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vii

PREFACE

With the possible exception of a long Christmas dinner at 
home in Dublin, there’s nothing I look forward to every year 
more than the Giro d’Italia. There are a few reasons for this: 
first, the route tends to take the race, and with it the journal-
ists, to a great many places that I would never otherwise see. 
And second, after having had my appetite whetted by the early 
season’s one-day classics, the promise of three weeks of con-
tinuous, ever-changing, unpredictable action never fails to fire 
the imagination. But more than that, I look forward to the Giro 
because it heralds the arrival of summer. The weather in May 
is still capricious, and the mountains still covered in snow, but 
once you see the pink of the Maglia Rosa you know that long, 
sun-drenched days are not far off.

There’s also the social aspect to it. The Giro is something to 
talk about. Like football, but less formulaic. The race’s history 
is littered with riders who were nailed-on to win it, right up 
until the moment when they didn’t, and that keeps it interest-
ing, making every edition feel new. It helps, too, that the race is 
the real attraction. More than the teams or the riders, you tune 
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in or turn up to see the Giro itself. Without wanting to trivialise 
its ability to excite and entertain, the Giro is just something to 
do. For the guts of a month every year, it ingrains itself into 
everyday life in a way that few other cultural phenomena can. 
It can be joyful, heart-breaking, exhilarating and infuriating. It 
can be all those things at once. But it is rarely, if ever, boring. 
If anyone asks me why they should watch it, that’s the reason I 
give. It’s also the best reason I had to write this book.

Obviously, this is a work of non-fiction, but from the outset 
I had an overarching narrative in mind. The deeper I went with 
my research, the more tempting it became to deviate from 
that idea and mention every single detail of the race’s 108-year 
history, but it was never my intention to write an encyclopaedia 
of the Giro d’Italia, because I would never want to read one. I 
wanted to tell the story of what I think is the world’s most excit-
ing sporting event. I hope that this book does it justice.  
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine a different Italy. A recently integrated kingdom of dis-
parate regions, mostly inhabited by peasantry. Almost half the 
population was illiterate, and the majority spoke dialect rather 
than the Florentine standard of the state. Even the country’s 
first king, Victor Emmanuel II, Padre della Patria, Father of the 
Fatherland, struggled to use the country’s official language.

What roads existed were rough and narrow and rarely, 
if ever, paved. Away from the cobbled urban centres, mostly 
they were nothing more than compacted dirt and gravel. The 
masses relied on mules and bicycles, not cars, for labour and 
transport. The Fabbrica Italiana Automobili Torino (Fiat), was 
less than a decade old and some way away from becoming one 
of Europe’s great automotive giants. Rome, Milan, Turin and 
Naples were all experiencing rapid growth, but the majority of 
the country’s 32 million inhabitants lived in small towns or in 
the countryside. 

The capital was still plagued by malaria from the dreaded 
Pontine Marshes, and it would be 20 years before the Italian 
government resolved its dispute with the Vatican, having 
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forcibly annexed the Papal States in 1870. Giuseppe Garibaldi, 
the general and politician who was born in Nice but would go 
on to lead the Risorgimento, Italy’s unification, had only died 
27 years ago. The country was rapidly changing, and the Giro  
d’Italia was both a reflection, and a reaction, to that fact. The 
founding fathers’ desire to build a modern state, the creation 
of the Kingdom of Italy and the attempted integration of its 
diverse, remote and often contradictory constituent parts, was 
still more current affairs than ancient history when the race’s 
first edition rolled away from the Gazzetta dello Sport’s office on 
Milan’s Piazzale Loreto in 1909. As strange and as modern a 
contraption as the bicycle must have seemed to many onlook-
ers, the very idea of having an ‘Italy’ to ride around was most 
likely just as intriguing a curiosity. 

