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Introduction

The automotive world is full of big characters and entrepreneurs with plenty of self-confidence. Think of Giovanni Agnelli of FIAT (who allegedly argued that “You need an odd number of people to run a motor company and three is too many …”), of Henry Ford’s passion for efficient manufacture, or the genius for lateral thinking and space-engineering of Alec Issigonis. These are well-known names, certainly among motoring enthusiasts and even in the wider public.

However, there are also engineers, entrepreneurs and motoring godparents who have made a quieter but nonetheless significant impact upon the automotive world, not necessarily because they were shy and retiring, but simply because their efforts or names did not reach a mass audience, even if their products did. Others have had a wider societal impact through their actions or principles.

This book is a collection of lesser-known motoring figures. If some of the names are well-known to you, forgive me, but they may be little-known to a wide audience. For example, Diesel is a name well-known as a fuel or engine type, but many people do not realise that it is named after its eponymous inventor Rudolf Diesel. The extraordinary life and death of this Renaissance Man are intriguing.

The names that follow are, in many cases, not just inventors, innovators, engineers, financiers or others at the forefront of automotive history – individuals and their teams who made a significant impact upon motoring. They also include stories of ingenuity, determination, perseverance, fighting against norms or prejudice, and even bravery, self-sacrifice and penury. Of course, possessing such qualities does not necessarily confer sainthood or even likeability. A fair few of them demonstrated unpleasant human qualities, but we acknowledge their professional achievements. Not all made fortunes out of their ideas, but their ideas added to the wealth and enjoyment of motoring.

Let’s get started!


1. Mary Anderson: An Unsung Heroine of Winter Motoring 

If asked to name manufacturers of windscreen wiper blades, most motorists would probably be hard-pushed to name many brands – perhaps recognising just Bosch or Trico. Certainly, Mary Anderson would be unheard of, but as with many inventions, the inventor or patentee is not widely known. So, how did Mary Anderson come to be associated with a device which is now a standard safety feature on most forms of road transport, trains, ships and aircraft? 
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Born in Greene County, Alabama, in 1866, Mary moved as a young woman to Birmingham, Alabama, in 1889 with her widowed mother and sister, the state’s largest city at that time. Here she became a real estate developer, building with her family the Fairmont Apartments. In 1902, Mary made her first visit to New York City and, for someone used to the warmth of southern Alabama, she now experienced weather she had never previously seen – snow! From her city tram, she noted that the driver regularly had to dismount to clean the screen so that he could continue safely. What, she pondered, could help the driver see clearly without having to dismount? Had she not taken that trip to New York, would she have ever been inspired as an inventor?

Dedication and perseverance

On her return to Alabama, Mary started to sketch out ideas for a windscreen cleaning device. Mary’s design featured a rubber blade attached to a swinging arm, with a spindle through the glass screen connecting the blade to an internal handle. Would that be possible? She set to work writing up a description, and when she was happy with it, applied for a patent. For her, a key element was that it should be a temporary, removable device which could be stowed away in fine weather and thus not mar the visual appearance of the vehicle. 

Mary moved quickly. By 18 June 1903, the patent was filed, and by 10 November the same year, the US Patent Office had awarded her patent number 743,801 for the Window Cleaning Device – a patent which would endure until 1920. 
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Then, of course, began the hard slog of trying to interest manufacturers in the device. Alas, no automobile manufacturer, tramcar manufacturer or component manufacturer seemed taken with the concept. After all, it didn’t rain every day and some US states, particularly in the west, had minimal rainfall, so was it really necessary? Many cars were open-topped and still lacked windscreens. They were used only in fine weather. And, of course, safety equipment in vehicles of any type was to remain rudimentary for decades.

Bouncing back from rejection

The letter Mary received, dated 20 June 1906, from her patent agents (responsible for trying to license her patent to third parties), Messrs Dinning and Eckenstein, is revealing. Firstly, it reminds us that processing any patent is a lengthy affair – three years after submitting her patent, Mary is still doggedly pursuing its commercial application. Her efforts are all the more remarkable given that she is a spinster in a male-dominated world, and she has no males arguing on her behalf. Secondly, the patent agents’ address is Montreal in Canada, illustrating that an agent outside the USA has examined the patent. Thirdly, the reasons cited for rejection of the patent are “We do not consider it to be of such commercial value as would warrant our undertaking its sale.” Now that may have been the initial response of a manufacturer selling into the arid conditions of California, Utah or Arizona – but could not an agent based in cold, wet and snowy Montreal see the potential beyond this? Detroit, on the US side of the Great Lakes, was establishing itself as the centre for automotive manufacturers, yet was hardly noted for its balmy climate. 

