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         My attention having been called to the fact that certain criticisms of the Brooklands Track made in this Book may be construed as a reflection upon the Proprietors of the Track and the Brooklands Automobile Racing Club of which I am a member, in their conduct of the premises, I wish unreservedly to state that such was never my intention, and that if in my advocacy of what I believe to be a matter of supreme importance to the future of British prestige in the motor world I have in any way exceeded the bounds of fair and reasonable comment, I unreservedly withdraw such statements and tender my apologies for the publication thereof. I am assured and fully accept the statement that there have been no fatalities at Brooklands due to the condition of the track and I am aware of the stringent regulations laid down by the Club to prevent accidents.

          

         HENRY R. S. BIRKIN,

         1st Dec., 1932.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         Apart from a few forays in 1921 on a DFP (the marque first tuned and raced by W.O.Bentley), Birkin’s racing career lasted just seven seasons, from 1927 to 1933. In that time he oversaw the development of the spectacular, but flawed, “Blower” supercharged 4½-litre Bentley; won the 24 Hours of Le Mans twice; and broke the Brooklands Outer Circuit lap record with his supercharged single-seater Bentley. He also produced some heroic non-winning performances, of which the greatest must have been his second place – in a field otherwise composed of specialist racing machinery – in his four-seat “Blower” 4½, at the Pau Grand Prix in 1930.

         Full Throttle was originally published in 1932, when Birkin was at the height of his driving success and celebrity standing, but with less than a year of his life remaining. Nearly 90 years later, we have the benefit of hindsight in looking at his whole career, and we can also look more at his early and private lives – subjects which he pointedly declined to cover in the book. So we know that he was the elder son of a Baronet, born in 1896, and that in World War 1 he served with the 108th (Norfolk & Suffolk Yeomanry) Field Brigade in Palestine, and in the Royal Flying Corps, attaining the rank of Captain. The family’s business was in lace, in Nottingham, but Birkin favoured Norfolk, where he kept his 30ft launch Ida and where (at Blakeney) he is buried.

         We know that he married in 1921, had two daughters and was divorced in 1928 – but that without a son as heir his title passed to his uncle’s side of the family. Perhaps the most important woman in his life, however, was the Hon Dorothy Paget, who from 1928 funded Birkin’s development and racing of the supercharged Bentley, and even after she withdrew her support for this venture in 1930 retained ownership of the famous single-seater for him to race.

         When Earl Howe wrote his foreword to the first edition of Full Throttle, he did so without the advantage that we do, of having read the book! So he perhaps was unaware that – despite the implication in Birkin’s Acknowledgements, expressing gratitude to “…those who corrected my illegible handwriting, my spelling and my punctuation mistakes…” – it wasn’t really Birkin’s work. The book was, in fact, ghost-written in three weeks flat by a young student with no previous experience of authorship, Michael Burn, later to be a prisoner of war, poet, playwright and correspondent to The Times. 

         Howe would also have been unaware of the furore which would greet the book’s publication, when the Brooklands Estate Company sued Birkin for libel on account of his criticism of the track over more than three pages, including describing it as “…without exception, the most out-of-date, inadequate and dangerous track in the world.” Birkin was forced to issue a signed statement to be slipped into subsequent copies of the book, stating: “My attention having been called to the fact that certain criticisms of the Brooklands track made in this book may be construed as a reflection upon the proprietors of the track, and the Brooklands Automobile Racing Club, in their conduct of the premises, I wish unreservedly to state that such was never my intention, I unreservedly withdraw such statements and tender my apologies for the publication of them”. Interestingly, the offending wording was not expunged from later editions, such as my own copy from 1943, which – if it ever contained it – shows no evidence of the apology.

