Roubaix,’ I say. ‘It’s known as “the Hell of the North”. Every cyclist who is familiar with professional racing knows about it. The competitors are the superhuman athletes of cycling. They ride through two hundred and sixty kilometres of muck and filth, but the worst part, the part which destroys countless bikes and riders, is the cobbles. There are twenty-eight stretches of cobbles covering fifty-two kilometres in total and they are hellish. It’s an endurance test like no other, and it’s the one I always fancied a crack at.’

I get all this out before Jo can speak. She is still staring at the book’s cover and starts to flick through it – images jump from each page, some in monochrome from decades ago, and others dazzlingly colourful from more modern times. All show cyclists fighting their bikes to stay up straight and keep racing.

Silence.

I carry on.

‘Completing the Étape gave me confidence and I would love to try this race before I reach fifty. That’s my new challenge for 2014, and with my base fitness and three-and-a-bit months to train and prepare myself, I’m in a good place to start from.’ It sounds so simple put like that. A smile starts to grow across Jo’s face as she starts reading one section. Jo knows her sport better than I do and, indeed, before becoming parents we had travelled to Paris to watch Armstrong win the Tour de France. She had also cycled coast to coast across England with me in the 1990s. If anyone appreciates what I want to do, it’s her, and her opinion matters. Her smile spreads and she passes over the book (Paris–Roubaix: A Journey Through Hell) and points to the relevant paragraph for me to see what is so funny: ‘The American television channel CBS covered Paris–Roubaix in the 1980s. Theo de Rooij, a Dutchman, had been in a promising position to win the 1985 race but had then crashed, losing his chance of winning. Covered in mud, he offered his thoughts to CBS’s John Tesh after the race: “It’s a bollocks, this race!” said de Rooij. “You’re working like an animal, you don’t have time to piss, you wet your pants. You’re riding in mud like this, you’re slipping … it’s a pile of shit.”

‘When then asked if he would start the race again, de Rooij replied: “Sure, it’s the most beautiful race in the world!”’

Jo reaches over and squeezes my hand tightly, and gives me a knowing look, reading my real, very desperate thoughts. I think, in that moment, she realizes exactly what drives me when I ride my bike, and why I am so restless when I have no task ahead of me to aim for. It’s not just about the challenge, or about the kit and equipment. I don’t just want to do what cyclists consider the norm, and go for daily jaunts, or cycle to Brighton, or any other event that seems to be advertised in every edition of the London Evening Standard I care to open on the train home from work. I don’t know exactly why, but for me to be interested, it needs to be ridiculously hard.

No more is spoken about the race and we turn instead to enjoying ourselves in the most romantic capital in the world. Jo doesn’t need to say anything about cycling. Deep down, I know I have to start planning.

What follows is the tale of a rank amateur who wanted to live a dream, a middle-aged man fighting the dying of the light and trying to impress his kids, and who was prepared to cycle through hell to do it.


Two Men and a Velodrome

One day, spectators will have had enough of seeing competitions between riders looking fresh and elegant; they need to be offered the spectacle of roadmen looking exhausted and covered in mud.

Théodore Vienne, 1898

When one analyses the year 1896, one could argue a comet must have been hurtling through the sky, such was the portent it brought for the sporting endeavours mankind would submit itself to in the coming century. First and foremost, the dream of Baron Pierre de Coubertin of bringing the Olympics back to the modern age would come to fruition.fn1 Under the umbrella of the USFSA (l’Union des Sociétés Françaises de Sports Athlétiques), and at the movement’s spiritual home – Athens – sixteen countries competed in the first modern Olympic Games.

The sudden appearance and widespread enthusiasm for the fledgling motorcar gave rise in 1896 to the very first city-to-city car race: Paris–Marseille–Paris. Organized and run by the equally new Automobile Club de France (ACF), the race was won by Émile Mayade across ten stages, covering over 1,700 kilometres. To a nation unused to mass transport other than the train, and with the communications industry still in its infancy (no radio, television or phones), a race like this must have been intoxicating to witness, the equivalent of seeing Martians landing in your backyard, perhaps. For an agricultural-based society, it would have been a thrilling spectacle, almost as exhilarating as reading the various new sporting newspapers that were springing up to cover such occasions. Cycling would be the next sport to receive such coverage.

By 1896, cycling had well and truly established itself as the method by which the masses could now transport themselves to work. The bicycle had taken many decades to evolve from a childlike, wooden-framed machine – a glorified hobby horse on wheels and nothing more – to the ‘Eureka’ moment of a Frenchman inventing the cranks and pedals that would give the rider the ability to actually drive the bike forward.

