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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         despite many years spent in different professions, my mind constantly reverts to those days of my youth when I was an apprentice motor mechanic in County Kildare. I even dream about that time! This obsession eventually led to my researching the early history of motor cars and, especially, to my quest for the origins of the 1903 Gordon Bennett Cup – a car race that started and finished in our very own modest parish of Suncroft.

         Of equal importance to my quest was to find out more about the life and times of an extraordinary man – James Gordon Bennett Jr – whose overpowering need to come first in any competitive situation made him a pioneer in so many fields. The man had an insatiable desire for two things: to win, and to win at the greatest speed. The first part of my book is focused on sharing some of his daring achievements. The second part relates solely to Bennett’s pioneering role in motor car racing.

         Named after the legendary proprietor of the New York Herald, the Gordon Bennett Cup Races held between 1900 and 1905 marked the beginning of modern international motor car racing, with the first-ever Grand Prix following in 1906 in France. I firmly believe that Bennett was the true founder of Formula One and international motor racing.

         The 1903 race – the race closest to my heart – took place on a closed circuit, the first international motor car race to do so. New regulations insisted on national colours being chosen for the competing cars. The Automobile Club of Great Britain & Ireland chose emerald green. This fascinated me, for it was the first wearing of emerald green, the colour which characterises the land of my birth.

         Gordon Bennett was a name familiar to me from childhood, although it would be some years later before I understood the connection with the Ballyshannon crossroads. I recall one bitterly cold winter evening in the 1960s when my father took me with him to a village hall where he would regularly practise the bagpipes with the local band. On the drive home, at the crossroads, the headlights lit up a stone monument which I later discovered bore a carved inscription of ‘Gordon Bennett’. 9

         Had I known then what I would like to know now, I could have asked my dad if he was present on that July morning in 1903. Also, did he know any of the men who built the great viewing stands that straddled the road, or who realigned the crooked road and resurfaced it, or who cut the hedges and took the hump out of the hump-backed bridge in order to prepare the route for the race? Did he take the day off from work on the land to go and watch the cars? Did he hear the dispatch riders on their Ariel, Norton and Royal Enfield motorcycles as they roared past his house taking slips of paper from Carlow, Castledermot, Ballitore, Monasterevin, Stradbally, Kildare and Athy back to the centre of operations at our very own Ballyshannon crossroads?

         My father’s house was at ‘Lynch’s Cross’. In those days, crossroads were called after the house closest to them. A lot of them were not actually crossroads at all, but T- or Y-junctions. Lynch’s Cross was about 2 miles from the Ballyshannon crossroads – the start and finishing point of the first-ever international motor car race in the British Isles.

         Alas, I was too young to know the questions to ask, and when I was old enough to ask those questions, anyone who might have had the answers had passed away.

         
            [image: ]

         

         My earliest encounter with the Gordon Bennett Cup came when I was a teenager and a passenger in my cousin Donal’s car. We were driving across the Curragh Plains, which was considered a good stretch of straight road at the time. The traffic slowed to a crawl and my cousin said, ‘Ah sure, it must be that aul Gordon Bennett lot.’

         He was right. As I grew older, I learned to expect a delay on the roads every July as the cortège of cars crept along. They were renowned for their slowness. That first day, I saw the occupants of the vehicles dressed in old-style outfits, with motor goggles, headgear with ear flaps, and long silk scarves. The other detail I recall was that the cars had brown woven baskets strapped to the back with great leather belts. If you happened to spot any of the drivers or passengers who had stopped to have a picnic, it was like watching the cast of Downton Abbey. 10

         Time passed, and I was in my forties when I googled the words ‘British Racing Green’. That was when the names of ‘Gordon Bennett’ and ‘Ballyshannon crossroads’ popped up together. This proved a catalyst, evoking my memories of the vintage cars and costumes, and awakening in me a passion to learn more.

         
            [image: ]

         

         My journey into the past began when I went into the Mitchell Library in Glasgow to look for a book on the 1903 race. No such book existed at that time. Instead, the librarian directed me up to the technical section, where I was presented with the 1903 editions of Autocar Magazine and the Scotsman newspaper for July of that year. Touching the old newspapers and reading the old magazines was like time travel. I was hooked!