         Whatever the legal niceties, motor racing in Birkin’s era – whether at Brooklands or elsewhere – was a dangerous game, and an immensely physically demanding one, too. Those of us who are privileged to drive their wonderful machines in the modern era know something of the heavy controls, harsh suspension, comparative lack of roadholding and braking, and recalcitrant unsychronised gearboxes faced by Birkin and his contemporaries. We, however, have it easy: we drive on smooth tracks; away from the very few purpose-built circuits like Brooklands, Montlhéry and Monza, they raced on often unpaved public roads, facing heat, dust, flying stones and rutted surfaces. Where we have run-off areas and safety barriers, they faced unprotected roadside walls, ditches and telegraph poles. Without the benefits of modern tyre technology, they lived with the constant risk of tyres disintegrating, and they faced all this without the comfort of seatbelts, rollcages, deformable crash structures or fireproof clothing.

         If Birkin were to revisit his book in the 21st century, one aspect of it that he would undoubtedly be pleased to remove would be his trenchant criticism of the British motor-racing establishment and manufacturers over the country’s lack of world-class racing cars, teams and circuits. With the majority of Formula One teams resident in Britain, along with world-leading suppliers to them and other racing categories and some of the world’s best circuits, things have changed for the better. But Birkin’s analyses of what makes a good driver and of winning race-craft remain as valid as ever, even if the world in which he formed those views has disappeared.

          

         © Allan Winn 2021
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            Original Foreword by The Rt. Hon. The Earl Howe, P.C., C.B.E., V.D.

         

         I feel very much honoured that I should have been invited to write a Foreword in the book which Sir Henry Birkin is compiling upon his experiences in motor racing.

         At the moment of writing I have not had an opportunity of seeing his book and have, therefore, no knowledge of what the keen student of motor racing will find in it, but if it is, as I imagine it will be, a complete record of his experiences, it will be a record of gallant adventure and endeavour by one of the finest sportsmen and most brilliant drivers that this or any other country has ever produced.

         In motor-car racing, at any rate in this country, there are two different kinds of drivers. Firstly, the driver who is at his best on the road; secondly, the driver who specialises on the track.

         I have always looked upon Tim Birkin as belonging very definitely to the first category, gallant though his performances have been with the great single seater Bentley, and with reference to the latter, I believe it is true to say he has completed over fifty laps at Brooklands with that car, at 135 m.p.h. or more, and now holds the Brooklands Lap Record of 137.89 m.p.h.

         As one who has himself endeavoured to get round the Brooklands Track at fairly high speed, I am in a better position than most people who have not had this opportunity, to appreciate the terrific nature of the undertaking.

         To take a very fast car round the Brooklands Track at high speed requires the greatest courage and an iron nerve, but great as are the qualities required for competing on the track, I have always been of the opinion that a road race is a far more supreme test of the individual, as in addition to all the pluck required to compete upon the track, a far higher standard of skill and of good judgment is required on the road.

         Sir Henry Birkin has hardly ever competed in a road race without putting up a remarkable performance. Though I was not lucky enough to compete in either event, from the remarks which I have heard Continental drivers make with regard to Tim’s prowess, I am perfectly certain that two performances which he put up on the road stand out in particular. One was the Grand Prix de Pau, in 1930, when he drove a 4 litre Bentley with a four-seater body against some of the pick of the Continental drivers in purely racing cars. He came in second after a drive which was hair-raising in character, and which no doubt he will describe in his book. The comment usually made by the greatest of Continental drivers is that nothing finer has ever been done by anybody, and that if he had started off a little quicker he would actually have won the race.

         The other performance was when partnered by that brilliant driver, the Hon. Brian Lewis. He came in fourth in the Belgian Grand Prix in 1931, driving a Sports Type Alfa-Romeo with a four-seater body against the very pick of the Continental drivers equipped with the very latest type of Grand Prix racing machines.

         Both these performances, in my judgment, were thoroughly characteristic of the man and the brilliant sportsman that Tim Birkin is, in the minds of those who know him.

         Perhaps I may be forgiven if I add a word with reference to motor racing in general.

         I have often been asked, “What is the good of motor racing?” The shortest answer that I can give is that in common with all other forms of competition, it plays its part in developing the breed. The motor-car of to-day and its accessories, whether a public service or a private vehicle, would never have reached the pitch of development which it has had it not been for the supreme test to which it has been put, and the important lessons thereby learned in motor racing.