Cycling fans in the Bel Paese sometimes joke that the race 
has done more to unite Italy than Garibaldi’s Risorgimento ever 
managed. And while this is said with tongue planted firmly in 
cheek, perhaps there’s a grain of truth to it, because in the early 
twentieth century this was still very much a country divided. 
Much of the north was against integration, as was the Vatican, 
and while Naples and the south supported it, that had more to 
do with disdain for the Bourbon royal family and the Kingdom 
of the Two Sicilies than it did with any real enthusiasm for the 
new state. ‘L’Italia è fatta. Restano da fare gli italiani,’ observed 
Massimo d’Azeglio, the prime minister of Sardinia and a sup-
porter of unification. ‘Italy has been made. Now we must make 
Italians.’

It would be hard not to notice a certain irony in the effect 
that the country’s peculiar geography has on its citizens and 
their relationship with the nation, even today in an age of 
motorways, high-speed rail and low-cost flights. Because while 
it was never very useful when it came to discouraging foreign 
encroachment, Italy’s topography – from the great plains of 
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the north, bounded by the Alps and the Dolomites, to the long, 
narrow peninsula that is almost completely bisected by the 
Apennines – has been very effective in keeping its own inhabit-
ants separate and ensconced in their own cultural, culinary and 
linguistic idiosyncrasies. Even if you arrived blindfolded to a 
town, a simple look at a local menu would give you an idea of 
where you were. In our age of convenience, you might find a 
cuttlefish risotto in Florence or Milan, but it won’t compare to 
Venetian archetype. Tortellini are best eaten in Emilia-Romagna, 
and pizza in Naples. Turin is veal braised in red wine, and pow-
erful cheeses with a clear French influence. Orecchiette, little 
pasta discs named after the ‘little ears’ they resemble, mean 
Puglia, and you’re unlikely to find a plate of Pajata, the intes-
tines of an unweaned calf, or a truly special carbonara, outside 
of the capital. Even something as simple as the Sicilian arancini 
– deep-fried rice balls traditionally stuffed with a meat sauce 
and peas – can give a little locational hint, because they change 
shape from spherical to conical depending on whether you’re 
on the north or the south coast of the island. 

Italy is a land of inconsistencies and complications. No 
one who’s ever spent any time here will describe it as easy, and 
yet, that’s part of the charm. It’s also a huge part of the Giro’s 
soul, because unlike the Tour de France, which can sometimes 
seem prosaic and anaemic in its homogeny, the Italian event 
is a chaotic, unabashed celebration of the country’s colourful, 
often schizophrenic personality. You can be in the cramped, 
crumbling streets of Naples one day and at altitude at an Apen-
nine ski resort the next. The grand boulevards and Baroque 
piazzas of Turin can follow the snow-capped Alps or the 
verdant, craggy coastline of Liguria and the Costa Azzurra. The 
bustling, beating heart of Milan, the country’s business capital, 
can quickly give way to the agrarian, pan-flat expanses of the 
Pianura Padana, and the captivating cities of the once mighty 
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maritime Venetian republic – Venice, Padova, Verona, Vicenza, 
Treviso – often herald the race’s impending arrival among the 
dramatic peaks of the Dolomite mountain range. 

The Giro isn’t the biggest race in professional cycling, but 
in the eyes of many fans and a lot of riders, it is the most beauti-
ful – and difficult – grand tour. Because unlike the Tour, which 
is often formulaic, and dominated by the strongest, richest 
teams, the Giro is unpredictable and capricious. An abundance 
of choice means that the route is always original and fresh, and 
in contrast with the Tour, even the most iconic climbs can go 
through long periods of inactivity while the organisers look 
elsewhere for something novel. The springtime climate coupled 
with the Giro’s predilection for callous climbs and technical 
descents means that the race tends to reward the rider who 
takes the biggest risks. You don’t win a Giro by riding conser-
vatively – you have to grab it by the scruff of the neck. In many 
ways, it’s a race for the purists. The route is more difficult, the 
terrain more varied, the weather more changeable, and the 
racing less controllable. And a strong Italian presence in the 
peloton always ensures that local pride plays a role, which is 
why you often see hard-to-fathom breakaways and incredibly 
emotional victory salutes. If the race passes by a rider’s home, 
you better believe he is going to put on a show. And though 
the crowds don’t always compare to those found at the road-
side during the Tour, the Italian tifosi are more passionate and 
knowledgeable, because even in the twenty-first century, as 
road cycling becomes ever more globalised, Italy remains its 
heartland. Many of the sport’s most iconic brands hail from the 
peninsula, and legends like Gino Bartali, Fausto Coppi, Felice 
Gimondi, Francesco Moser and Marco Pantani continue to 
inspire. Italians still make up the majority of the professional 
peloton, and amateur riders come from all over the globe to 
ride iconic climbs like Stelvio, Gavia, Mortirolo, Zoncolan, Tre 
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Cime di Lavaredo, Colle di Finestre, Giau, and Monte Grappa. 
The first edition of the Giro was an audacious publicity 