         I became more and more fascinated by Bennett himself, the man behind the Cup. He was quite a character, to put it mildly. In fact, the exclamation ‘Gordon Bennett!’ originates directly from him committing the greatest faux pas at a New Year’s party in his fiancée’s house.

         Although there have been several excellent in-depth biographies of Bennett’s life (which are noted in my Bibliography), and many compelling articles on his various pioneering feats, I wanted to write my own book – with the emphasis on Bennett’s compulsion to win and his significant role in promoting international motor car racing.

         There were many terms used for early cars. ‘Horseless carriage’ was one, as early inventors wanted to take the burden of carriage transport away from horses. ‘Automobile’, ‘auto-motor’ and ‘motorcycle’ were also used. I will simply refer to them as ‘cars’ or ‘motor cars’.

         The history of cars is widely written about since around the time of the Ford Model T. The period prior to this is not so well known. Cars from the earlier period are rare and prized possessions, worth millions. A few are located in museums. Many others are locked away in private collections. I wanted to capture this era of motoring in print before it is forgotten about.

         Thanks to his considerable wealth, Bennett was able to make unparalleled contributions to the competitive worlds of yacht racing, polo, soccer, ballooning, aviation, exploration and, of course, motor car racing. In 1899 11he became a founder member of the Automobile Club of France, an act which eventually culminated in my own especial passion: the 1903 Gordon Bennett Cup.

         In 1900 the first race started in Versailles and ended in Lyons. Of the five cars that managed to get started, their drivers all got lost and only two vehicles finished. Apart from the one American car, the rest were French, the leaders in car manufacture at the time. The public had no idea what was going on, and fewer than a hundred people turned out to watch. By contrast, the 1905 and last Gordon Bennett Cup attracted 80,000 spectators. By then, the sport had grown exponentially, with Italy, Switzerland, Germany and Austria now competing along with Belgium, Britain and France. Mercedes were representing a couple of countries – a theme that lasts to this day in Formula One. Unfortunately, Bennett didn’t see the potential and dropped sponsorship for the same reason he had stopped sponsoring soccer years before: he hated professionalism in sport and always championed the keen and daring amateur.

         Gordon Bennett Jr tried all his life to be a winner, to excel at sport and encourage others to excel at it too. When he died in 1918, a Parisian newspaper noted: ‘He knew that sport created great energy, which in peacetime wins races, and in wartime wins battles.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         My years of research have led me a fine dance, from country to country: from libraries in Glasgow and Edinburgh, then to Newbridge, County Kildare, and thence to Lee’s Pub in Ballyshannon, and onwards to Curragh Camp and Curraghkippane.

         Incidentally, Autocar Magazine is one of the sources that I used most to research this book. Founded in 1895, it is the world’s oldest-surviving car magazine. It is said that there were less than ten cars in the UK when the magazine was first published.

         My particular passion for the 1903 Gordon Bennett Cup is well deserved. It was the first motor car race to take place on public roads in the then United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Also, it was the first international motor car race to take place in the British Isles. The race was a huge success, 12 and it proved beyond any doubt that such events could be carried out safely.

         After the Gordon Bennett Cup ceased in 1905, the French were inspired to create the Grand Prix, which would eventually lead to the birth of Formula One. Bennett’s dynamism, energy and ambition were certainly important factors in the development of modern motor racing.

         I hope you enjoy reading my book and will use the Bibliography to follow up on subjects that particularly interest you. Fuller accounts of Gordon Bennett’s professional and personal life and times, and the great explorations financed by him for the New York Herald, will be found there. And do watch out for my next book, Oh, Gordon Bennett! in which I shall use my own research to delve further into the personality of Bennett, and reveal an important secret connected with his family tree.

         Apologies for any errors, omissions or inconsistencies.

         
             

         

         Patrick Lynch, Scotland, 2020
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            PART ONE

            WHO  WAS GORDON BENNETT?
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            ‘The Most Controversial Man in New York’:

            James Gordon Bennett Sr

         

         there were, in fact, two James Gordon Bennetts, father and son. Both were owners, editors and publishers of the New York Herald, which made them multi-millionaires.

         In May 1835, from an improvised desk of two planks of wood set across a couple of boxes in a dank basement at 20 Wall Street, New York, Bennett Sr created the foundations of the biggest newspaper in North America. Bennett Jr inherited the media empire. Then, thanks to his own journalistic flair and genius, he expanded it further.