         Few people realise the tremendous advances which motor racing has brought about, even during the past year, in the products of the great Continental factories, and this progress still continues.

         Power weight ratios, previously thought to be quite unattainable, have been used with outstanding success, and the next few years will see improvements made in racing cars with front-wheel drive, four-wheel drive, pre-selector devices, electrical welding, etc., to mention only a few; while the tyre manufacturers have to deal with a problem of increasing difficulty as the performance goes up.

         From the driver it requires a degree of physical fitness unsurpassed by other forms of sport, a combination of courage, cool judgment and nerve, which is so entirely exemplified in the personality of Sir Henry Birkin. In addition, he brings to his aid a technical knowledge of the highest order.

         Few of us in England realise the enormous importance attached to motor racing on the Continent. During the months of May, June, July and August, last year there were no less than forty-five motor races of one sort and another in Italy alone, in addition to the large number of events taking place during the same period in France, Germany, Belgium, etc.

         Success in the big Continental events carries great international prestige, and is looked upon as being a great advertisement for the industries of the countries concerned; so much so that it is common knowledge that in some countries the governments concerned have considered it worthwhile to render assistance to the competing firms, either directly or indirectly. This being so, one cannot help feeling that it is a very great pity that some of the English firms cannot make greater efforts to compete either individually or collectively. When the day comes, as I feel sure it will, when some of the leaders of the English firms will be prepared to enter into this world of intensive competition, I am quite certain that they will find Sir Henry Birkin in particular and all his colleagues of the British Racing World will be ready to place the whole of their technical knowledge and experience at their disposal, in order to do everything possible to ensure success for England.

          

          

         Reproduced with the kind permission of

Frederick Curzon, 7th Earl Howe

      

   


   
      
         
            — CHAPTER I —

            A Car

         

         When I began to write this book, I realised at once that someone was going to be disappointed. It was a disheartening first conclusion; but, inevitably, either the expert would be dissatisfied, finding too little technical detail, too little attention to the evolution of certain cars, or the amateur, finding too much. The problem could not be shelved, and after due thought and endless regrets, I decided to sacrifice the expert. At the end of this, the first paragraph, I see one whole contingent of my readers rueing the hour they ever bought the book, or, more accurately, borrowed it from their library. But I had my reasons for this decision.

         Many of them will be members of the great ordinary-car-owning public, interested to hear about an aspect of motoring in which they have no active concern. They will like to read of the thrills they enjoy watching, but have no desire to experience. They are bored by a car’s inside, which they generally prefer should remain a complete stranger to them, and regard on many occasions as a definite enemy. I feel, too, that most experts’ knowledge of technicalities is greater than my own, and therefore cannot be benefited by anything I may say on the matter.

         It would be idle to apologise for my literary style, because there is no one so exacting as to think that the hand, used for years to the steering wheel, will have a similar good fortune with the pen. I am the last person to expect Edith Sitwell, in however fast a car, to win the Double Twelve at Brooklands, or Bernard Shaw the Le Mans Endurance Prize, and I have a right to claim the same indulgence for myself.

         Moreover I am indebted for much of my material to old Press cuttings, and as the book has been written in a considerable hurry, I have not been able to elude the influence of their style: nouns seem linked inseparably with one particular adjective, and phrases stream forth, however keenly I resist them.

         Cars never seem to do anything but “roar through the night,” or “thunder round the track,” while the tone of a supercharger is standardised as a “whine.” There is no such thing as an exciting race; it is “a thrilling tussle for supremacy,” and a fine track is “a gruelling test of nerves and efficiency.” This is perhaps regrettable, though it may be just that exaggerated words should be used for the sport I consider the greatest in the world; and perhaps the excitement caused by a struggle between magnificent cars leaves one gasping for more poetic language. So please do not imagine, if any account of such-and-such a race leaves you cold, that it is from lack of enthusiasm on my part; put it down to an unfortunate education that did not teach me my own tongue better. For I have got more excitement out of a few minutes in a car than most people out of a lifetime, and I know they could do the same if they chose. Motor racing holds such a variety of thrills, and such a multitude of difficulties beset it, that any other sport pales utterly by comparison.