stunt, cobbled together on the fly by a handful of ambitious 
young journalists at the Gazzetta dello Sport, but more on that 
later. A lot has happened in the subsequent 108 years. It has 
grown from an eight-stage war of attrition, where brute endur-
ance was the order of the day, to a 21-stage battle of wits and 
tactics, played out at breakneck speed. It waited until 1950 for 
its first foreign winner, the charismatic and hugely popular 
Swiss rider Hugo Koblet, but has since become an incred-
ibly pluralistic and international event, without ever losing its 
indelible Italian character. During the sport’s golden age, the 
romance of the rivalry between Bartali and Coppi captivated 
the entire country and in some ways still influences how Ital-
ians view the sport in the twenty-first century. The enmity that 
characterised the relationship between Moser and Giuseppe 
Saronni, decades after Coppi and Bartali, still occasionally 
spills over even though they are both now in their sixties, and 
the controversy over Stephen Roche’s 1987 Maglia Rosa still 
has the power to whip stubborn supporters of his teammate 
and rival, Roberto Visentini, into a rage. 

On top of creating sporting legends, the race has also 
become entwined with political and commercial life in Italy. 
It’s been used by governments as a propaganda tool, embroiled 
in the machinations of the Catholic Church and the Mafia, 
and exploited by many an entrepreneurial soul looking to 
gain exposure for their business ventures. Bicycle brands 
have built fortunes from Giro success, and with almost four 
million readers in print and online, the Gazzetta’s position as 
Italy’s most-read daily owes much to the race, even if football 
has since taken over from cycling in the hearts of most sports 
fans. One famous example of what the Giro can do for a busi-
ness is that of Romano Cenni’s Mercatone Uno, a relatively 
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small, regional supermarket chain that sponsored Marco Pan-
tani’s team. Riding the wave of Pantani-mania that swept Italy 
at the turn of the last century, Cenni has openly credited the 
diminutive climber’s popularity with the proliferation of his 
shops across the country. Cenni even built a monument to him 
outside the company’s headquarters in Imola. 

After Pantani, the Giro went through a difficult time that 
was marred by doping scandals and declining public interest, 
as cycling seemed to become more like a science lesson than 
a sporting competition. In recent years, however, the race has 
been enjoying a renaissance and is beginning to crawl out from 
under the shadow of the Tour to be seen by the wider global 
public as one of the world’s most important sporting events 
and an idiosyncratic highlight of the calendar in its own right, 
rather than just an Italian precursor to the main event across 
the border. The 2016 edition had a total audience of 827 million 
people in 194 countries, across more than 5,500 hours of dedi-
cated television coverage. More than 500 of those hours were 
in Italy alone, and on the penultimate stage, some 3.6 million 
Italians – more than a quarter of the country’s total TV viewers 
at that time – tuned in to watch the action unfold. Around 12.5 
million turned out on the roadside to see the Corsa Rosa – the 
Pink Race is a common nickname for the Giro in Italy – pass 
by. And over the course of the race, around 2,000 journalists 
produced more than 46,000 articles. The organisation booked 
a total of 17,500 rooms over the course of the event for teams, 
officials, guests and some members of the press. And because 
this is the social media age, it would be remiss not to mention 
the 50 million tweets recorded during the month of May. With 
its idiosyncratic character, complex history and huge cast of 
characters, the Giro can sometimes seem to elude full com-
prehension, but it means a great deal to an awful lot of people. 
This book sets out to explore why that is.
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1

THE GIRO IS BORN

In a manner perfectly fitting for cycling, the Giro d’Italia was 
inspired by a mixture of enmity, chance, cunning and risk. 
Sport had very little to do with it. Not in the pure, Corinthian 
sense, anyway, because fundamentally, the Giro was born to 
sell newspapers. 

