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INTRODUCTION

THE MAKING OF THE MONUMENTS

The final decades of the nineteenth century marked a change in the perception of the bicycle and bike racing. Thanks in part to the invention of the freewheel and John Boyd Dunlop’s release in 1888 of the first practical pneumatic tyre, the bike’s use as a means of transport became widespread, stimulating public enthusiasm for the fledgling racing scene. Initially, that interest was largely sated by events staged on wooden tracks, which sprang up all over the developing world as towns and cities endeavoured to demonstrate their dynamism and provide diversion for their inhabitants. From the 1890s, though, road racing began to gain an increasing following.

In Europe, the stimulus for the discipline came primarily from the establishment of Bordeaux–Paris and Paris–Brest–Paris in 1891. The former extended to 560km, the latter to twice that. In the modern era, such races would be split into stages run over successive days. Yet, these two mammoth events were effectively non-stop, no allowance being made for eating or sleeping. They were unmistakeably epic and attracted huge popular interest in France and beyond.

In the final decade of the nineteenth century and the opening decade of the twentieth, hundreds of races sprang up as cycling fans attempted to emulate the two great French events. Towns and cities endeavoured to raise their profile and newspapers tried to put each other out of business. Most of the races only lasted a year or two, but others gained a foothold and became well established, most notably Paris–Roubaix, which had been founded in 1896.

Just as Bordeaux–Paris and Paris–Brest–Paris had done, the unveiling of the Tour de France in November 1902 changed everyone’s perception of what a bike race could be. It was, after all, the first multi-day stage race. However, rather than killing off single-day races such as Roubaix, the Tour prompted another wave of interest and investment in bike racing. Manufacturers prospered, teams were established, and, in the years leading up to the First World War, the racing calendar began to take shape.

The Tour de France dominated it, but one-day races also flourished, particularly in the great heartlands of the sport – France, Italy and, a little later, Belgium. Over subsequent decades, Milan–Sanremo, the Tour of Flanders, Paris–Roubaix, Liège–Bastogne–Liège and the Tour of Lombardy have become cycling’s pre-eminent ‘Classics’, as the leading one-day races have long been known. More recently, they have been described as ‘The Monuments’ of the sport, because they stand out as the races all professional riders aspire to win, alongside the grand tours and the World Championship.

It’s not clear precisely when this collective noun was first employed as a label for these five events, but it was certainly used during negotiations between the UCI, cycling’s ruling body, and the AIOCC, which represents race organisers, relating to the introduction of the ProTour in 2005. Brought in to replace the World Cup, a season-long series that grouped together the major one-day races, the ProTour was implemented by the UCI in order to ensure that the leading teams participated in the biggest races, including the grand tours and the major Classics. As part of this, a ProTour council was established to oversee the new structure. However, the teams were not part of this body, leading Patrice Clerc, then director of ASO, which organises the Tour de France, to state that, ‘We are not happy to be excluded from the ProTour council . . . so at this point in time, regarding international cycling . . . the three grand tours, and four of the five monuments of the sport [Milano–Sanremo, Paris–Roubaix, Liège–Bastogne–Liège and the Tour of Lombardy] and 11 other major races don’t have a voice anymore.’ While the feuding between the UCI and the race organisers took some years to sort out, the concept of the Monuments rapidly became more widely accepted.

Although they might not have the overarching significance of the golf majors or the grand slams in tennis, they do offer a significantly different, more balanced and more immediate test than the Tour de France, Giro d’Italia and Vuelta a España, where endurance counts above all. Those three-week races may feature the fastest sprinters, the strongest time triallists and the best climbers, but you’re unlikely to see the likes of Mark Cavendish, Filippo Ganna and Tadej Pogačar all racing eyeballs out for victory on the same day. Fans turn to the Monuments for that rare thrill and it is that quality combined with their glittering history that makes these five races so special.

Each Monument provides a very different test and, like the Tour, each of them has its great exponents, legends and distinctive battlegrounds. Standing on the fearsome cobbled climbs such as the Oude Kwaremont, Paterberg or Koppenberg provides not only a spectacular perspective on the Tour of Flanders, but also a fascinating insight into the Flemish people, whose culture was to a large extent reasserted via this event and bike racing. Roubaix, dubbed ‘cycling’s last great folly’ by its one-time director Jacques Goddet, has its hellish cobbles. Lombardy features the iconic climb to the cyclists’ chapel of the Madonna del Ghisallo and what is undoubtedly the most beautiful course of the cycling year.

