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CyCling a sTagE of the Tour de France is a rite of passage for 
most cyclists. CW’s Penny Comins joined a throng of 10,000 mile-
munching masochists determined to conquer the Tourmalet  
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 A
MBULANCES 
brushed past my 
shoulder, the road 
squeezed like a 
lemon and faces 
went sour as the 

climb of the Marie-Blanque kicked 
up the last four kilometres. Very 
few condolences were going to 
the person who was in need of the 
ambulance as someone couldn’t 
hold their line at a snail’s pace and 
put their foot down. The cascade 
effect meant I was unclipped and 
walking. Not in the game plan. Our 
editor had placed a bet on exactly 
this happening. Bugger. 

Without griping, I jumped back 
on and continued climbing — 
after all, this was a long day. 181 
kilometres in the Pyrenees needs a 
constant effort and a wary eye on 

The Soulor is a wearying grind

the time to get to the finish within 
the cut-off.

I was at the 18th edition 
of the Etape du Tour, one of 
10,000 riders who had filed 
into the streets of Pau at 
dawn. With our numbers 
on we had eagerly awaited 
the starting gun at 7am. 
With the first of six hazards 
of the course in the first two 
kilometres, keeping control of our 
nervous energy was a first priority. 
A few couldn’t and ended their 
day very quickly. 

Following the route of stage 
17 of this year’s Tour de France, 
it was all about the three climbs 
of the day — Col de Marie-
Blanque, Col du Soulor and Col 
du Tourmalet. For me, it was the 
9.5 kilometres at an average of 7.5 

Pau, Pyrenees, France, July 18ETapE du Tour
sPORtIVe

per cent of the Marie-Blanque that 
had me worried the most. It was 
the only climb of the day I hadn’t 
ridden before and started only 54 
kilometres into the ride, meaning 
it would be crammed full of other 
riders — my biggest fear. Being 
interviewed by French TV at the 
start of the triple didn’t make it 
any easier. Scores of riders passed 
me, as I tried to pant out some 
French about how it was going to 
be tough but good fun. 

Tackling Big T
Before I knew it I had left the 
babbling brooks of the valley and 

climbed through the trees on fresh 
asphalt laid for the pros coming 
through four days after us. 

After brushing with an 
ambulance and a brief walking 
stint, I popped over the top into 
clear fields. I felt my day had been 
conquered already. I knew what 

10,000
riders took part

Tour fans test out their vocal cords on valiant sportivistes

Kay 
Thomson (31)
lives: Wimbledon
181km in 10hr 27min
“I loved my very first etape 
du Tour, from being extremely 
nervous beforehand, being 
one of only 200 female cyclists 
in a field of 10,000, the early 
morning start, riding up the 
Tourmalet with the locals yelling 
‘Allez! Allez! Bravo! Bravo!’, 
locals pouring water over me 
time and time again and even 
the horrible steep incline at 
the top of the 22km Tourmalet 
climb! The entire weekend was 
booked as an Andy Cook Cycling 
package and I would definitely 
recommend them. I’d like to do 
it again in 2011!”

was coming and it was all about 
eating and drinking my way to the 
finish. Luckily the feed stations 
were well-equipped for the sweaty 
masses and I was in, eating, 
watered and out faster than a 
McDonalds drive-through. 

On the road again, it was 
soon time to attack the Soulor. 
Trying to stick with some groups 
through the Asson valley made the 
kilometres tick by smoothly. Before 
I knew it the Soulor was attacking 
me. Mmm, this is not how I had 
planned it either. With a deceptive 
average gradient of 4.9 per cent, 
this beast from the west had some 

“On the road again, it 
was soon time to attack 
the Col du Soulor”
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whAT, wheRe And how?

local Knowledge
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getting there: each year 
the etape moves location 
but is always in the Alps 
or the Pyrenees. This year 
Pau, Toulouse and Biarritz 
were the closet airports. 
eurostar operates a service 
to Paris and then an 
overnight sleeper train to 
Pau, without charging for 
bikes as airlines do. driving 
is an option if wanting to 
stay on to watch the Tour 
and make a week of it. 