A variety of inventions (with patents) followed as the modern design we all know today finally came off the drawing board and into the high street in 1895: the ‘Safety Bicycle’. This design, encompassing four key elements of steering, safety, comfort and speed, together with the invention of the inflatable tyre, was arguably the greatest evolution in transportation to date. The bike was no longer perceived as a dangerous toy (crashing head first off the top of a penny-farthing on to cobbles doesn’t bear thinking about) and was embraced by young and old, male and female, as a machine to be enjoyed in safety.

In France alone, Sunday cyclists numbered well over 150,000 (including nearly 10,000 women, who labelled the bicycle ‘The Freedom Machine’) with societies and clubs springing up across the country. The moneyed classes saw the bicycle as purely recreational, while their working-class counterparts viewed it as a means of essential transport, as well, in time, potentially an escape route to riches through sporting prowess. This phenomenon was being repeated across the Western world from Australia to the United States of America. Human nature would triumph – like with the car, people were unable to resist racing one another on this unique and fascinating contraption. A new craze and a new sport was born, the bicycle had infiltrated all aspects of society.

As a spectacle, as we see today, a bike race is a colourful, intoxicating blur of whirring gears and wheels married to the excitement of the chase, and the terror of the crash. To French society in the late nineteenth century it must have been equally addictive, as start-up cycle clubs and associations – allied to entrepreneurs looking for the next ‘big thing’ to generate income – organized their own amateur and professional races across the country. The main issue to resolve was one of public safety – a great many accidents occurred with bystanders taking an innocent Sunday stroll in their local park being run down by barnstorming riders thundering around the walkways. Change was coming, however.

By 1896 dozens of velodromes had been constructed across France to house the new sporting craze of track riding, as local mayors vied with one another for the honour of building their very own modern sporting arena. A velodrome was now the must-have venue for any municipality, where every decent Frenchman with money to spend wanted to witness racing. As the price of bicycles was lowered, the craze spread throughout all sections of society. New and lighter frames and stronger wheels with brakes were all invented very quickly, which led to faster bikes, increased speeds for the riders at events and more excitement for the spectators. For locals never having witnessed human beings going at such speeds under their own volition, it was simply incredible to watch. To the man who owned a stadium, it was too good to be true, as he now had a captive audience, to whom he could also sell and advertise goods. Layer upon layer of business opportunities opened up to any man who had the vision and the money to bring forth the commercial evolution of the sport.

Usually constructed of cement banking which supported either wooden boards, asphalt or even dirt, the majority of the velodromes boasted a smooth track that rose high up at the banking, and which was surrounded by grandstands for the eager audiences flocking to see their heroes riding bikes with a fixed drive and no brakes or gears (a tradition that we continue to see today). Cycling became immensely popular as a recreational pastime, and a huge money-earner. From Nantes, Bordeaux and Toulouse, to Marseille, Nice and Caen there wasn’t a weekend when one couldn’t enjoy the spectacle of track racing.

In London, a new form of continuous track racing was invented: the Six Day. This was an endurance race whereby teams of riders raced round the track continuously for six days, winning intermediate sprints, and vying for the overall fastest time. This form of racing would quickly spread to America where, by the end of the nineteenth century, thousands would flock to Madison Square Garden; by the 1900s Europe would embrace the Six Day, too. However, soon a new form of racing would supplant it in the eyes of the sporting public …

Endurance racing had steadily built a sizeable following: now legendary races such as Paris–Brest–Paris and Bordeaux–Paris were created; and, as clearly seen from the names, all roads led to the capital, the logical place for a grandstand finish. Paris–Brest–Paris was simply a ridiculously long, arduous test of stamina and strength of mind, body and bicycle. One shudders to think of what the riders of the time were expected to race: over 1,200 kilometres on roads very rarely tarmacked, as France was still crisscrossed with badly laid roads and, in many cases, cobbles. All this on what was still a heavy bicycle, with rudimentary brakes and gearing.

The hero of the first Paris–Brest–Paris race in 1891 was Frenchman Charles ‘Charley’ Terront, who crossed the line first after almost three days of racing a bike weighing a lung-busting 21.5 kilograms. Of the 206 starters, only 99 would eventually make it home within the ten-day limit the organizers had imposed. It was the beginning of France’s love for the absurd, heroic sporting feat; over ten thousand witnessed Terront’s triumph.fn2

Also conceived in 1891, Bordeaux–Paris was France’s blue riband cycling event. Riders were expected to cover 600 kilometres in a single stage, often riding through the night, to finish in the capital, naturally, and be acclaimed as heroes. The epic event across the country was of its time: man and machine versus nature. It captured the imagination and inspired a generation. Crowds flocked to the event right across the route; it was the one race all riders aspired to win, such were the rewards of fame and fortune.