         As individuals, father and son could not have been more different. Bennett Sr was a solitary figure who spent most of his life alone, either in his house in New York or at the office of his newspaper; by contrast, Bennett Jr was an extraordinary individual, capable of feats of brilliance offset by delinquent behaviour that culminated in the comment, still widely used today: ‘Oh, Gordon Bennett!’

         At the time that Bennett Sr started the Herald, newspapers were the reserve of the privileged upper classes. He was the first to bring a newspaper to the rank and file of the American public. By bringing the cost down from eight cents to one cent (thereby creating the so-called ‘penny press’), anyone could afford to buy a copy. A great innovator, he was the first to send journalists to the battlefield, and introduced photos and drawings to accompany the stories. He wrote about every aspect of life in New York – murder, scandal, poetry, opera, health and the affairs on Wall Street. During his proprietorship of the Herald, there were ten American presidents – all were well aware of the power and influence that his newspaper held.

         There is no record of Bennett Sr’s birth, supposedly in the north-east of Scotland. Could he have been one of the Duke of Gordon’s many illegitimate children? It was certainly unusual for anyone in that modest community to have three names, unless you were born into a family with a royal bloodline. In America, Bennett Sr himself later made reference to this: ‘I feel myself, in this land, to be engaged in a great cause, the cause of truth, public faith and 15 science. [...] I would not abandon it even to reach the glittering coronet of the extinct title of Duke of Gordon.’

         He received a good primary education and left school with a solid moral background influenced by a mixture of Protestant work ethic and the rich ceremony of the Catholic Church. Later, he would lose his faith, and start to read and believe in the principles in Adam Smith’s writings. However, of all the great thinkers to influence him, Benjamin Franklin was the most important. In fact, it was Bennett Sr’s wish to see the birthplace of Franklin that was behind his impulsive decision to sail to America in 1819.

         It must be noted here that Bennett Sr was an odd-looking young fellow, primarily because he was cross-eyed in both eyes. This unfortunate condition caused him to cock his head sideways in order to see. In years to come, rival newspapers often made cruel fun of his ‘ugliness’.

         Bennett worked as a teacher in Halifax for a while before travelling to Boston to become a proof-reader for the publishing firm of Wells & Lilly. By 1822 he was working for the Charleston Courier, his first press job. Whilst there, he became very aware of the slavery issue and also saw how the political and banking systems worked. By the end of the 1820s, the young Scot had risen to become the Associate Editor at the Morning Courier & New York Enquirer.

         After an abortive attempt to start a newspaper of his own – the short-lived New York Globe – Bennett Sr started to publish the New York Herald, which consisted of a four-column, four-page sheet. Young hawkers sold it on street corners and shouted the headlines to the passing crowds.

         Bennett Sr believed that every man had an appetite to learn. As such, he wanted to print stories that were vivid in detail, and would enlighten and empower his readers. He placed advertisements on the penny sheets, which proved a huge success. During that crucial early period, it is said that he hardly slept: during the day, he would scurry through the streets of New York to get the news and gossip, then work late into the night to produce the newspaper. His hard work paid off: within months, the number of copies being printed was ten times that of the average New York daily. Soon after this, the situation improved further when the systems of production and delivery were speeded up (the latter thanks to the rapidly expanding railroad) and the Herald became available in most major towns in the US. 16

         This success inevitably aroused envy. There were those who jeered at his ‘gutter journalism’; he was denounced by both the Protestant and Catholic churches; and his exposure of scams and bad investments brought angry mobs to his building. A bomb was sent to his offices and he was attacked in the street several times. He constantly received death threats, and was whipped and nearly drowned by attackers.

         In 1836, Bennett Sr shocked the public by printing a front-page interview with the madam of a brothel following the brutal murder of prostitute Helen Jewett. Although the story garnered thousands of new readers, polite society immediately punished Bennett for this vulgarity by ostracising him for the remainder of his life.

         But Bennett Sr was a driven man and allowed nothing to stand in his way. In time, the New York Herald grew to become the biggest-selling newspaper in the US, with more than forty offices, and with correspondents employed in every major city and at every battlefield in the world.

         
            [image: ]

         

         James Gordon Bennett Sr found happiness in late midlife when he married the fashionable and much younger Irish immigrant Henrietta Agnes Crean. Despite his rumoured excommunication, the couple were married in St Peter’s Catholic Cathedral in New York in 1842. Henrietta bore him five children, but only two survived: young James Gordon Bennett Jr, heir to the New York Herald, and his sister Jeanette.