Over the last hundred years and more, the Monuments have provided many of cycling’s greatest stories, from Sanremo’s fourth edition, when only four riders completed the 288km course, to Roubaix’s long battle against road gangs determined to resurface every cobble in northern France, to the blizzard-hit 1980 edition of Liège that left winner Bernard Hinault with permanent loss of feeling in some of his fingers.

According to one of cycling’s pre-eminent historians, Serge Laget, these races ‘are not there as padding or preparation, and even less as consolation. Quite the contrary, in fact. They have their own existence, their own richness, a fantastic history and a legitimacy that goes back to the very origins of cycling.’ Unlike the Tour’s 22-day soap opera, where might always tends to be right, the Monuments are cycling’s unpredictable thrillers, where almost any member of the peloton can prevail given the right combination of great form, tactical nous and simple good luck. Every rider starts them thinking, ‘This just might be my day . . .’




PART I

LIÈGE–BASTOGNE–LIÈGE – ‘LA DOYENNE’

[image: images]




1

A STUTTERING START

‘It is the most beautiful Classic on the calendar, Michele Bartoli, two-time Liège–Bastogne–Liège winner, told Procycling in his pomp in the late 1990s. ‘It’s the only race where you can be certain that the riders on the podium are definitely the strongest. In other races being clever can make up for a lack of strength, but not Liège. What matters in Liège is pure physical strength. Tactics count for much less.’

When he spoke of the race’s beauty, Bartoli was referring to the purity of the challenge Liège offers, rather than the rolling landscape in the Belgian Ardennes where it takes place, although the terrain is impressive. For the Italian and many others, Liège is the one Classic where the best one-day riders and the best stage race riders meet on terrain that suits them both to an extent, without favouring either.

Founded in 1892, Liège is the longest-standing of the Monuments, which has earned it the name ‘La Doyenne’ – The Old Lady. Among the races on the modern international calendar, only Milan–Turin has a lengthier history, the Italian one-day race dating back to 1876, although that first edition was a one-off. The sister race to Sanremo and Lombardy didn’t establish itself fully until after the Great War.

Liège also had a rather erratic start. Uniquely among the Monuments, impetus for its founding came directly from the first running of Bordeaux–Paris and, particularly, Paris–Brest–Paris in 1891. Members of the recently established Liège Cyclists’ Union – there’s no mistaking the British influence in that name – had plans for an epic 845km Liège–Paris–Liège event. They decided the first step towards that would be a 250km test race from Liège to Bastogne in the south of French-speaking Wallonia and back again. Bastogne was selected as the turning point because the race organisers could get there on the train to make sure the competitors completed the outward leg of the course before they returned north.

In the end, the mooted Liège–Paris–Liège event never materialised, whereas the preparation event for it became relatively well established. The first edition, which was for amateurs only, took place on 29 May 1892. At 5.39 that morning, a few hundred spectators gathered on the Avenue Rogier in central Liège to cheer off 33 intrepid riders and their pacers, whose task was to keep the speed as high as possible for their racer. The course took the riders, all of whom were Belgian, on the main valley roads from north to south, via Angleur, Esneux, Aywaille, Barvaux, Hotton, Marche, Bande, Champlon and on to the checkpoint at a hotel in Bastogne, from where they returned to Liège by the same route.

By Marche, only three of the 33 riders were still in contention: Liège Cyclists’ Union member Léon Houa, his clubmate and former Belgian champion Léon Lhoest, and Louis Rasquinet, runner-up in the previous year’s Belgian amateur championship. Houa was the most inexperienced of the trio. Small and slim, he was an all-round sportsman from a moneyed Liège family. Adept at boxing and fencing, he had first tried cycling just four months earlier and he was making his competitive debut. Yet it appeared he was a natural. When Rasquinet fell back soon after Marche, Houa only had Lhoest for company. The leading pair continued for some kilometres until Lhoest punctured. Rather than press on alone, Houa asked one of his pacers to lend his bike to Lhoest. Yet it seemed the more experienced rider was fated. The loaned machine also suffered a puncture and, not wanting other riders to catch him, Houa didn’t halt a second time.