         This is the opinion I have formed in a very little while; it has prompted every one of the following pages, and now that I have finished, I see no cause to modify it. But should anyone be moved after reading of the immense speeds attained in the races here related to try things with their own conveyances of which they are not capable, I have added a few words of simple warning: I do not want to have laid at my door catastrophes caused by inspired spinsters driving at 50 m.p.h. down Piccadilly, or by owners who ruined their cars for an extra two or three miles. Just as there are times – though I go to prison for saying so – when it is permissible to go “flat-out” on main thoroughfares, so there are corners in the very fastest events, such as the Dundonald hairpin in the T.T., which can only be taken at 15 m.p.h. or less.

         My first difficulty was the choice of a title dramatic enough for its theme, and the one that stands was only decided on after many beautiful, witty and imbecile suggestions. “Racing Demon” was at first popular. It was not meant to insinuate anything fiendish or unpleasant in the character of those who race; but those who know about cards will remember that it is the name of a game of chance. Motor racing is a game of chance; there is a huge preponderance of skill in it, but a time comes – either someone in front has crashed or something blows across the track, or one of the thousand hideous unforeseen things happens – when only Fate can decide between safety and disaster. Those who do not consider Chance, do not deserve to be favoured by her.

         The name “Demon” too, is at times appropriate to a car; at night especially, it is a terrifying and almost unearthly sight, when the headlights come from afar sweeping round a corner, then abruptly racing straight for you like the eyes of a demon, and the murmur of the engine grows out of silence into that sharp and deafening roar, to die quickly away as more and more come hot upon its heels.

         A title which received a good many votes was “Spinning Wheels” and might have looked well on the jacket with a suitable design, but it was abandoned, being thought likely to give the impression that the book was about the cotton industry.

         I have dedicated the book, as you see, to schoolboys all over the world, partly, a piece of publishers’ diplomacy, to make the schoolboys’ mothers buy it for the schoolboys’ Christmas present, and partly out of a genuine gratitude. On the day of a big race, I have never been without some mascot of heather, or a black cat, sent from this quarter, and I am most sensible of the interest taken. Carraciola, on returning from his great victory at Belfast, was more struck he said, by the enthusiasm and knowledge of the young than by anything else. It is an excellent thing and I recommend most parents, in search of technical information, to ask for it first from their children.

         In most books dealing with motor racing that I have read, much space at the beginning is devoted to early life, and the gradual birth of a passion for speed. There are touching stories about money saved up to buy toy cars, which are then subjected to a miniature Brooklands round the nursery floor, and innocent reminiscences of “my first crash,” which takes place on the garden path, are woven into charming anecdotes. Slowly adolescence brings a realisation that the hero’s element is the track, that he was born for that alone, and, come what may, he will fulfil that purpose. Gallant resolve! But no, a father’s will interposes: “Into an office you go, my would-be champion.”

         The subsequent crisis is variously treated. In novels he runs away, or takes somebody’s place in a big event – presumably while the whole of the pit has its back turned – and after a magnificent fight, wins for England, receiving a large cheque and a permanent job to the tune of “God Save the King.” In real life, he gets taken on at a garage, and works his way up from the bottom. However told, it is extremely edifying, and a fashion I have no intention of following. To those who would like to have heard of me poring over motor books when I should have been learning my catechism, or breaking out of school to go to Brooklands instead of Ascot, I offer my deepest apologies; my mind is lit with no such memories, nor shall my book be. I do not believe it will make much difference, because my early youth and the habits of my family can have next to no interest for the public. If I blamed anything for my devotion to cars and subsequent rushing into print, it would be something blamed already for so many troubles, that one more can make no odds - the war.