         If Henrietta thought she was going to have an easy life married to Bennett, she was in for a harsh awakening. Soon, other newspapers also started attacking her, accusing her of involvement in adulterous and criminal affairs. It was only the start of relentless onslaughts.

         Dedicated, driven, engrossed in his own world, Bennett Sr failed to notice how unhappy his wife had become in being married to ‘the most controversial man in New York’. Henrietta was not invited to any of the social functions that other women of her class attended (her husband was excluded, which meant she was also excluded). In 1850, after witnessing James being beaten almost to death in the street while two policemen stood by, Henrietta packed her bags and took their two children off to the safety and comfort of Paris. 17

         Some fifteen years later, President Abraham Lincoln wrote to Bennett, offering him the coveted post of Ambassador of the United States to France. Bennett turned it down, opting instead to continue his role of Editor of his newspaper.

         
            [image: ]

         

         When the time came for him to retire, Bennett led a solitary life, eventually returning to the Catholic faith of his youth. Apart from a priest hearing his confession and giving him the last rites, he chose to die alone. The date of his passing was 1 June 1872, at the age of seventy-six. He left his estate to his only surviving son, Gordon Bennett Jr, who was to become the sole owner of the Herald and all other properties, and would provide for any needs that his sister Jeanette might have. There was no mention of any provision for Henrietta, who died a year later, in Sachsen, Germany, at the age of fifty-three.

         After being separated from her husband for twenty-three years, Henrietta’s dying request was to be buried beside him. Her wishes were followed and her remains were interred alongside Bennett’s in New York.
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            Dynamic, Daring, Drunk and Disorderly: Gordon Bennett Jr

         

         james gordon bennett jr was born on 10 May 1841, with a silver spoon in his mouth. He was spoiled rotten. Maids, nannies and governesses fussed over him and ran around to do the young prince’s bidding. As he grew a little older, his absentee father unwisely gave him an allowance that was greater than the salary of the Herald’s best reporter.

         Private tutors may have taught their charge three languages, but they noticeably failed to teach him that he was not the centre of the universe. Segregated by wealth, the headstrong boy failed to experience the rough and tumble of a school playground – that egalitarian site where so many other youngsters are brought into line. However, thanks to some of the household servants, he had learned how to use his fists from an early age, and by puberty had been introduced to sex and alcohol. One expert, looking back on Bennett Jr’s life, claimed that this upbringing caused his adolescence to last up to his seventies.

         When Bennett was a teenager, he went on long holidays from Paris to New York with his mother Henrietta and sister Jeanette. These vacations gave him a chance to mingle in the society from which his parents were shunned. Young Bennett had a sophisticated European air about him that his American contemporaries viewed with envy. On top of being fluent in French, his horse riding and coach-driving skills were formidable. At night he liked to frequent the taverns and during the day he took a great interest in sailing. Such was his aptitude that his father bought him the sloop Rebecca when he was just sixteen.

         When he joined the New York Yacht Club shortly afterwards, Bennett was the youngest member ever to be admitted, and regularly won local sailing races. Later, he went on to become Vice Commodore of the club and finally Commodore – a title he relished and which stuck with him for the rest of his life. In fact, Bennett would be known as ‘the Commodore’ by each and every one of his employees.

         Just before he turned twenty, his father bought him a more splendid vessel than the Rebecca. The younger Bennett named her Henrietta, after his mother. 19The American Civil War had broken out and Bennett Jr was keen to acquire some naval glory for the Union, despite lacking any kind of naval experience or discipline. Negotiations followed with President Lincoln, Secretary of State William H. Seward and the Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase (three of the nation’s highest officers), who were asked to give time and thought to finding a suitable place for this untrained candidate. Such was the power of the Herald that granting the request would, the men knew, ensure the support of the country’s largest newspaper.

         Bennett Sr may have been despised by other millionaires in New York, but he was courted by Abraham Lincoln, who read the Herald every day and was only too eager to give him the first-ever interview with an American president. So it happened that the Henrietta was donated to the Union cause along with two other vessels; within a week, Bennett Jr was offered a commission as a third lieutenant of the Revenue Cutter Service.