He was racing on a bike that weighed 11.6kg, half as much again as the state-of-the-art carbon fibre steeds of the modern era. Impressively, though, given his lack of experience and the dire state of the roads, he didn’t suffer a single puncture. He reached the turning point in Bastogne in three minutes under five hours. The return trip took him an hour longer, partly as a result of a crash just ten kilometres from home that left him with a pedal damaged beyond use. At the insistence of his pacers, Houa pressed on, pushing the cranks around with one leg. Acclaimed by a large crowd at the finish, he had averaged a little more than 23km/h for the 250km course. Lhoest came in 22 minutes later, with Rasquinet completing the podium when he finished three-quarters of an hour behind Houa.

A second beginning

Deemed a success, the race went ahead again the following season, although Houa came close to being sidelined from it. He had received no monetary reward for winning the inaugural event, but had accepted some financial backing and equipment from a Belgian bike company, effectively making him a professional rather than an amateur. Houa argued the support he had been given was intended to back his bid to win Liège–Paris–Liège, a race that had never taken place. In the end, Houa’s argument prevailed and he was allowed to start.

Once again, he led almost from start to finish. He completed the outward leg in less than four hours, one contemporary report saying Houa ‘stopped for just 56 seconds, and the commissaire was forced to run alongside him in order to apply the required stamp to his armband’. On the return leg his pace lagged. Based on Houa’s reported comments at the finish in Liège’s Place du Théâtre, this was largely due to fatigue among his pacers rather than the rider himself running out of gas. Nevertheless, he finished 26 minutes ahead of Michel Borisowski, who claimed to be a Russian prince but was as Belgian as the winner.

That second edition had attracted a field of only 26 riders, which contributed to the decision to open up the third race to professionals. The route changed, too, starting and finishing in Spa, where the Géronstère velodrome had been opened earlier in 1894. With Bastogne remaining as the turning point, the new course was shorter, at 223km, but considerably hillier than those previously used. Once again, though, Houa came out on top, although his winning margin over his rival Rasquinet was a mere seven minutes. Among the 42 starters was the race’s first notable foreign entrant. Frenchman Maurice Garin ended up fourth of the 14 finishers, three years before he earned greater renown with his victory in the second edition of Paris–Roubaix.

After completing a hat-trick of wins in 1894, Houa turned his attention to the flourishing track scene. To an extent, he had little choice as cycle racing on the road disappeared almost completely in the late 1890s right across Belgium. Track racing was king and the members of the Liège Cyclists’ Union were ahead of their time. As with many of that bilingual nation’s sporting and cultural events, it was the road cycling boom in its far bigger neighbour to the west that re-energised the road scene throughout Belgium. Thanks in part to the desire of French bike manufacturers to establish new markets beyond their borders, the first edition of the Tour of Flanders took place in 1913, by which point Liège had also re-emerged, although rather shakily.

Having amalgamated with the Pesant Club Liégeois, which still runs the race alongside Tour de France organisers ASO, the Liège Cyclists’ Union had relaunched Liège–Bastogne–Liège as an amateur event in 1908. Sixty riders lined up on the penultimate day of August to tackle a 235km course. Among them were a small number of French riders. Only one of the French finished, but did so in first place, becoming Liège’s first foreign champion. He had a famous name, too, although André Trousselier would never reach the heights of his illustrious older sibling, Louis ‘Trou-Trou’ Trousselier, who had won Roubaix and the Tour de France in 1905.

Liège continued as an amateur-only event the following season, which produced the first race-deciding sprint. Eugène Charlier won it ahead of Victor Fastre, but their positions were reversed when it became clear Charlier had made an illegal bike change after the forks broke on his machine. More notable in hindsight was the third place finish of Paul Deman, who would go on to win the inaugural Tour of Flanders four years later. Further back still was a 19-year-old from Brussels named Philippe Thys. In the same year Deman claimed that first Flanders title, Thys became the second Belgian to claim the Tour de France, and went on to win it twice more. But for the Great War, Thys would, according to Tour director Henri Desgrange, have won the Tour on five or six occasions.