Whereas these days we associate the media with report-
age and opinion, reaction to recent events and rumination on 
things soon to come, the nineteenth-century press tended to 
take a far more hands-on approach to filling column inches, 
whether through the serialisation of fiction or the staging of 
attention-grabbing events, such as the sponsorship of Hattie 
and Darwin McIlrath on their three-year, cycling circumnavi-
gation of the globe by Chicago’s Inter-Ocean newspaper in the 
late 1890s. 

European newspapers had been experimenting with bicycle 
racing as a way to drive sales for some time before either the Tour 
de France or the Giro took shape. Across the border in France, 
Le Vélocipède Illustré was the first publication to turn to cycling in 
search of increased circulation, staging a race between Paris 
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and Rouen in November 1869. The route was 123 kilometres 
from the capital, north along the Seine, and it attracted some 
120 riders, including two women. Curiously, the rulebook 
forbade the use of dogs and sails, in what might be seen as 
an early anticipation of the sport’s predilection for cheating. 
City to city racing, and the papers that promoted it, flourished 
and several of these inceptive contests still feature prominently 
today, including the oldest extant race, the Milano–Torino, and 
three of the five monuments, namely: Liège–Bastogne–Liège, 
Paris–Roubaix and Milano–Sanremo. Controlling these spec-
tacles guaranteed what the twenty-first-century media would 
call exclusive content, which in turn meant guaranteed sales.

It wasn’t just the papers out to fill their pockets, either. If 
cycling wasn’t the first sport to embrace commercialism, it was 
certainly number one when it came to pursuing it with unfet-
tered, capitalistic zeal. Football, now the paragon of sport-
ing avarice, was then an amateur affair, and in its infancy in 
Italy at the turn of the century, limited to a few clubs set up 
by British migrants in Genoa and Turin. Cycling was where 
the money was. Publishers loved it for its inherent promise of 
drama, and the tantalising mix of suffering and spectacle that 
attracted readers in their droves. Teams entered to sell bicycles, 
machines proven in the harshest of conditions and inextricably 
linked to the heroes who rode them. And riders flocked to the 
start-line for the promise of food and perhaps a bed, and for 
the remote hope of winning a fortune. 

Just like those early riders, the nascent Gazzetta dello Sport 
in Milan was in dire need of cash. The earliest editions of the 
Gazzetta were a far cry from today’s media behemoth. For a 
start, they were printed on green paper, rather than the now 
iconic pink stock, which came in 1898. It was a combination 
of two smaller papers, both dedicated to cycling – Il Ciclista 
and La Tripletta – and it came out twice a week, on Monday and 
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Friday. When it first hit newsstands on 3 April 1986, there were 
just five people involved in its production and it was just four 
pages in total. The front page featured a now rather quaint-
looking advertisement for a shop in Turin selling tyres and 
inner tubes. 

On 5 August 1908, the Gazzetta’s editor, Tullo Morgagni, 
sent a brief telegram to his cycling correspondent Armando 
Cougnet, telling him to return to Milan at once. ‘Without delay, 
necessity obliges the Gazzetta to launch an Italian tour.’ Eugenio 
Camillo Costamagna, the paper’s owner, got the same message 
and ended his holiday immediately. A conspiracy was brewing, 
and there was no time to waste. 

Angelo Gatti, formerly of the Bianchi bicycle factory but 
now very much their rival, having set up his own business, 
Atala, in 1908, had been in touch with Morgagni, offering some 
very interesting information. Bianchi were planning a nation-
wide cycle race with the Touring Club Italiano and the Corri-
ere della Sera newspaper. Having seen what Henri Desgrange’s 
Tour de France had done for his publication, l’Auto, and the 
swift manner in which it had allowed him to crush France’s 
biggest daily and his biggest rival, Le Vélo, the Gazzetta’s editor 
had no wish to be caught off-guard. It was imperative that they 
beat their competitors to the punch, and stage a tour of their 
own, post-haste. 