         At first, the Henrietta patrolled the peaceful waters of Long Island, but by February 1861 she was asked to assist in blockading South Carolina. It was here one night while Bennett Jr was on watch that he fell asleep and his yacht nearly ran aground. The hoot of an owl woke him and subsequently saved the vessel and her crew. This convinced young Lieutenant Bennett that owls would bring him good fortune. Thus began a passionate interest in the species, both collecting and preserving them: he would surround himself with the birds and images of them for the remainder of his life, both at home and on his estates. On becoming Editor of the Herald, he built luxurious new offices for the paper in Herald Square, with statues of owls mounted on the columns and appearing as images on the newspaper’s stationery. When he had more yachts commissioned, the masthead would always have an owl on it. He even had plans made to build a mausoleum for himself in the shape of an owl.

         Just short of a year later, the Navy no longer required the assistance of the Henrietta. However, his time in the service had given the young man a much-needed sense of achievement. It also earned him the respect of his peers and, more importantly, of his father.

         On his return to New York, his father placed two desks in his office: one was for his son, to learn the ropes of editing and publishing the world’s largest newspaper; the other was for Edward Flynn, a red-haired office boy. Flynn’s 20role was to keep an eye on Bennett Jr, a tricky task since the latter would not and could not be constrained – he always had to have his way.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After Bennett Jr’s tour of duty with the Union forces, he returned to New York, which was encountering a post-war industrial boom. It was time to enter the exclusive high society of his peers. To do this, one had to have the following:

         
	A great deal of money or to be well connected.

            	A reverence for fast horses and fast boats.

            	Disrespect for the morals and virtues of the middle classes.

            	A liking for fine wines and women.

            	A hearty but not refined sense of humour.

            	Contempt for those who did not belong to such a society.

         

Luckily for young Bennett, he had all of these – but especially wealth. At the age of twenty-five, he had an allowance of $1 million a year, an unimaginable amount even today, let alone back in 1866. This would come in handy when he founded the Westchester Polo Club in 1876. Having been impressed by the game during a trip to England, he bought all the mallets, balls and basic equipment. Then he learned the rules and brought Captain Henry ‘Sugar’ Candy from Westchester to instruct some of his cronies in New York. His evenings would be spent in the prestigious Union Club, an exclusive venue for the ridiculously rich of New York. No women were allowed, but men such as General Ulysses Grant, the banker J.P. Morgan and business magnate Cornelius Vanderbilt were regulars. Inside these opulent rooms, fortunes could be made and lost.

         It was from these windows that Bennett observed a decorous procession of young ladies from a local boarding school being taken for a walk each afternoon. For a wager, he would run out of the club and dash between the line of young ladies, right up to the strict duenna at the rear. This sport came to be known as ‘Bennetting’. Other members of the club started to do it until the local police put a stop to it. 21

         On another cold night in October 1866, three men were gathered together in the club, drinking heavily, smoking and boasting. Gordon Bennett, George Osgood and Pierre Lorillard all had one thing in common: their fathers were amongst the most successful businessmen in America. (Lorillard’s father owned a tobacco company and Osgood Sr was involved in banking and finance.) The trio were also members of the New York Yacht Club. As the friends got further into their drinking, the bragging continued and eventually turned to the yachts that they owned. Lorillard possessed a brand-new schooner, the Vesta, which he reckoned was faster than the heavier Fleetwing owned by Osgood, or Bennett’s Henrietta.

         Arguments followed. Finally, club member Leonard Jerome exclaimed, ‘Don’t blather so much! Let’s test race them across the Atlantic.’ At first, the others did not want Bennett to participate as his old yacht, considered a veteran of the Civil War, was heaviest. Also, on recent short races, both of their vessels had beaten her. However, after much protesting from Bennett, they gave in.

         A $30,000 bet was put on by each of the gentlemen, with the winning boat taking all. Not that the money mattered to any of them – it was their pride that was really at stake. By the end of the evening, they had also decided that the race would commence in December, its aim to sail across the Atlantic to the Isle of  Wight. This was a truly foolhardy suggestion since that time of year was hardly the best to be heading out across the North Atlantic.

         A captain was appointed to each yacht. Samuels, the captain of the Henrietta, had been at sea since he was eleven. Now forty-one, he was sailing across the Atlantic for $10,000, which was more than a few years’ pay.