         I was in the Air Force, and, when Armistice came, found the view of my future life, as I then beheld it, a very dull and confined one. It was bounded by the four walls of an office, which afforded none of the excitements of the career I was leaving. Each day would seem more vapid and tedious than the last, and I thoroughly disliked the outlook. An explanation of this emotion, that preferred a state of unrest to one of rest, is difficult after fourteen years, especially to a generation whose memories of war are vague. But there were at the time many in sympathy with it, who were only prevented from yielding to it by economic barriers, and found the first period of sedentary business, into which they were forced, intolerably empty. I was lucky enough to have the money to look round for an occupation, and not accept the first that offered, and of all that I considered, motor racing provided the energy, adventures and risks most like those of the battlefield. It had, moreover, the promise of a great future and there was the same chance of unexpected disaster, the same need for perfect nerves, with a presence of mind that must never desert you, the same exhilaration of living in the shadow of a death that often came so suddenly and gloriously, that it seemed to have no shadow. There was, besides, the peculiar delight of being responsible for your own calamities, since, once off the mark, you were at liberty to take risks or avoid them as you pleased, a state of independence few individuals enjoyed in the war. All your attention, the possibility of a crash over the banking, alternating with a glorious run at high speed and nothing to hinder, all the thrills and sinking at heart, are concentrated into a few yards of road, and a strip of metal, which is as fine an accomplishment as anything in modern times. In it are packed all the newest ingenuities that the most brilliant minds have conceived, slight changes that mean a small precious increase in speed, and minute devices guarding against the most unexpected catastrophes. It is evolved by the hand of man out of his brain, to be used by him as a means to further evolutions, higher speeds, and greater security and it is tested, not in the close atmosphere of a laboratory, unknown to anybody, but in the open country over clear stretches of road and round right-angle corners, between avenues of excited spectators. The praise of racing cars can best be sung by those who live with them; to these, the finished product is not a mere case of metal, with nuts and gadgets inside, but the offspring of the union of many minds, each one of which is represented in a particular part. It is the climax of years of investigation and disappointment and not being contented with success. There is no machine of equal importance that man has brought nearer both practical and apparent perfection.

         When finally it is wheeled from the workshop by its jealous makers, and the lucky driver feels the new life suddenly throbbing through all its members, the cheers of the crowd, impressed only by a beautiful appearance and terrific speed, take on a deeper meaning. God created man in His own image, and that was considered the noblest of all creations. Now man is creating something, the regularity and concord of whose working are beginning to rival his own. Each part of a racing car has its own function, which it has to perform without fail and co-ordinate with all the other parts without fail, so that efficiency in one department need not be sacrificed to efficiency in another, and speed may be consistent with endurance. It is the same with a man; and, as in a man, so in a car, perfect combination of all the members is the aim. It becomes a thing of latent power, only waiting for a touch of the foot to spring into action, and to give this is the privilege of the driver. With one movement he can stop it completely, with another inspire it to attack all records, steadily increasing its speed, until sometimes in its exuberance it runs away from him, or he is unable to control it, and both are destroyed.

         I wish I had the words to utter my belief that a car has a life of its own, or impart a little of its keenness and power. What I have said is unconvincing, while to the schoolmaster who observed, “I can see no beauty whatever in a racing car,” I am afraid I have nothing to say at all.

         Surely it is not surprising, when the time comes for testing these wonderful machines, that the men who have spent most of their life in making them should then be prepared to risk losing it entirely. 1 regret that here, and in many oilier passages, I shall lay myself open to the odious charge of trumpet-blowing, but I have gone on this principle, that either I succeed in a race, or I do not. If I do not, I am very glad that other men should have from the public the praise they always commanded from their friends; and if I do, I look to the judgments of spectators, thank my stars, and give credit to the car that made victory possible. I want no special merit attached to my own races, except that they enable me to give a more intimate account of the event than an onlooker could; and if my trumpet is too loud, I apologise sincerely for an error I have tried to avoid.

