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INTRODUCTION: THE BLUEPRINT OF CYCLING’S GREATEST RACE

Every July, the world turns its eyes to France for the most famous cycling event on the planet: the
Tour  de  France.  While  the  riders,  the  yellow  jerseys,  and  the  dramatic  finishes  capture  our
imagination, there is an unsung hero that shapes every moment of the race. That hero is the Tour
De France Route Maps. These detailed documents are far more than simple navigation tools. They
are the strategic blueprints, the historical records, and the storytellers of a three-week odyssey. For
fans, following the Tour De France Route Maps is the essential way to understand the pain, the
glory, and the tactics behind each stage. Whether you are a casual viewer or a dedicated cycling
enthusiast, learning to read these maps unlocks a deeper appreciation for the world’s most grueling
sporting event. In this article, we will explore everything you need to know about the route maps,
from their history to how you can use them to follow the race like a professional.

THE HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF TOUR DE FRANCE ROUTE MAPS

The very first Tour de France in 1903 was a radically different event from the one we know today. It
consisted of six stages, mostly on flat, unpaved roads. The original Tour De France Route Maps
were rudimentary, often drawn by hand and published in the newspaper L’Auto, which organized the
race. These early maps were less about elevation and more about connecting one city to another. As
the race grew in complexity, so did the maps. The introduction of mountain stages in the 1910s
changed everything. The maps needed to convey not just distance, but also the terrifying gradients
of the Alps and the Pyrenees. By the mid-20th century, the maps had become iconic, with the now-
familiar spiral or "cog" shape representing the entire route around France. Today, the official Tour
De France Route Maps are sophisticated digital and print productions that include 3D elevation
profiles, time cut details, and interactive features. The evolution of the map mirrors the evolution of
the race itself: from a simple endurance test to a highly complex strategic battle.

UNDERSTANDING THE KEY ELEMENTS OF A TOUR DE FRANCE ROUTE MAP

To truly appreciate a Tour De France Route Map, you need to know what you are looking at.
These maps are packed with information that tells the story of the race before it even begins. Here
are the crucial elements you will always find:

Stage Numbers and Dates: The map clearly marks each of the 21 stages in order, along
with the date of each stage. This helps you follow the race day by day.
Start and Finish Locations: Every stage has a designated "Ville de Départ" (start town) and

"Ville d’Arrivée" (finish town). The map connects these with a line, often colored to indicate
the type of stage.
Elevation Profiles: This is arguably the most important feature for fans. Below the main
map, you will see a cross-section of the stage’s terrain. It shows the altitude from start to
finish. Flat sections appear as a straight line, while mountains look like sharp teeth. The profile
is critical for understanding where attacks are likely to happen.
Categorized Climbs: Mountains are ranked from Category 4 (easiest) to Hors Catégorie
(beyond category, the hardest). These are marked on the map and the profile with specific
symbols. The Tour De France Route Maps also indicate the length and average gradient of
each climb.
Intermediate Sprints: These are points during a flat stage where riders can earn points for
the green jersey competition. They are clearly marked along the route.
Rest Days: The map will show where and when the riders get a day off. These are crucial for
recovery and are often located in scenic cities.
The Grand Départ: This is the starting location of the entire race, which is often held in a
different country or a special region of France.

When you study an official Tour De France Route Map, you are essentially reading a script for the
drama that will unfold. A flat stage map suggests a chaotic sprint finish, while a map full of jagged
peaks promises a battle for the yellow jersey.

THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF STAGES AND HOW THEY APPEAR ON MAPS

Not all stages are created equal, and the Tour De France Route Maps make this immediately
obvious. The route is deliberately designed to test every type of rider. Understanding the visual
language of the map helps you know what kind of racing to expect.

Flat Stages (Stages de Plaine)
On  a  Tour  De  France  Route  Map,  flat  stages  are  represented  by  a  straight  or  very  gently
undulating  line  on  the  elevation  profile.  The  map  will  show  the  route  passing  through  wide,  open
farmland or along coasts. These stages are designed for the sprinters. The map is usually colored
green  or  blue.  The  main  action  happens  in  the  final  10  kilometers,  so  the  map  often  shows  a
zoomed-in  section  of  the  finish  area.
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Hilly Stages (Stages de Collines)
These are the trickiest stages to read. The elevation profile shows a series of small hills but no huge
mountains. These stages are often the most unpredictable. The Tour De France Route Maps for
these  days  will  show a  "wavy"  line,  indicating  constant  up  and  down.  These  are  perfect  for
breakaways or for puncheurs (riders who excel on short, steep climbs).