         It is said that when Bennett Sr first heard of his son’s wager he was outraged. He eventually calmed down and welcomed the publicity it would generate, dispatching one of his correspondents, Stephen Fiske, to cover the race, instructing him, ‘Fall in the sea for all I care, but get the news.’
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            The First Transatlantic Yacht Race, 1866

         

         the rules of the race were dictated by the New York Yacht Club. The start was to be at Sandy Hook on 11 December 1866 at 1 p.m. In addition to the officers and crew, the vessels were to carry two independent judges.

         As the race day approached, wives, mothers and girlfriends pleaded with the crewmen not to sail the treacherous Atlantic at this time of year. As a result, many of them quit; in fact, the entire crew of the Henrietta left except Captain Samuels. Bennett quickly recruited another crew, although these had much less experience. However, with disciplinarian Samuels in charge, he believed the novices would learn quickly.

         The night before the race, Bennett ordered dinner as usual at Delmonico’s in New York, while Captain Samuels dined in his middle-class home. The remainder of the crew (mostly Scandinavian) ate with their families in squalid Lower Manhattan tenements or boarding houses. Conditions there were appalling, and no doubt the men who had signed up considered it worth risking their lives for the $100 they had been promised.

         On the day of the race, thousands sailed out in large and small vessels to witness the departure. An estimated $1 million in bets had already been placed. Such was the confidence of Captain Samuels, he personally bet almost all of his wages. Everyone was dressed in warm clothes as it was a blustery day and the temperature was minus 5 degrees.

         Stephen Fiske slipped $5 to a porter who smuggled him onboard the Henrietta in a case of champagne. Once discovered as a stowaway, Fiske knew that Bennett Jr would not throw him overboard – the latter knew the length reporters would go to in order to get a good story.

         Bennett Jr was the only owner who ended up sailing across the Atlantic with his yacht. There were several reasons for this: first, he was by far the youngest of the three competitors and needed to prove himself to his father; secondly, he had a genuine love of the sea and yachting; and thirdly, and most importantly, he wanted to win. By contrast, George Osgood and Pierre Lorillard were in their forties, already established and successful in their own 23 right, and in the cold light of sobriety had opted to stay on dry land. Pierre’s brother George was a keen sailor, so he took his older brother’s place on the Vesta.

         The cannon sounded and the three vessels set off with as much sail unfurled as possible. The Henrietta took the lead, but with the strong breeze on the beam, all three yachts seemed to be doing 3 knots. As the land receded so did the light, and Captain Samuels was thinking furiously; the choice of which route to take could either lose him $7,500 or net him a handsome dividend. Bennett scoffed, ‘You should know the way by now, man! You have crossed the Atlantic around seventy-eight times!’ Samuels had three options: to take the Gulf Stream up to Newfoundland and then head east on it; head south, which would mean better weather but a longer route; or take the ‘Great Circle route’, which was the most direct, but came with the threat of fog and icebergs creeping down from the Arctic.

         In the end he chose a northerly route: as soon as he got far enough north, the gales and storms would push him east with the help of the Gulf Stream. Samuels had taken this route once on the Dreadnought at the record time of thirteen days and eight hours. Crossing the Atlantic from east to west was slower, however, and twenty-eight days was his current record in this direction.

         The crew were working a four-hour on, four-hour off shift, and slept down below wherever they could find space to curl up under a blanket. Dignitaries and officers, meanwhile, shared cabins. Bennett himself retired from the bridge to the coal fire that blazed in his cabin in front of a tiger skin rug.

         Captain Samuels wanted to push the Henrietta hard enough to run at full speed without letting her get damaged or overpowered by the sea. He also had to consider the judges and his boss, and to make the voyage as comfortable as possible for them. Although on paper the Henrietta was not the fastest, she seemed to be the toughest ship and carried the most harmonious crew. Samuels, the officers and dignitaries also got on well. It is not recorded how much of the sailing was actually done by Bennett but he had great admiration for Samuels.

         On the second day of the race, the stateroom on the Henrietta was filled with delicacies of oysters and champagne. There were books and games galore 24 onboard, but the greatest entertainment was exchanging stories. Captain Samuels could certainly entertain his betters with hair-raising anecdotes. As a captain, he had a reputation for dishing out harsh discipline; fearful of mutiny, he had been known to patrol the deck with a pistol in his hand.