Morgagni and his confederates didn’t lack enthusiasm, but 
organising a national race was easier said than done, especially 
since the Gazzetta was on the ropes financially. The Corriere della 
Sera was a bigger paper, and while the Touring Club Italiano no 
longer involved itself in cycling, it had a huge logistical advan-
tage because it held motor races throughout Italy. One thing 
that the enterprise did have going for it, however, was Coug-
net’s experience. Though just 18 when he joined the staff in 
1898, the Nice native was an expert on all things cycling and had 
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already been involved with the paper’s first forays into racing, 
the Giro di Lombardia and Milano–Sanremo. He’d also been to 
France to cover the Tour, and so understood better than anyone 
else just what would be required to create a Giro d’Italia. 

Just weeks after Morgagni’s compelling communiqué, the 
24 August front page broadcast the paper’s intention to hold 
a tour of Italy the following May, trumpeting proudly: ‘The 
Gazzetta dello Sport, having followed the new glory of Italian 
cycling and created its renown, announces for next spring the 
first edition of the Giro d’Italia, one of the biggest, most ambi-
tious, tests in international cycling.’ It also promised 3,000 
kilometres of racing and 25,000 lire of prizes. 

They’d got one over on the Corriere – but in doing so they’d 
also put their necks on the chopping blocks. The 28-year-old 
Cougnet, who would continue as director of the race until 1948, 
was confident in his own abilities to organise a stage race, but 
their bombastic headline had written cheques that the Gazzetta 
was in no position to cash. To put the prize money in perspec-
tive, the paper’s owner, Costamagna, earned 1,800 lire a year, 
which was a very generous salary for the time. Nonetheless, it 
wasn’t unusual for him or his staff to take home pay packets 
that were somewhat light, depending on how well business 
was going, and yet they’d committed to a purse that would 
make the Giro the richest race in the world. 

Once the adrenalin wore off, reality sank in and by Sept-
ember they’d decided to cancel the event before a wheel had 
even been turned. Were it not for a twist of fate, the Corsa Rosa 
might never have existed at all. As it turned out, one of the 
paper’s investors, a powerful Milanese banker by the name of 
Primo Bongrani, was also the secretary of the Italian Olympic 
committee and a big cycling fan. Upon returning from the 1908 
London Games, he heard of the race’s plight and immediately 
stepped in, insisting that it go ahead and pledging his full 
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support to the fundraising effort. Bongrani’s theory was that 
they’d just need some momentum before offers came flooding 
in, and so he secured early backing from the Lancia motorcar 
company and the Sanremo Casino, which was already involved 
with cycling through the Milano–Sanremo, which had been 
dreamt up as a way to promote the seaside town as a luxury des-
tination. The pledge of a gold medal from the Italian monarch 
gave the enterprise a royal sheen, and it wasn’t long before the 
offers came rolling in. Impressively, Bongrani even convinced 
their rivals at the Corriere to commit to a 3,000 lire investment, 
the logic being that the offer would garner them positive pub-
licity and allow them to take the moral high ground by their 
involvement in helping an opponent’s floundering venture. 

By March, the coffers were full, and the paper announced 
the full details of an eight-stage route that would traverse Italy, 
covering 2,500 kilometres in total. That was less than they’d 
originally advertised, but still a vast enough distance that it 
would have seemed unfathomable to the average Italian, who 
rarely if ever had the chance to leave their native parish.