At the same time, with the money now on offer, a cadre of professional riders began to emerge right across Western Europe, not only in France, but also in the Low Countries and Germany. A fully fledged sport was taking shape quickly and there were those with the resources keen to develop their own races (and profit) outside of Paris. Still, the public held track cycling in far higher esteem than the endurance events, the long-distance riders being seen as some sort of underclass of sportsmen – covered in filth, oil and whatever else the road threw at them – when compared to their flashier cousins of speed, who looked heroic on their dazzling, clean contraptions.

However, with the exploits of men such as Terront, and a young upstart coming on to the scene called Maurice Garin, the roadmen were beginning to develop their own mass following. Le Vélo, the daily sports paper which ran the big races, needed to expand in order to increase its circulation – and organizing or sponsoring a road race was infinitely cheaper and less of a risk than paying for events in an expensive venue given the number of track riders they’d have to employ. One such group of cycling enthusiasts was based in a small, industrial backwater near the Belgian border – Roubaix.

As the veteran cycling journalist Les Woodland dryly describes, Roubaix was ‘an embarrassment, a run-down place so close to Belgium that you wonder they don’t push it across the border. If an enemy again invaded, nobody would defend [it].’ By the 1890s Roubaix was a town of some 115,000 inhabitants, lying a few miles outside of the city of Lille. While today Roubaix is regarded as part of the semi-industrial sprawl of Lille itself, back then it had its own identity, dominated by the wool industry, with the majority of the population working in the many mills that dotted the skyline of the town.

As one can see with the history of any mill town in the north of England, earning a living to support a family was extremely hard, with children encouraged from a young age to skip school and join their parents and elder siblings in bringing a wage home. The hooter from the mill dominated the community’s working lives, telling them when to come to work, when to stop for food, and when to leave for home. Housed in tight streets of Victorian red-brick houses with communal toilets and bathrooms, and very few facilities for relaxation and recuperation, a typical northern mill town would have one thing going for it: sport.

Roubaix was no different. Henri Carette was a local politician who was elected as the town’s – in fact France’s – first collectivist mayor. ‘Collectivist’ back then almost certainly meant having what we would now term communist leanings (the north of France has a long tradition of left-wing affiliation), and Carette wanted to better the lives of his constituents through recreation. By the 1890s he was just as taken with the craze of cycling as anyone else (he supported the founding of the area’s cycling society, Fédération Cyclopédique du Nord), and thus was open to ideas to develop the sport to help his town, by generating income and recognition for the struggling populace.

In early 1895 Théodore Vienne found himself with a potential money-spinner. Born and bred in Roubaix, he was from a middle-class family who owned a textile mill on the outskirts of the town, living very comfortably from its profits. With a business associate, and fellow cycling fanatic – Maurice Pérez – he had been bitten by the commercial potential, as well as the kudos, of providing Roubaix with its very own velodrome. The pair had already organized their own races in local parks the previous year, which had been huge successes. The problem was that spectators in parks do not generate ticket sales, and the fledgling sports promoters knew they needed a safer venue to charge for entry. So, here they were a year later, having purchased 46,000 acres of land (backed by investors’ capital) and a wonderful velodrome to fill to capacity. The success of the events they were staging – riders were doing fast times due to the innovation of banking along the track – was such that punters were coming from Lille and even the Belgian border to attend meets.

What would be the next step? Vienne and Pérez couldn’t help but notice the publicity and income generated by Bordeaux–Paris for Le Vélo (the whole country was raving about it) and the benefits brought by a race passing through a town or city. ‘But why must all the races finish in Paris?’ they thought. Their Eureka moment wasn’t long in coming: why couldn’t a race end in their newly created velodrome?

Looking back at events, one could perhaps surmise this was a complicit plan with Le Vélo’s editor Louis Minart, with our pair of intrepid entrepreneurs drawing up their blueprint for a new race, starting out from the capital and ending in their sparkling new cycle track at Roubaix. They would need the newspaper to advertise and generate publicity in order for this to work, and so artfully suggested that theirs would simply be a ‘warm up’ event for the professional riders who would then undertake the established Bordeaux–Paris race two weeks later. Thus primed by Minart, they dashed off a formal letter to Le Vélo’s director Paul Rousseau.

Dear Monsieur Rousseau,

Bordeaux–Paris approaches: the great annual challenge founded by Véloce-Sport and entrusted for the past year to Le Vélo, has done so much to spread the word of cycling that an idea has come to us. What would you think of a training race three weeks before Bordeaux–Paris?

Paris–Roubaix would entail a course of about 289 kilometres, which would be nothing for participants in Bordeaux–Paris. The finish could take place on the Velodrome Roubaisien with several laps of the track, as for the finish of Bordeaux–Paris at the Seine [track]. The crowd would welcome each rider enthusiastically, all the more so because the people of Roubaix have never seen the spectacle of a great road race. And we know enough track riders here to know that Roubaix would show true hospitality.