         Samuels was seldom away from the cockpit or bridge. Before the Henrietta set sail, he had had a structure built around the open cockpit to shelter the crew who were steering or navigating. He spent eighteen hours a day on his feet and napped occasionally. The only instruments he had were a sextant, a thermometer and a barometer. It was by intuition and a lifetime at sea that he could predict the weather and the currents.

         A very different description of the atmosphere aboard the Vesta was given by one of the judges. Captain Dayton kept himself to himself and only spoke to his officers. Life onboard was chaotic, but the discomforts were bearable as long as the focus was fixed on winning. The judges from the Fleetwing reported that Captain Thomas kept a sense of harmony onboard.

         On the fourth day, the Henrietta was approaching the Grand Banks, an area where the depth suddenly changes from 2km to 30m. It wasn’t far from here that the Titanic and many other vessels went down. Fishermen had feared the area for centuries, but it was in this treacherous stretch of water that Samuels hoped the vessel would be blown eastwards.

         Fiske reported of the night: ‘The yacht sailed faster and faster [...] she quivered like a racehorse but we seemed to be flying along.’ He noted that many vessels stood off at the sight of the sailing yachts because their huge canvas sails made them look like pirate ships.

         By day seven, a raging gale had hit Nova Scotia and would soon be catching up on all three yachts. They were well out in the Atlantic by now in an area known as the Roaring Forties. The Henrietta had a 100-mile lead while the two rivals were almost neck and neck. Captain Samuels gave a prayer service that morning as the wind rose from a howl to a scream. Fortunately, all three yachts weathered the pounding storm, and thanks to the skill of Samuels, the Henrietta gained even more of a lead on its rivals, even though the Fleetwing was supposedly the fastest craft.

         The weather continued to deteriorate. Samuels had never seen a boat take such punishment in all his thirty years at sea. The sails were lowered and the 25Henrietta hove to halfway through the race. The storm continued unabated; for another eighteen hours, the Henrietta’s race was put on hold.

         The Vesta had suffered the same storm but had ended up closer to the Henrietta, having only been 10 miles behind her at dawn. The Fleetwing took the hardest battering. She was the only one of the yachts to have an open cockpit. Her bulwarks were also low, leaving the eight crew members, who huddled in the cockpit during the storm, little protection from being washed over the side. And indeed, at 9 p.m. that night, a huge wave roared across the deck, taking eight of the men with it.

         It is said that the survival time in the icy waters of the North Atlantic is from five to twenty minutes. Two of the men had miraculously caught hold of the foresail and dragged themselves out of the water. For five hours the yacht scoured the sea while those onboard held out lanterns and hollered the names of their missing comrades. The storm eventually abated and the captain felt there was no hope of survivors. Life expectancy at the time stood at forty-two years, less if you were a sailor. The men who drowned were Peter Wood, Thomas Hazleton, Irishmen Patrick McCormick and Sean Kelly, Matthew Brown and Lincoln Massy, a recently freed slave.

         The storm eventually abated and in the morning Captain Thomas led a church service to honour their perished crew. After the service, the sails were squared and the Fleetwing resumed the race.
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         By 20 December, Mizen Head, Ireland’s most south-westerly point, was coming into view. The Vesta had taken the lead from the Henrietta, and extended her lead to 6 miles three days later when the Scilly Isles off the south-west coast of England were close at hand. The Fleetwing was also gaining on the Henrietta.

         The Scilly Isles were going to be the make-or-break point for any of the approaching yachts. The Fleetwing was furthest south so could sail through the channel on a straight course. The Henrietta took the middle route past Bishop Rock. Captain Dayton managed to squeeze the Vesta by that route also, until one of her crew shouted that they had struck a rock. On investigation, the Vesta had run aground, but it was difficult to see in the dark. She was forced 26 to hove to for a while which allowed the Henrietta to regain the lead. At the same time, the Fleetwing was also making up for lost time. In the confusion, each yacht probably thought they were leading.

         On Christmas Eve morning, the coast of England was in sight, and the light from Lizard Lighthouse in Cornwall was clearly visible. With the entrance to Needles Channel ahead, the three yachts raced on with every bit of sail unfurled. The crew and passengers onboard the Henrietta did not know she had maintained the lead until the Cowes pilot told them that no other vessel was ahead.