Once again, though, Liège stalled. By 1910, Roubaix, Milan–Sanremo and the Tour of Lombardy had become very well established and highly prized. Yet racing in Belgium continued to lag, principally because of the strength of the French road scene. For the increasing number of very competitive Belgian riders it made more sense to target the significant financial rewards available in France than to race for little more than prestige at home. It didn’t help that Liège’s organisers couldn’t really decide what format their race should have either.

Open to amateurs in 1908 and 1909, absent from the calendar in 1910 due, apparently, to lack of interest, Liège returned in 1911, when the organisers opened it to independents (professionals who didn’t have a team) as well as amateurs. The field was 108-strong, the biggest to date, with all but eight of the starters independents. Joseph Van Daele claimed the title and went on to have a very respectable career, winning stages at the Tour and finishing second in the inaugural edition of Flanders. Behind him were a host of future Belgian stars, including Jean Rossius, Léon Scieur and Louis Mottiat.

Liège was finally attracting a considerable number of high-class racers, but was hampered by being a showcase for these talents. Once they showed they had some class, French teams swooped to sign them in the hope of finding the next Roubaix or Tour champion. Van Daele and Mottiat were snapped up in 1912 by French teams J. B. Louvet and Thomann, respectively. Scieur went to Armor a year later. Occasionally, the riders who went west did return to ride Liège. However, as it wasn’t a priority for the French teams, most didn’t.

The sudden glut of talent led to further tinkering with Liège’s format in 1912. Previously, the organisers had welcomed amateur riders, but for the first time entry was restricted to professionals and independents, with prizes on offer to racers in both categories. Oddly, the two classes raced separately. The 22 starters in the race for professionals reached the turn at Bastogne half an hour ahead of schedule despite heavy rain. As they slogged northwards again, the conditions took a toll, eventually leaving just two riders to dispute the title at an airfield in Ans, the Liège suburb that hosted the finish between 1992 and 2018.

Fleming Omer Verschoore outsprinted Walloon Jacques Coomans after they had completed a lap of the aerodrome. Coomans protested the verdict, insisting the riders were supposed to do two laps of the installation, but his protest fell on deaf ears. Meanwhile, on the banks of the Meuse just out of the centre of Liège, the independents’ race produced a dead heat, Jean Rossius and Dieudonné Gauthy crossing the line arm in arm, just as Bernard Hinault and Greg LeMond would do more than seven decades later on the famous climb of Alpe d’Huez during the 1986 Tour de France.

‘Donné’ Gauthy would surely have achieved far more if it hadn’t been for the outbreak of war. After turning pro, he won the 1913 Tour of Belgium ahead of an impressively strong field that included past and future Tour de France winners François Faber, Lucien Buysse, Firmin Lambot and Léon Scieur. When war broke out, he was posted to the fort of Fléron, close to Liège, where he volunteered to carry out reconnaissance behind German lines on his bike. After several close calls, the Germans captured him. He remained in a POW camp until early 1919, when he went down with the Spanish flu that swept across the world. Unlike millions of others, Gauthy fought off the virus. He returned to racing later that year, finishing an astonishing eleventh at Roubaix soon after his release, and went on to enjoy considerable success on the track with his good friend Rossius before retiring to run a bike shop in Thimister-Clermont, just to the east of Liège.

Preparations for the ninth edition of Liège were well under way in the summer of 1914 when the threat of war led to its cancellation as riders were called up. Belgium had hoped to remain neutral in case of conflict, but, as the world knows, became embroiled when Germany invaded in August of that year. The Belgian army’s astonishing resistance against a force ten times its size folded after a month, and many of those who had ridden Liège, Flanders and Roubaix perished during this initial campaign, among them 1909 Liège champion Victor Fastre, who was killed less than two months into the war.

Cycling’s most successful village

Unlike the routes of Paris–Roubaix and the Tour of Flanders, which lie much further to the west and were in the middle of some of the Great War’s principal battlegrounds, the Liège course avoided most of the devastation. However, the Walloon cycling scene remained stilted. While Roubaix and Flanders both flourished in the inter-war years, partly thanks to the determination of the local population to revitalise these regions, Liège remained a second-tier event. It returned to the race calendar in September 1919, but attracted a disappointingly small field, a mere 27 professionals lining up. Yet there was still quality within the paltry post-war fields, particularly in 1920, when the race featured three of the great names of Walloon cycling: Léon Scieur, Lucien Buysse and Firmin Lambot.