Accommodation: non-
French residents cannot 
enter the etape easily. 
Going through a registered 

cycle tour company 
is your best bet. Most 
packages incorporate 
accommodation and block-
book many hotels. CW went 
with Andy Cook Cycling — 
www.andycookcycling.com. 

things to do: Stay on for 
the rest of the week and 
watch the pros ride the 
stage you have just done. 
It is amazing to see how 
fast they do those climbs — 
your respect for their  
ability will soar.

Carbo-load: France 
provides ideal refuelling 

opportunities, with a 
patisserie on every corner. 
Most package trips include 
a carb-rich meal. In Pau, 
le Berry, at 4 Rue Gachet, 
is a must if you want to 
get away from your hotel. 
Queues for this busy bistro 
can go around the corner 
so get there early.

Leg loosener: Try heading 
out on the start of the 
course to familiarise 
yourself with the road 
furniture and route. Signs 
are up the day before, 
enabling you to do this. 
In Pau, head south of the 
river and on either your 
left or right you will hit the 
country and the foothills of 
the Pyrenees. 
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What’s so  
special... 
tourmalet
aT 2,115 metres high and 
forming the last 18 kilometres 
of a 181 kilometre ride, the 
Tourmalet was where most 
gold standard dreams were 
lost and a lot of bronze handed 
out. You start climbing well 
before the cyclist signs on 
the side of the road appear. 
When the first one appears 
you realise you have 18 clicks 
to go, and by the time you 
leave Barèges the cone of the 
mountain opens up and you 
can see the coloured lines 
of riders spread out in front, 
weaving to the skyline. 

very steep kilometres. With four 
to go the mountain opened up, 
revealing the caterpillar of riders 
to the distant top. 

Relief to be at the top was 
beaten by the relief of not 
being in a crash on the descent. 
As exertion levels increased, 
people’s concentration dwindled; 
I saw some spectacular whip-
outs on the way down, including 
sparking cleats and a fantastic 
save. It was down to mangled 
bikes and ambulances to identify 
the corners to be cautious of.

All that was left was Big T,  
as I had nicknamed it in my  
head. I love riding in the sun  
and was relishing the fact it was 

a gorgeous day. Others were not 
sharing my smiley attitude as 
the heat and steepness of the 
Tourmalet had left them bathing 
in the gutter water or hunched 
motionless over the bars. The 
sad fact was we weren’t even 
on the actual climb; the groans 
heard around me when the 18 
kilometres to go marker was seen 
clearly indicated it was going to 
be a long climb for all. 

Fed and watered
In desperate need of water, I 
stopped at a personal aid station 
ready to start the beg for water 
and was pleasantly surprised 
that the boys from London shop 

“Relief to be at the top 
was beaten by the relief 
of not being in a crash on 
the descent”

Lush alpine valleys are a visual treat

a winding ascent looms menacingly ahead

The road points down at last

3,421
foreign entries  

from 49 different  
countries

55,000
litres of water at the 
refreshment stops

Mark  
anderson (38)
lives: West london
181km in 10hr 11min

“This was my second etape 
du Tour; last year my parents 
witnessed me dragging myself 
walking up ventoux. This 
year they came prepared with 
cold drinks, deck chairs and 
bananas. They waited on the 
Tourmalet, worried they were 
too far up for me. I intended to 
stop for 20 minutes, but after 
cheering on so many of my 
Team Sky mates it turned into 
an hour before I tackled the last 
seven kilometres. Being part of 
such a large team was a magic 
feeling, as was having my name 
on my top and the calls of ‘Allez 
Anderson!’ on the way round.”

MYRIDe

allan  
Calder (60)
lives: south africa
181km in 11hr 7min

“My son Craig got me an entry 
for my 60th birthday. we rode 
the ride together and were 
going well until the top of the 
Soulor where I began to suffer 
with cramps. I was able to 
drag myself to the bottom of 
the Tourmalet but the cramps 
were getting worse and I was 
concerned that I might not 
finish. however, quick-thinking 
Craig went into a restaurant 
and made up a salty water 
bottle and made me drink that. 
I also jumped in the river — 
shoes and all — and sat there 
for five minutes, much to the 
amusement of a family across 
the river who got out the video 
camera to capture the whole 
episode. It did the trick though 
and I was able to get to the top.”  