         But there is no need to stint my praise of racing motorists in general. I have no patience whatever with people who condemn them for hot-headed fools, and stamp their performances as an ebullition of useless bravado. That is the criticism of men who, having since youth made no progress except backwards themselves, resent and even refuse to recognise it in others. Every big motor race is a means of further discovery, and every racer is working, not for himself, not even entirely for his firm, but for the whole industry of his country, and the increase of speed, comfort and endurance in motor transport. His appeal to the public should be, and is becoming, greater every year, for, by the dangers he incurs comes the possibility of an extra few miles in the car they buy, or an extra year on its duration. In this way he benefits the very people whose malice stigmatises his dare-devilry as wasted. In the service of the public he courts risks and goes in peril of his life. The Press cuttings of big races are full of his heroism, of men eager to carry on despite appalling burns and injuries, deliberately continuing in pain, when there was a chance of honourable surrender, and exercising all their powers of body and mind to defeat accident. They bind up their wings with straps, climb along the bonnet when travelling at great speed, remove mudguards, and even stop gaps with wads of chewing gum; they go round corners on two wheels, fly through the air for fractions of a second, and miss trees, lakes, ditches, hedges and other cars by less than inches. They enjoy it enthusiastically themselves, as I do, preferring this sport to every other, and contributing to it their experience, with all the youth and courage in their blood, sometimes they fail and are soon forgotten, unless they had time to establish a great international reputation. Vixere fortes ante Agamemnona – there have been, before and after Segrave, many first-class drivers who remained unknown to the majority and let others reap their harvest. Some were killed in the service of civilisation, thereby giving the journalists some fine copy, and increasing the sales of the next day’s newspapers. Others broke records, enjoyed a brief spell of floodlighting, and then watched them broken again a few days later. Others, after designing, helping in and supervising the construction of their own car, drove it proudly before admiring crowds to the threshold of a great victory, happy that the product of their labours was about to succeed, and then, suddenly, towards the end, saw it hidden in a sheet of flames and utterly destroyed. This was Malcolm Campbell’s experience with his Bugatti at Ulster in 1928; the Press made a fine story out of it, and there were some good photographs.

         Much, indeed, might deter a man from venturing a precious car in a dangerous race but, while the certainty that the car cannot do itself justice might cause its withdrawal, mere fright has no sort of influence. A driver is as likely to scratch his car because he is frightened as he is to throw a banana skin in his opponent’s path, and the odds against that happening are further witness to his good character. I believe – God forbid I should spread a whisper of scandal – but I believe that there exist in horse-racing examples of what may be termed hanky-panky, that there have been occasions, rare perhaps, but still occasions, when one horse has won a race through the skill of another horse’s jockey, and even when some horses have failed to run in their race at all. The opportunities for hanky-panky with motors are far greater than with horses, but the examples correspondingly fewer. They might indeed be more, were motor racing a matter of bitter rivalry between individuals and firms, not a friendly, if thrilling, competition for a common cause. Perhaps this absence of intrigue and trickery is one of the reasons that cars are not yet so installed in the hearts of the people as horses; for this is the case, though horses are the luxury of the few, and cars of the many. In time the incongruity will right itself; while horses keep their appeal by an antiquarian charm, increasing yearly, and their jockeys retain popular affection by a knavish aspect and a suspicion of notoriety, cars are developing an equal, but different kind of attraction. The finer subtleties of their beauty are valued higher. There is something more enthralling about the labour out of which they are created, and their improvements, tested in the world’s most hazardous races, begin to be admired by those they benefit, while their drivers atone more than amply for lack of conspiracy, by bravery and resource.

         Every year the attendance at big motor races swells; and the time is not very far distant when the world will make Belfast a goal as sought after as Epsom or Aintree. The Turf has been from time immemorial the pastime of the aristocracy, but even that most conservative body is turning its eye-glass elsewhere, and, though in the pits there is but one specimen of Privy Councillor, many is the overall beneath which the blue blood beats.

         Some people will criticise my neglect of history, because I have not gone back to the beginnings out of which the present machines and contests were evolved, and left all the wealth of humour and interest in early racing unevoked. But most of the humour is well known, while pictures of vehicles so constructed, that their driver was boiled from the waist down and frozen from the waist up, no longer amuse with their old quaintness. I have not even included a photograph of King Edward in the first automobile, observing as marked a reticence about their youth as about my own. I have but one distant recollection with which to entertain you. When I first started active interest, I was reading a novel about Mr. Sherlock Holmes, who found occasion, in pursuit of some fugitive scoundrel, to make use of a car. There ensues the most dramatic description of the chase, which arrested my eye for anything fast or exciting; in and out of side streets it went, along river banks, on the edge of precipices, until I was breathless from following. Gasping, I turned the page, to find this sentence, and one of my bitterest disillusions: “We were now travelling along the high road at the terrific pace of 25 Miles an Hour!” … Since then I have lost interest in the infancy of speed.