Scieur and Lambot were born and lived in the village of Florennes, south of Charleroi. Both men had to travel a significant distance to work each day, Scieur undertaking a 40km round trip on his bike to the glassworks at Châtelet on the edge of Charleroi, while Lambot covered 50km daily to work as a saddler. But as they trained together, climbing the nearby Côte de Gochenée up to 14 times in a day, their focus turned to bike racing.

Like many other great names in professional cycling’s early years, it offered them a way out of their lowly paid drudgery and to riches well beyond what they could otherwise have achieved. Lambot broke through first, appearing in four pre-war Tours and striking up a friendship with Belgium’s greatest rider of the era, Philippe Thys. When Thys won the Tour for the second time in 1914, he was also living and training in Florennes with Lambot and Scieur. Between them, the three men went on to claim the Tour title in each of the four years following the war. Lambot started that run in 1919. Thys regained the title in 1920, Scieur succeeded him in 1921 and Lambot took his second yellow jersey in 1922.

Nicknamed ‘The Locomotive’ – a popular tag in the inter-war years, it was also applied to 1933 Sanremo champion Joseph Demuysere and his successor, Learco ‘The Human Locomotive’ Guerra – because of the way he could relentlessly turn a big gear, Scieur came out on top at Liège in 1920. He beat another future Tour winner in the sprint, Fleming Lucien Buysse, with his close friend and neighbour Lambot fifth. In 1921, he won the Tour de France, but it was a close-run success. One of his wheels broke on the final stage and he was only able to continue with a spare handed to him by a spectator. In those years, the Tour’s rules stated that riders had to present all the equipment they had started with at the finish, so Scieur had to carry his broken wheel on his back, with its axle gouging his flesh all the way to Paris. The incident left him with a large scar that he proudly showed off whenever asked to.

In 1923, Scieur spent eight days in a French hospital after swallowing arsenic in a cup of coffee that had been handed to him during a Tour stage in the Pyrenees by a seemingly benevolent fan, who was apparently peeved by Belgian domination of the Tour and most of the major Classics, including Roubaix and Flanders. Scieur never fully recovered from the effects of the poisoning and retired from racing a year later to run a garage in Florennes, where he continued to ride his bike into his seventies.

Scieur and Lambot’s racing exploits may have made them Tour de France legends, but many Walloons insist the rider who succeeded Scieur as Liège champion was their best one of all time, others, that he was at the very least the region’s best one-day rider until the arrival of Philippe Gilbert in the twenty-first century. Scieur would have ridden through Louis Mottiat’s home village of Bouffioulx when he travelled back and forth to his job in the glassworks. Mottiat never won the Tour, although he did win stages there. But he was one of the great long-distance performers in cycling history.

He came to the fore when he won the 680km Bordeaux–Paris Classic in 1913. In 1920, he won the longest race ever organised, the 1,208km Critérium des As, running from Bordeaux to Paris and back again, which he completed (with just brief stops to sleep) in two days and eight hours, finishing almost two hours ahead of the runner-up. Nicknamed ‘The Iron Man’, Mottiat could probably have won the Tour if he had prepared for it in the right way and ridden with a degree of caution at key points, but that wasn’t his style. He relished being at the front, setting a pace that he knew his rivals would struggle to follow. His relative lack of sprinting speed meant this attritional approach was his best weapon, although he was quick enough to win back-to-back Liège titles, the second of them coming in 1922 on a day of cauldron-like heat, which Mottiat put to his advantage by sapping the strength of his rivals with repeated injections of pace.

In the wake of his first Liège success, Mottiat lined up as favourite at Paris–Brest–Paris, now an amateur-only event but then a major target for the sport’s leading professionals. He was convinced he would win. During two nights of racing, he sang to keep his spirits up and to crush those of his rivals. After more than two days in the saddle, he made his winning move with 100km left to Paris. ‘The final 50km seemed shorter than the others because an enthusiastic crowd was shouting encouragement and applauding,’ he wrote in Le Miroir des Sports. ‘I wanted to win Paris–Brest. It’s the race that definitively establishes the reputation of a cyclist.’