Both amateurs and professionals were welcome to compete, 
and 127 riders were present at the maiden Grande Partenza. 
On 13 May 1909, the first stage of the Giro d’Italia left Milan’s 
Piazzale Loreto at 2.53 a.m., on a gruelling, 397-kilometre 
slog south to Bologna. Rather than using total elapsed time 
to calculate the overall winner, as is now common, the Giro 
used a points system to work out the general classification, 
adding up the placings of each stage to find the rider with the 
lowest number of points. Before the advent of more modern 
communication technology, this system was a lot easier – not 
to say cheaper – to monitor, and as such made sense. From 
Bologna, the race continued south to Chieti, near the Adriatic 
coast, before heading to Naples and then back north to Rome, 
Florence, Genoa, and Turin, returning to Milan for the finale 17 
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days later. Unlike grand tours today, this allowed for rest days 
in between each stage, because otherwise the distances, an 
average of 306 kilometres per stage in the first edition, would 
have been impossible with the equipment and the road con-
ditions of the day. In stark contrast to the huge publicity and 
support caravan that follows every modern stage race, just eight 
cars accompanied the riders in 1909, four from teams, two for 
the organisation and the jury, and two for the press. Check-
points were set up near train stations and riders were photo-
graphed at the start and finish to minimise the risk of cheating 
– it seems that cycling has attracted nefarious chancers since 
day one – and the jurors and reporters transmitted informa-
tion on the race back to Milan by telegram. Those updates were 
posted to the windows of shops in the city, where the masses 
could digest all the action. Those few fortunate Italians who 
had a telephone could call a special number for more reports 
– a novelty that must have been as incredible as smartphone 
updates were a century later. 

Luigi Ganna and Giovanni Gerbi were by far the most 
famous riders to compete that year, although several high- 
profile French riders did defy their team bosses to cross the 
Alps and take part in the new race, including Tour winners 
Louis Trousselier and Lucien Petit-Breton. Ganna was a stone-
mason before becoming a bike racer, and it is rumoured that 
he’d ridden 100 kilometres a day round-trip between his job 
and his home in Induno Olona, north of Milan in the province 
of Varese. In that context, the Giro must have seemed like a 
vacation. He came to the Giro having won Milano–Sanremo 
in the spring, and with an already impressive palmarès that 
included victory at Milano–Torino, podiums at the Giro di 
Lombardia and a fifth-place finish at the 1908 Tour. Gerbi, 
known as the Red Devil, was wildly popular with the Gazzetta’s 
readers, not only for his athletic ability but also because his 
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relaxed moral code was ripe for myth making. He was alleg-
edly given his nickname by a furious priest after he rode right 
into the middle of a religious procession, and it is said that 
when, in the second Tour de France, the riders were attacked 
by an angry mob, Gerbi, then a teenager, was one of few to 
fight back. Never one to baulk at a challenge, he was an endur-
ing figure in early Italian cycling history, riding his last Giro in 
1932, aged 47. He won the first edition of the Giro di Lombar-
dia in 1905, as well as Milano–Torino and a hat-trick of wins 
at both the Giro del Piemonte and Roma–Napoli–Roma. But 
for the most part, the peloton was a proletarian affair, com-
posed of unemployed or desperately poor men in search of a 
way to put food on the table. The majority had no aspirations 
towards victory, but the promise of 300 lire just for finishing 
was motivation enough because that sum was sufficient to 
support a family for several months. These independents had 
no sponsors or support, and only a fortunate few could afford 
accommodation. Many slept rough, or in farm buildings and 
abandoned houses. Theirs was a thankless existence, and it’s 
difficult to imagine how bad things must have been at home 
to force them into that temporary existence of itinerancy and 
great physical hardship. 

Within two kilometres of the start, there was a huge pile-up, 
allegedly caused by a child in the road. Most of the riders were 
quickly on their way again but Gerbi, one of the favourites, was 
left in distress. His wheel had been damaged in the fall, and he 
had to ride back into town until he found a mechanic who’d 
stayed open because of the huge crowds. Before long, he was 
back with the rest of them – something that would have been 
impossible at that time in the Tour, because Desgrange ruled in 
France like a tyrant, and it was his opinion that a race had to be 
almost impossible. As such, a rider should be able to look after 
himself, and anyone who received assistance or spare parts 
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from a third party was automatically disqualified. In keeping 
with the Italian mentality, the Giro organisers were somewhat 
more flexible when it came to setting strict rules. 

Ganna didn’t escape incident on that opening stage either, 
and found himself left for dust by his adversaries when he 
flatted, around 70 kilometres from the finish. The 25-year-
old was able to catch up when the peloton was held up by a 
passing train, but didn’t have enough energy left to race for 
victory. Some 14 hours after leaving Milan, the honour of the 
Giro’s first stage win went to the Roman Dario Beni, who was 
just 20. After the first few riders, heavy rain and huge crowds 
made guesswork of the jury’s final placings. 