Mountain Stages (Stages de Montagne)
This is what the Tour is famous for. On the map, mountain stages look dramatic. The elevation
profile shows long, steep ascents followed by fast descents. The Tour De France Route Maps will
highlight the categorized climbs in red or orange. A mountain stage often ends at a ski resort (a
"summit  finish"),  which  is  clearly  marked.  These  maps  are  the  most  studied  by  teams  before  the
race.

Individual Time Trials (Contre-la-Montre
Individuel)
These are "races of truth." On a Tour De France Route Map, a time trial looks different because
the  route  is  often  a  loop  or  a  point-to-point  course  that  is  relatively  flat  or  rolling.  The  map  will
include specific information about the profile because riders race alone against the clock. Elevation
is still important, but the map emphasizes the technical nature of the course, such as corners and
straight sections.

Team Time Trials
Although less common now, team time trials appear on the map as a single route where entire
teams race together. The Tour De France Route Maps for these stages are similar to individual
time trials but emphasize the teamwork required to keep a high speed.

ICONIC CLIMBS AND THEIR REPRESENTATION ON ROUTE MAPS

No discussion of Tour De France Route Maps would be complete without mentioning the famous
climbs. The map is a gallery of legendary names. When you see these peaks on the map, you know
a historic moment is possible.
Mont Ventoux: Known as the "Giant of Provence," this climb appears on the map as a relentless,
steep ascent with no trees at the top. The elevation profile shows a brutal, consistent gradient. It is
often marked as Hors Catégorie.
Alpe  d’Huez:  Famous  for  its  21  hairpin  bends.  On  a  Tour  De  France  Route  Map,  the  profile

shows a steady climb, and the map itself often details the famous switchbacks. Riders and fans
memorize the kilometer markers on this climb.
Col du Tourmalet: One of the most frequent climbs in Tour history. The map shows its immense
length (over 17 kilometers) and high altitude. It is a classic Pyrenean giant.
Col de la Loze: A newer addition, this climb is brutally steep. The Tour De France Route Maps
for  stages  featuring  this  climb  show  a  very  sharp,  steep  profile  later  in  the  stage,  indicating  a
decisive  moment.
When you read the Tour De France Route Map, look for these names. They are the battlegrounds
where the race is won and lost.

HOW TO READ AND INTERPRET A TOUR DE FRANCE ROUTE MAP LIKE A PRO

For those new to the sport, a Tour De France Route Map can look intimidating, but it becomes
intuitive with a little practice. Follow these steps to become an expert interpreter:

Start with the Profile: The first thing to check is the elevation graph. Is it flat, rolling, or1.
mountainous? This tells you immediately what type of rider will win.
Check the Distance: Look at the total kilometers for the stage. Long stages (over 220km)2.
often lead to fatigue and breakaways. Short stages (under 150km) tend to be explosive.
Locate the Climbs: Find the categorized climbs on the profile. Note their category (2, 1, HC).3.
A stage with three Category 1 climbs in the final 80km is a classic "queen stage."
Identify the Finish: Is it a flat finish in a city? A summit finish? A downhill finish? The terrain4.
of the final 10km is often shown in a separate, enlarged profile on the Tour De France Route
Maps.
Look for the "Danger Zones": These are often at the top of a descent or on a narrow road.5.
The map sometimes indicates technical sections with caution symbols.
Use the Key (Légende): Every official map has a legend. Use it to identify the symbols for6.
climbs, sprints, and feed zones.

By practicing this method, you can watch a stage unfold with a much deeper understanding of what
the riders are facing.

DIGITAL VS. TRADITIONAL TOUR DE FRANCE ROUTE MAPS

The way we consume Tour De France Route Maps has changed dramatically. Traditional maps,
printed in the official race guide, are still  beautiful and collectible. They offer a holistic view of the
entire race in a single image. Many fans love to pin these on a wall and trace the route with a
marker.
However, digital Tour De France Route Maps have revolutionized the fan experience. The official
Tour de France website and app offer interactive maps that allow you to zoom in on specific climbs,
click on points of interest, and even see a live tracker of the riders during the race. These digital
maps often include:
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3D Fly-overs: Video simulations of the route.
Live Positioning: See exactly where the peloton and breakaways are on the map.
Weather Overlays: Some apps overlay wind and rain data onto the map.
Historical Data: Compare the current route to past editions.

Both formats have their merits. The traditional map is a work of art and a planning tool. The digital
map is an interactive experience that brings the race to life in real time. For serious analysis,
professionals use both.

THE ROLE OF ROUTE MAPS IN RACE STRATEGY

For the teams and directors, the Tour De France Route Maps are not just for fans. They are the
foundation of all race strategy. A team’s directeur sportif will study the map for months before the
race. They look at the positioning of the time trials, the placement of rest days, and the severity of
the mountain stages.
The map dictates exactly when a team needs to feed their riders, when they need to protect their
leader, and when they can afford to let a breakaway go. For example, if a Tour De