His comments may seem disrespectful to his home Classic, but Liège–Bastogne–Liège was still some way from becoming the great race it is now. It remained no more than a semi-Classic until after the Second World War – a big race, but not at the level of Sanremo, Roubaix and Lombardy. To an extent, it stayed as parochial as the Tour of Flanders, which only had one foreign winner before the Second World War and was regarded by foreign riders as very much a local event. However, Flanders and cycling in general had much greater cultural and sporting significance to the people in the Dutch-speaking half of Belgium than Liège did to its local Walloon population. In Flanders, cycling became engrained in the Flemish identity. It was a means by which the Flemings could assert their identity and language, the use of which had effectively been suppressed among Belgium’s professional classes, who stuck to French at all times.

While Flanders grew stronger, at the national level at least, Liège’s fortunes continued to fluctuate. Some years, entry was opened to independents in order to guarantee a big field. It returned to professionalonly status in 1930, when Germany’s Hermann Buse became only the second foreign rider to claim the title. Yet, despite Buse’s win, it remained a race that could rarely count on anything other than a strong Walloon presence.

Its status finally began to rise in the approach to the Second World War. In 1937, Eloi Meulenberg claimed the title and went on to win the world crown later that same year, making him the first Walloon to wear the rainbow bands. Indeed, he was the only one until Claude Criquielion emulated him in 1984 and Philippe Gilbert joined them in 2012 – Flanders, on the other hand, has produced 14 world champions. Although Meulenberg’s parents were Flemish, by the time he was born, they had moved to Ransart in the northern suburbs of Charleroi. Blessed with fearsome finishing speed, Meulenberg should have won the inaugural edition of Flèche Wallonne in 1936, which finished on the riverside in Liège, but was knocked from his bike by a motorcyclist within sight of the finish.

In 1937, though, good luck and form were with him at Liège, where he got the better of Gustaaf Deloor. Meulenberg went on to win four stages at the Tour de France and then the world crown in Copenhagen. Pino Cerami, who rode with Meulenberg towards the end of his career in the late 1940s, remembered him as ‘someone who had a real eye for the ladies, but also a very popular guy with an incredible turn of speed’. After his retirement he ran a café called ‘Au Sprinteur’ in Ransart, and later in Charleroi.

The Deloor family didn’t have to wait long to add their name to Liège’s palmarès. That honour went not to Gustaaf, who won the first two editions of the Vuelta a España in the mid-1930s, but to his elder brother Alfons, who finished runner-up to Gustaaf in the 1936 Tour of Spain. The two brothers weren’t expecting to make much of an impact at Liège in 1938, and their chances of doing so appeared to have gone when the peloton split and they both ended up in the second group. Alfons was the only rider to bridge across to the leaders.

‘There were lots of attacks and Marcel Kint looked like he was going to win. But, with a few other riders, I managed to get across to Kint on the outskirts of Liège,’ Alfons Deloor recalled in an interview with Ciclismo a Fondo. ‘In the sprint, I decided to get on the wheel of “The Black Eagle” [Kint]. It all went my way and I took the best win of my career ahead of Kint and Félicien Vervaecke.’

The outbreak of war brought the racing careers of both brothers to a halt. Gustaaf was mobilised and joined the defence of Eben-Emael fortress that had been built during the 1930s to defend the Meuse from capture in the event of a German invasion. The biggest of its type in the world, the fortification was thought to be impregnable, but was taken in one day in a daring glider raid by German paratroopers. Deloor spent a year as a prisoner of war in Stalag 11B in Germany, his notoriety on two wheels earning him a relatively cushy job in the prison kitchen. After his release, he set up a business manufacturing bike tyres, later moving it to France in order to avoid being sent to Germany as a forced labourer. In the aftermath of the war, he emigrated to the United States and became a mechanic. In the mid-1950s, a friend found him a job working at the Cape Canaveral aerospace centre, where he put his skills to use building and repairing rockets. As for Alfons, he became a crane driver, specialising in the construction of dykes designed to prevent flooding.

Undermined by the Nazis

By the time Albert Ritserveldt won the 1939 edition of Liège, war looked almost certain. Ritserveldt’s success led to his selection for the Belgian B team for the Tour de France, where he finished ninth overall, his career clearly on the up. However, less than two months later, the Second World War broke out. Initially, the conflict was largely confined to Poland and Eastern Europe, allowing racing to continue in Western Europe into 1940. That spring, Ritserveldt was leading the Tour of Catalonia when Germany invaded Belgium, whereupon he and the rest of the Belgian team quit the race and returned home to a country that was quickly overrun by the Germans’ blitzkrieg tactics.