         But I suppose its first great exponent was one, whose very existence is in question, who partook in a race where he was the only competitor, and achieved a performance more perilous than has ever been approached since. His name was Phaethon, and he was one of the many sons for whom Apollo was at fault. One fine day, the myth says, he borrowed his father’s car, which was, of course, the chariot of the sun, and set out to drive it round its usual course from east to west. He drove it faster than it had ever been driven before, at well over a million miles an hour, until, like most cars, quick to resent an unskilled hand, it got out of control and entered into a terrible skid. This brought it so close to the earth that inhabitants of the nearest country, which happened to be Africa, were severely scorched, and that is one of the theories why darkies were born. Utter disaster was only avoided by the prompt action of Jupiter, and Phaethon was turned into a river for his pains. He must have been a most attractive person, and bears a strange resemblance to some of our own younger drivers, but such recklessness is not the general rule, however great applause it may draw from the spectators, who are always the most excited people on the racecourse.

         Perhaps it is strange that they should be so, or at least appear outwardly the most moved, while the drivers of the cars themselves rarely show anything but an impassive front. Yet the same sort of relation exists between an actor and his audience, when the former, though in his case he wears a mask of emotion, is really less stirred by his actions than the latter. Day after day he weeps passionately and tears out the hairs of his wig, outward symbols of an agitation far less deep than moves those who behold him, for whom they have all the power of a new or unaccustomed excitement. So it is with the crowds at a motor race. They are swept by wave upon wave of varying moods that often become quite contradictory. At the back of their hearts is a gnawing desire for a fatal accident, and yet, when it comes, they are thoroughly upset. They enter wildly into the enjoyment of thrills which they would hate to provide, and are alternately remarkable for great sportsmanship and entire lack of consideration. When Malcolm Campbell was unlucky in starting, they gave him round upon round of encouraging cheers; yet when his beloved car was burnt out, in a few minutes they had stripped it, under his eyes, of anything they could get for a souvenir. After an accident, they are only too anxious to assist, yet they do their utmost to cause one, by throwing flowers, even cabbages, at their favourite as he passes. Alive to the slightest irregularity on the track, they would probably not notice if somebody in the crowd fainted by their side, and they come in hundreds of thousands to a spectacle about which most of them are quite ignorant. All sizes and sexes pack themselves together as closely as they can, prepared to stand all day and keep awake all night, surely a fine testimony to the finest sport. For such a vast body, the range of moods in its voice is amazing; it seems equally able to cheer decisively, excitedly, adoringly, respectfully, even sadly, and communicate its humours to the drivers. If we provide it with a few hours’ contrast to the dullness of everyday life, it is hardly less stirring for us to race between vast intent throngs capable of such abrupt and chimerical changes.

         It will not be difficult for these people, who have seen a great race and appreciated its thrills, to picture the events in which I have taken part, however badly I may arrange the canvas, but there are others to whom Brooklands, Le Mans, Dublin, Belfast, are hitherto a closed book, and need some explanation. It is for these that I have written most of the preceding pages, though I should be sorry if they failed in interest for everybody else. I gave my opinion at the start that motor racing was the finest and most thrilling sport in the world to put them in the right mood, and prepare them for later enthusiasm. I devoted some time to praise of the cars, which are really responsible for the excitement, and tried to persuade you that they are not mere bunches of metal, but possess life of their own, waiting for someone to inspire. When you see photographs of the latest models in action – none of which to my mind can convey the full measure of speed – do not forget that beneath those long gleaming lines there is a construction quite as beautiful, and far more subtle, embodying the furthest advances in the science of cars. This I have emphasised because it is too little appreciated, and because I do not wish to exaggerate the prominence of the drivers themselves, when the one most mentioned is myself. But I have not grudged them any of the honour they deserve, nor yet added anything superhuman to their credit and this will make it easier for the ordinary reader to put himself in their place, and live the races he was not privileged to watch. Incidentally it lightens my own task; I shall be at liberty to describe what I saw, and what happened, without turning my recollections into material for a novel.

