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The Sacredness
of the

Tour of Flanders

Words & Images/Peter Easton

As the rain lashed against the large
windows looking out onto the Dijver canal in the center
of Bruges, the chatter in the breakfast room seemed to
belie the gloominess that draped the morning of one of
the biggest races in cycling. Among the small group sat

a former professional, himself having raced in these exact
conditions, in this same race, as well as hundreds of others.
“There are only two races that I was really nervous for in
my career—the Belgian National Championships, and the
Tour of Flanders.” Eric De Clerg’s quiet demeanor conceals
an enormous love for cycling. A tireless domestique turned
team leader, De Clerq raced professionally for twelve years.
But for him, and many others, the biggest prize was more
than a victory, it was simply competing in the Tour of
Flanders, experiencing success relative to his abilities, and
being profoundly proud to be Belgian. Two hours before
race time and I ask Eric what was going through his mind.
“For me, today, yeah, I am still nervous. It will never leave

»

me.

While the definition of a flahute doesn’t translate literally,

if you are one, the Flemish will sense it. Only then does

it earn you an invitation inside closed doors. And this,
behind the drifting pillows of cigarette smoke and emptying
bottles of Jupiler, this is the heart of Flemish life, and the
soul of the greatest single day race on the calendar. But it

is only through understanding, appreciating and embracing
the former that one can clearly see the importance, beauty
and significance of De Ronde. Viewing the Tour of
Flanders as a grocery list item to tick off before check out

is considered an insult to the Flemish, the American and
Anglican mentality of instant gratification is unappealing
and often met with a grunting, exhaling uphff from curling
lips and a shrug of the shoulders, in this case a polite way

of disagreeing. Flanders is what it is for many reasons, but
first and foremost it’s about pride. A pride of place, pride of
tradition and pride in on¢’s self. Not all have it, bur those
who do, well, you can surely sense it.

On May 25, 1913, Belgian sports writer Karel Van
Wijnendaele organized the first Tour of Flanders, crossing
Dutch-speaking Belgium because “all Flemish cities had
to contribute to liberate the Flemish people.” At the time,
it was very important to give recognition to the Flemish,
and the creation of the race did just that. De Ronde is as
much a part of the heritage of the Flemish people as the
processions of Veurne and Bruges, the Last Post at the
Menin Gate of Ypres or the ship blessing at Ostend. This

race is the most celebrated of all the Flemish festivals, and
no other creates such an atmosphere, such a popular fervor.
Flemish riders say to win, you need heart. If you feel
Flanders in your blood, you feel the pain less in your legs.

‘There is a sense of romance about the places the Tour

of Flanders passes through, a sense that there exist these
utopian villages with shrines erected to memorialize the
suffering. The truth is, yes, and no. While there are
statues, they honor the emotions and the aura of the
people within the race—its founder Van Wijnendaele,
the flahutes Merckx, Faingnaert and Schotte; there is a
modern bicycle monument in Brakel, a racer’s monument
on the Paddestraat. We all know there is 2 museum in
Oudenaarde. But most importantly, these memorials

are interwoven into and dedicated to the theme every
discussion cycling ultimately touches on here—Flemish
life. When you peel back the layers and see what is left,
it’s a culture that is humble, lives simply, is respectful and
remains true to its origin. While this may define many,
combined with a hardened work ethic and unwavering
loyalty, this defines the Flemish. “I won about 20 races in
my career,” De Clerq says between sips of coffee. I ask him
eagerly to name a few of his biggest wins. “About twenty”
he repeats. After sensing my confused pause, he continues:
“If you live off of those, you never move on in your life. I
gave most of my trophies away.”

This classic has survived intact because it was created for
the people, ridden through the working man’s terrain,
and meant to represent the people. It is not a marketing
exercise or an upper class social event that caters to the
wealthy, yet relies on the working class for support. There o
is a controlled chaos on the first Sunday every April that /
has one simple goal—to celebrate Flanders and the Flemish

people. The roads are raced on for a few days of the year,

but worked on every day. Tractors, cars and trucks, hauling

hay, cattle, fruit and vegetables. Unlike the Tour de France,

the heart of this masterpiece remains the same; there is

no grand announcement of the course, no invitation to

attend a lavish ceremony in an ornately decorated theater,
complete with speculators and prognosticators. While it
risks overexposure, it has yet to be marginalized by TV,
marketing, instant television heroes, or Lance Armstrong.
For now, it remains true to its heritage. “As a Belgian,
racing in the Tour of Flanders for the first time was a dream
come true,” reminisced De Clerq. “Watching (Preben) L
van Hecke ride his heart out two years ago reminded me of g