Unlike Flanders, where the German occupying forces supported bike racing and encouraged the running of the Tour of Flanders and other big events as part of their policy to encourage a division between the Dutch- and French-speaking regions of Belgium, racing in Wallonia was much more piecemeal. The occupying forces persistently scuppered plans for the thirtieth running of La Doyenne, which did not take place again until 1943 because the Germans refused to allow the race to finish in the centre of Liège.

Unable to consider the traditional city centre finale, the Pesant Club Liégeois eventually found a new home for the finish on an athletics track surrounding a football pitch in Liège’s industrial suburb of Seraing. On 27 June, 63 riders set off from Liège for Bastogne, including defending champion Ritserveldt, many of the leading Flemish riders of the era – notably Alberic ‘Briek’ Schotte, Stan Ockers and Maurice De Simpelaere – and a young, unknown Walloon, Joseph Didden, who lived close to the new finish.

Late in the race, Richard Depoorter made three attacks. The last of them, on the Côte de Rotheux-Rimière, saw off Schotte and Joseph Somers. Depoorter rode the final 5km to the finish on Seraing’s track alone, which was just as well given the mayhem that would almost certainly have ensued if there had been a sprint on a cinder surface more suited to speedway than road racing. The big crowd that cheered him home turned ecstatic when 20-year-old Didden was the next man on to the track a few seconds later.

As the tide of war began to turn against the Germans and an Allied invasion of France looked increasingly likely, plans for the 1944 edition of Liège had to be shelved, largely as a result of Allied bombardment in and around this key industrial centre that was providing steel for German weapons manufacturers. At the end of that year, the heavily wooded hills to the south of Liège became renowned for reasons very different to bike racing. In December 1944, with defeat looking almost certain, the Germans launched a last-ditch counter-offensive in the Ardennes through the thinly spread Allied lines, with the aim of dividing and then encircling the Allied forces, before negotiating a peace settlement. The Battle of the Ardennes, which became better known as the Battle of the Bulge due to the depth of the Germans’ incursion into Allied territory, lasted for six weeks into the start of 1945 and became the bloodiest battle the Americans fought in any centre of operations during the war.

Almost 70 years on, there are still plenty of signs of the battle. The route of La Doyenne heads past the Battle of the Ardennes Museum in the picturesque town of La Roche-en-Ardenne, which nestles beneath a medieval castle. An American Sherman M4A1 tank and a British Achilles SP17 tank remain as monuments to the small town’s liberation. On the road into Bastogne, a tank turret and gun outside the town’s barracks mark the point where the return journey to Liège begins. Heading back north again, the route passes over the Côte de Wanne, where a memorial commemorates the men of the 517th Parachute Regimental Combat Team of the US Army. Soon after, at the foot of the fearsome Stockeu climb in Stavelot, a collection of Second World War relics stands next to the strategically important bridge into the town, which the Germans initially took but failed to hold.

The thirty-first edition of La Doyenne took place in August 1945, just two months after Germany’s final surrender. Among the 43 riders who lined up was 1939 Paris–Roubaix winner Émile Masson Jr, who had spent four years in a German prisoner-of-war camp. Masson, whose father had won Bordeaux–Paris and stages in the Tour de France, had been liberated from the camp by the advancing Red Army in May 1945, and had immediately returned to training. Although he would later admit the war had stolen his best years from him, he did manage to win two Belgian championships and, in 1947, emulated his father’s success in Bordeaux–Paris, father and son then conducting a joint lap of honour. Masson went on to become a sports journalist and was president of the Pesant Club Liégeois for 18 years from 1968, playing a key role in the organisation of Liège.

Masson died in 2011 at the age of 95. He put his long life down to a daily tipple or two. ‘At breakfast I drink a small whisky mixed with the juice of two oranges and then another whisky in the evening, and I have a glass of red wine, Château Beauval to be precise, at midday. Finally, I smoke my pipe a lot, getting through 50g of tobacco every three days,’ he told La Dernière Heure.

In 1945, perhaps not too surprisingly given his recent experiences, Masson failed to last the distance
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