Stage two brought more drama on the 376-kilometre route 
to Chieti. Petit-Breton was too badly hurt to start, and reports 
at the time alleged that Gerbi was so exhausted that he stopped 
along the way, found an accommodating family, and bor-
rowed a bed so that he could rest for a while before setting off 
again. At the uphill finish, Ganna finished second to Giovanni 
Cuniolo, and took the overall lead. The third stage was the 
Giro’s first real day in the mountains, crossing the Apennines 
that run along the peninsula’s spine, to Naples. A combination 
of atrocious roads, debilitating climbs, and single-speed bikes 
that weighed 15 kilos led to a large number of abandonments, 
including the winner of the previous stage. And as if condi-
tions weren’t bad enough, reports from the day describe the 
race director Cougnet using a whip to control the enormous, 
frenzied crowds. The stage to Rome was sabotaged by fans, 
who littered the route with nails in order to slow unpopular 
riders, but Ganna survived the hilly ordeal to take the win in 
front of more than 20,000 spectators in the capital. In Florence, 
he repeated his success by riding solo into the city’s velodrome, 
driving his supporters into such euphoria that they invaded the 
track and forced the race judges to finish the race before the 
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final lap. Trousselier had been held up by a bad mechanical, 
and when he eventually rolled in 28th, it was clear that he was 
too far behind in the general classification to challenge. He duly 
retired, and both of the Tour de France champions who’d trav-
elled to Italy were out of contention. Only Carlo Galetti stood a 
chance of denying Ganna his triumph now. The downhill race 
into Genoa narrowed the gap, as Galetti finished second to 
Giovanni Rossignoli, a place ahead of Ganna to narrow the GC 
gap to a single point. 

In the penultimate stage, Cougnet was forced to invent an 
elegant solution to a most welcome, albeit taxing, problem. 
The maiden Giro was more popular than anyone had imagined, 
and despite starting in the dead of night, huge crowds were 
mobbing the riders at every departure. The answer was the now 
commonplace neutralised start – a non-competitive roll until 
the peloton was safely away from the cheering masses. The 
young director’s attempts at dealing with the throngs in Turin 
were less successful. Upon hearing that there was a baker’s 
strike planned in the city, as well as 50,000 fans expected to 
line the streets, the organisers moved the finish six kilometres 
– but forgot to tell their local officials. In a torrential hailstorm 
and a madding crowd, Ganna beat Rossignoli to the stage win 
and extended his lead over Galetti to three points, leaving it 
all to play for on the final stage to Milan. After two rest days 
in Turin, the final day’s 206-kilometre dash was raced at full 
tilt. Ganna flatted twice, and would have surely been out of the 
running had officials not stopped the peloton while it tried to 
illegally pass through a closed level crossing. The finish-line 
was again moved – Cougnet had obviously chosen to ignore 
the previous stage’s lesson – and police on horseback were 
dispatched to deal with the crowds, only to themselves inad-
vertently cause a huge pile-up. When the final sprint was finally 
classified after some debate, young Beni was awarded victory 
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ahead of Galetti and Ganna, the latter subsequently crowned 
champion of the debut Giro d’Italia. 

It was a prodigious achievement for Ganna, the ninth son 
of a peasant farmer. Originally, his family had been sceptical 
of his ambition, but upon seeing how much money their boy 
could earn, they quickly changed their minds. By the time of 
the first Giro he was being paid a princely 250 lire a month by 
Atala, which, added to his race winnings, amounted to 24,000 
lire, incredible for 1909. He’d earned more than 5,000 just for 
the Giro – more or less a year’s salary for a middle-class white-
collar worker. Proving himself to be as capable with finances 
as he was with a bicycle, Ganna opened up a bicycle factory of 
his own in 1912, before creating his very own team. That first 
Giro was to be his only win at a grand tour, and though he’d 
race for another six years, Ganna was never able to recreate the 
highs of that incredible season. But though it might have been 
the apogee for its inaugural champion, for the Giro d’Italia, 
Morgagni, Costamagna and Cougnet, and for Italian cycling, 
the best was yet to come. 
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