As for prizes, we offer here and now a first prize of 1,000 francs in the name of Velodrome Roubaisien and we’ll occupy ourselves by raising more prizes so that everyone will be satisfied.

As for the date, we think May 3 would fit perfectly because the riders in Bordeaux–Paris will already be in good shape by then and they’ll have three weeks to recover before the big race.

And so, cher Monsieur, can we count on the support of Le Vélo, on your expertise for the organization, the start, etc? If so, announce the great event [this is in English in the letter] straight away and open your columns to entries.

With our friendly greetings …

Théo Vienne & Maurice Pérez

The pair sensibly proposed the race to be
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The very first edition of Paris–Roubaix in 1896, as the intrepid cyclists, in armbands, get set for their voyage into the unknown. The race was won by the German Josef Fischer (in the centre above and next image), who was the favourite owing to his having already triumphed in other early endurance events such as Vienna–Berlin and Milan–Munich.
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Josef Fischer
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The Italian Serse Coppi, brother of Fausto, was controversially awarded victory in 1949, despite only finishing third in the sprint, before the Frenchman André Mahé and the Belgian Frans Leenen were disqualified for not following the designated parcours. The records now show a shared victory between Mahé and the lesser-known Coppi.
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In the era of the great Eddy Merckx, Britain’s Barry Hoban rode exceptionally well to finish on the podium in the 1972 edition behind the ‘flying gypsy’ Roger De Vlaeminck, winner for the first but by no means the last time.
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My favourite rider of all time is Sean Yates, seen here in 1994. Hard as nails and always riding to win, the Paris–Roubaix race was perfectly suited to his ability and mental toughness.
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Roger Hammond (right, in the UK national champion’s jersey) was so close to a dramatic win, losing out in the sprint to Magnus Bäckstedt (centre) in 2004. Hammond also finished fourth in 2010, but is he given the credit he deserves?
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My local bike shop owner, Vaidas Granauskas, at the top of the Col du Galibier. A former pro, he was a great help in getting me prepared.
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Tackling Ditchling Beacon shouldn’t be this hard. A tougher day than expected at the Puncheur sportive in March 2014, a month before my big challenge.
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Chris Sidwells showing how it’s done. His guidance for my training proved invaluable.
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There are cobbles in England too, you know. Francis Longworth (left), founder of the Tour of the Black Country, out with a colleague on the route he created.
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The Roubaix velodrome may not be much to look at, but it is as significant to followers of professional cycling as Old Trafford is to football fans, or the Yankee Stadium is to New Yorkers.
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In the main bar, famous feats and the names of previous champions are etched above the counter.
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Each winner of the race also has a nameplate affixed in a changing cubicle in the stadium’s legendary shower block, where countless stories of heartbreak and triumph have been told to reporters by exhausted riders. Not much reward for the effort, you might think, but you become an immortal in cyclists’ eyes.
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William Lanigan from Pavé Cycling Classics, with his colleague Alex Voisine, gave me great advice about riding on the cobbles. It’s a brilliant concept to take amateurs out onto the legendary roads of northern France.
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I also learned a huge amount from the president of Les Amis de Paris–Roubaix, François Doulcier, here seen restoring his beloved pavé.
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One man and his penny-farthing. Jeff Summerfield at St Pancras station with the ancient contraption that he would ride over the cobbles.
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On the night bus from Roubaix. I couldn’t fault the logistical operation of ferrying hundreds of cyclists and their bikes more than one hundred kilometres south to the start line at Busigny.
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And they’re off! Setting out into the dawn mist and a cycle back in time through the bleak northern French countryside, and its memories of war. What perils would lie ahead?
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‘Hell’ was the answer, of course. I came a cropper on the very first section of pavé, at Troisville, but when we hit the dreaded Arenberg, I managed to ride across at speed and not get a puncture.
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Relief is hardly etched on the other riders’ faces.
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I was too tired to sprint to the line, but managed to raise one hand in triumph.
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Evidence of the hard day’s riding on my hands and bike (next image), although I did manage a manly show of bravado. You are told not to grip the handlebars too tightly, but I defy anyone not to cling on for dear life when you tackle cobbles, at speed, for the first time.
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Iconic photographs such as this are one of the reasons why Paris–Roubaix has achieved its legendary status among cycling fans.
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The great Sir Bradley Wiggins expertly negotiates a treacherous corner in the pro event the day after mine.
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Crashes are, of course, inevitable – and often brutal.
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Team Sky’s Geraint Thomas hot on the heels of four-time winner Tom Boonen. It’s non-stop action in this race.



[image: images]
Cheering on Wiggins and co at the velodrome was an amazing experience for me and my fellow amateurs.
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Unfortunately it wasn’t to be in 2014, with Wiggo finishing ninth and Thomas (centre) seventh, but they and Luke Rowe (left) look suitably knackered!
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