         In the end, the Henrietta won the race, taking thirteen days, twenty-two hours and forty-three minutes to sail from New York to Cowes bay. HMS Hector let off a salute. An officer from the ship came onboard, offering the Naval Yard at Portsmouth for any repairs. Gordon Bennett thanked him for the offer, but none were required.

         The American public would have to wait until the end of December before the newspapers published the results of the race. It was originally hoped that the newly installed transatlantic telegraph cable would relay the news, but this did not happen due to a fault in the cable. The traditional method of steamers carrying news would have to be used.

         Captain Samuels and his crew began the celebrations, which lasted for a few days. It had been a close finish and the other two yachts could also celebrate the crossing. Queen Victoria sent down a message of congratulations to the Henrietta, and on 29 December the three yachts were invited to sail past the royal residence of Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. The Queen waved her hankie at the window as the yachts passed by. Commodore McVickar of the New York Yacht Club came over the sea to welcome the winner, but because the yachts had made record time, he was late. Fortunately, he was in time to be invited to Osborne House for a reception given to the winners by Queen Victoria.

         For once, Gordon Bennett was on his best behaviour and did not get drunk. In fact, the meeting of Queen Victoria and Bennett may have led to better relations between the US and the British Empire (after all, the British had helped the Confederates in the American Civil War). 27

         Gordon Bennett Sr marked his son’s participation in the first transatlantic yacht race with the following headline in the Herald:

         
             

         

         HENRIETTA, THE WINNER OF THE OCEAN RACE

         Her Arrival at Cowes on Christmas Day

         YACHTSMEN TO VISIT THE QUEEN

         A Challenge is hurled to the Old World
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         Once back in New York, the young man continued his work in the Herald office. Every morning his opulent carriage would turn up, looking out of place among the carts and drays that were loading up with copies of the newspaper for delivery to every corner of the city, and to the railway stations for it to be transported even further afield. He was now twenty-six, tall and with an air of authority. His long, bony face with its firm jaw always bore a suspicious expression, and his chilly blue eyes looked with contempt at any of his underlings. Bennett Jr maintained this air of superiority all of his life, to any person, be they prince or pauper. To him, every mortal was beneath him.

         By now, Bennett was putting in a good day’s work and was becoming as ambitious as his father. Seeing this, the latter gave him more and more responsibility. As soon as young Bennett had become Managing Editor, one of his first marks on the newspaper industry was to bring out an evening paper called the Evening Telegram, first published in July 1867. Over the years, the New York Herald had become more conservative than the original version, so the young Bennett wanted to bring back sensationalist and crime stories, covering court cases with all the gory details, and with lots of sex and violence thrown in. The Telegram was a pink paper which sold for one cent; at the time, it was said that it would appeal to ‘readers who moved their lips as they read’. The Evening Telegram was also the first newspaper to print sports news on the front page, with boxing matches and baseball proving extremely popular. The Telegram never caught on as much as the Herald but it brought in good revenue. Other newspapers quickly followed its example.

         Bennett Jr’s exploits had given his father an immense sense of pride in his son, perhaps reminding him of his own pioneering ways. Thanks to his 28new-found confidence in his heir, Gordon Bennett Sr handed over the entire running of the New York Herald to his only son on 1 January 1868.
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         Bennett Jr continued his yachting activities, replacing the Henrietta with a sleeker, faster yacht – the 120-foot Dauntless – a thing of beauty with a polished deck and all brass fittings aglow.

         By this point, Bennett was the Vice Commodore of the New York Yacht Club. Following his racing success, a new challenge was afoot: an international yacht race across the North Atlantic, although this time it would be from east to west and it would take place in the summer. This time it would be England’s Royal Harwich Yacht Club who laid down the challenge. It was agreed that the race would take place from Daunts Rock, which is just off Cobh, County Cork, to the Sandy Hook Lightship in the Ambrose Channel, New Jersey.

         On 4 July 1870, the two yachts, Bennett’s Dauntless and the Cambria, set off from the coast of Ireland and headed out into the Atlantic. By 27 July, both yachts were approaching the finish at Sandy Hook, but it would be the Cambria who won the race by an hour and forty-three minutes. Bennett’s former triumph was not to be repeated. Like many braggarts, Bennett was a poor loser. He boasted when he won but when things went against him, he blamed everyone else but himself.
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