MYRIDe



up at the front of the event, the Etape is a race. 
The front elite pen is given a clear run out of town. 
Entering the first climb of the day, 20 went off the 
front, with a group of 50 to follow. British rider 
richard Cartland was in the mix and said: “It was 
a sight to look back and see thousands of riders 
streaming behind.” 

Between the Marie-Blanque and the Soulor the 
lead two groups came together again. But as the 
non-elite found, the steepness of the final climb 
of the Soulor was too much and split the bunch 
up. Ten broke off the front to go on and climb the 
Tourmalet. This tight group stayed together until 
halfway, then the attacks started. 

Former GaN pro Jean-Christophe Currit, 41, 
pulled away and summited in 5-59-10, just sliding 
in under six hours. Following in hot pursuit was 
Matthieu Jeannes, finishing two minutes down on 
Currit. Third went to Cofidis rider arnaud Labbe 
in 6-02-58.

Magdalena de Saint Jean was given dossard 
number one as part of organiser aSo’s attempt to 
encourage more women to enter the race. She did 
the number proud finishing first female in 6-30-
35. Karine Saysset took second in 6-51-02 and 
Miriam Saugy completed the podium in 7-16-05.

PuShInG The PACe AT The FRonT

The racing end  
of the Etape
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Etape du Tour
181kM (112 MIleS)

START

Col du TourmaleT
This col has seen the Tour 
climb it 73 times since 1910, 
making it the most-used 
climb in the Tour’s history. 

Pau
more like a mediterranean 
city than a mountain 
town, Pau is lined with 
palm trees and has a few 
hidden gems. Henri IV was 
born in a chateau here and 
cradled in an upturned 
tortoise shell (allegedly). 
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FINISH

Gr10
Hike from Hendaye to Banyuls-
sur-mer across the summits 
of the Pyrenean ranges. 900 
kilometres from coast to coast 
this monster multi-day hike 
can be broken down into day 
walks. lescun is a great place 
to start several walks and has 
a fantastic panoramic view of 
the valley.

VIGNemale
The highest peak in the 
French Pyrenees stands 
at 3,298 metres. a fierce 
battle is being fought to 
protect the area from a 
proposed 42-kilometre 
tunnel that will link  
France and Spain.

VIP 
alain Prost, French 
F1 champion, 7-23 

450th overall

Torment on the Tourmalet: riders dig deep

Cyclefit filled my bottles and put a 
surprise mix of nuts and sweets in 
my back pocket, gave me a push 
start and I was off. In essence, 
this camaraderie is what makes 
the Etape so special, the feeling 
of everyone supporting you to 
survive the day. 

star treatment
As the turns flicked up, the  
route became a campervan 
sales yard with thousands 
of white boxes lining 
the route. Tour de 
France spectators came 
rushing out with icy 
mountain water to pour 
on everyone and cheered 
us all on. The times at 
the end told me it took me 
two hours and 13 minutes to 
conquer Big T, but in my memory 
it felt like 10 minutes due to the 
constant roadside support. Being 
one of 200 females helped too as I 
got a lot of cheers from people in 
awe. Reaching the summit gave 
a sense of accomplishment unlike 
any other sportive. I had taken 
under 10 hours and come in the 
top 100 women, and it was all 
there in the numbers.

6,890 
finished within the 

12 hour cut-off

descending at breakneck speed

2.3%
female riders
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Eleanor  
Francis (27)
lives: london
181km in 9hr 19min

“I wAS mentally prepared for it 
to be tough and it was — there 
were no surprises there. having 
said that, being on a bike for 
nine hours went quickly. There 
was always the next goal, be it 
a feed station, top of a climb or 
seeing my parents at the bottom 
of each col. Then the Tourmalet 
was the final goal.”

MYRIDe