         So summon what motoring experience you have to your aid, and imagine yourself at the wheel of my Bentley. If you have had a crash, recall the sickening at heart as it happened, and if you have travelled fast, think of the wind rushing by and the people turning round and the exhilarated feeling you had. Or if you own a very slow car, remember that marvellous run you had when it touched 45 downhill, double the excitement, let the landscape rush by twice as fast, cling twice as desperately to the steering wheel, picture the awful possibilities of twice as many accidents, and go 90 with me. You are cooped into a tiny cockpit alone, with a strip of windscreen in front of your eyes, in overalls, goggles and a crash helmet, with this great eager machine throbbing beneath you. A corner approaches, the Dundonald hairpin, the Gough Memorial Bend, and you calculate swiftly how soon you must brake and change. The crowds lean over almost touching you, rank upon rank, all shouting, all staring with excited faces, then suddenly quiet; you take the turn, and the noise breaks out again and there is a long even stretch of road shining ahead. Other cars roar behind you, and, according to your policy, you let them pass or press your foot down and leave them fainter and fainter behind; you bear down on little Austins scurrying bravely away from you, eat them up like a ravening dragon and race on. Exaggerate the excitement, if you think it possible, to catch the illusion of being in control yourself; and if there is an accident, picture it while you read about it. See it coming, and feel the resignation of doing your best with little hope of avoiding it. Hear the terrible screeching of the brakes, and the screams of the onlookers; everything seems to be crashing down on top of you, or rising to meet you, as you twist the wheel, and suddenly shoot forward, while the car tears uncontrollably across the track, coming to rest very probably with you underneath it, wondering vaguely if you are killed or going to be burnt. Other cars go roaring past within inches, and then there is a commotion and you are pulled out, very often unhurt. This sentence may imply a callous attitude, but the proportion of serious injuries to the number of ugly-looking accidents is reassuringly small. So the same drivers are enabled year after year to renew their old rivalries and take the same cars round corners full of memories, both pleasant and unpleasant, and the feud makes up in continuity what it lacks in bitterness. If the outsiders do not win, the favourites are sure to make a magnificent race. It is their tradition, and the tradition of their cars.

         I have never been able to understand why, with all the vast material lying idle, no one has manufactured an epic out of a motor race; few have so much as drawn from it for simile. Other kinds of speed have had their literary advertisement: Wallace, in Ben Hur, did for the chariot what Browning in “How We Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix” did for the horse; and recently Masefield has immortalised in “Right Royal” the glories of horse-racing proper, and paid a just tribute to an event of which England is proud. But is there not as much, and more, to be proud of in the triumph of British industry that produced the Bentley conquest at Le Mans? Why has nobody woven that wonderful story into a poem, when the cars raced all through the night, and crowds slept in the glare of the headlights, under the trees that line the road? It is a Poet Laureate’s duty, and I will drive him round the course at high speed, if it will help him. Perhaps he has difficulty in finding a rhyme for awkward words like “Bentley” and “crankshaft”, but such considerations should not hinder some of our younger and more modern poets. Or perhaps aesthetic minds shrink from motor racing, and think it a trifle too vulgar, or a great deal too noisy for their taste. It is none the less lamentable, that the honour of great verse should be withheld from a subject that so merits and suits it, and that the labour and genius involved in a racing car should be without classic praise. Had Shakespeare, who was, I believe, not untainted with vulgarity, lived now, he would have had a word or two to say, and even amended one of his most famous passages to

         
            “I see you stand like Bentleys in the pits, Straining upon the start.”

         

         I can waste no more time on this matter, for the end is reached of what I now confess to have been ten pages of deceit. I have disguised under the designation of Chapter One, what was really nothing more than an introduction; but I know quite well, that had I been honest and called it an introduction, nobody would have read it.
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