Mary continued her battle for her road safety invention, but to no avail. She never received any money for her invention or efforts, although she did live to see wipers fitted on cars. In 1922, just two years after Mary’s patent expired, the flagship General Motors marque, Cadillac, incorporated windscreen wipers, not just as an optional extra, but as standard equipment! 

Others take the credit

Far from being crushed by rejection, Mary fought on, determined to see her invention help improve motor transport. Indeed, she lived on until the middle of the 20th century, by which time windscreen wipers had become standard equipment. From the weird vacuum-controlled system on my father’s Ford Anglia 100E (requiring a twirl of the vacuum dial depending on which gear you were in) to today’s rain-sensitive, automatic wipers, Mary’s invention is a boon to all drivers, particularly in winter conditions. 

Throughout her life, Mary pursued her entrepreneurial activities until her death in 1953. She continued to manage the Fairmont apartment building she had built in Birmingham, Alabama, as well as operating a cattle ranch and vineyard in Fresno, California. In 2011, over a century after registering her patent, Mary received the great accolade of being inducted into the US National Inventors Hall of Fame. Whether to cope with light showers, torrential downpours or falling snow (but never to shift heavy accumulations of snow on the screen), her device’s development and the tale of her determination and ‘bouncebackability’ is an inspiration to us all.


2. Bertha Benz: Get Up and Go Overcomes Obsessive Perfectionism
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Who invented the automobile? For many historians, it is Karl Benz, but – in fact – there were so many competing inventions throughout the 19th century that no one individual can be said to be the sole inventor. 

More accurately, Karl’s invention, the 1885 Benz Patent-Motorwagen, was a three-wheeler but very different from the Reliants and Bond Minicars of my youth. We’ll let Karl have his title as ‘inventor of the automobile’, but the key point is that whilst Karl was the engineer, his car is unlikely to have made it to market without the pioneering efforts of his wife, Bertha. Karl loved making constant improvements to his designs, tinkering with details, and never being satisfied that the latest was good enough or the epitome of fine engineering. Indeed, he was reluctant to let his invention see the light of day; he was the ultimate perfectionist. By contrast, wife Bertha was a pragmatist, and it was this quality which would transform Karl’s endeavours. 

Bertha Ringer entered the world on 3 May 1849 in the south-western German town of Pforzheim. She and Karl became engaged in 1870, and they did not appear to be a perfect match. She was attractive, well-turned out and photogenic. By contrast, Karl, five years older, appears awkward in front of the camera, sporting a huge moustache which was old-fashioned even by that era. She came from a wealthy family, attended a boarding school where she showed great interest in engineering, but was unable to progress to study this at university because of society’s restrictions at the time. If it had not been for her wealth, would Karl have ever been able to develop his vehicle?

A Sunday outing changes the automotive world

Karl dithered over his 1885 patent, obsessed with adjustments for the next three years. By the summer of 1888, Bertha had had enough. Early one Sunday morning, she grabbed her two sons, Richard and Eugen, bundled them into (or, more accurately, onto) the car and set off from her Mannheim home to visit her parents in Pforzheim, nearly 70 miles south. This was a tricky journey for a variety of reasons.

For a start, these new-fangled motorised wagons were deemed illegal by the local authorities, so Bertha had to be on the lookout for police patrols. Secondly, not surprisingly given the lack of an automotive industry, there were no filling stations – there had never been any such demand. For a vehicle capable of only 25mpg, how was Bertha going to refuel the 1.3-gallon tank to reach her destination, never mind the return journey? So, a local pharmacy (in Wiesloch) took the unexpected honour of becoming the world’s first filling station. Bertha purchased their entire stock of ligroin, a petrol derivative used for cleaning. Good job it was open on a Sunday.

Pragmatism wins over perfectionism

How reliable was the vehicle? Inevitably, it was untested, and Bertha was about to become an early DIY mechanic. The wooden brake blocks soon wore down, so Bertha persuaded a local shoemaker to attach leather strips to the blocks – ingenious. The fuel line became blocked, so she used her hatpin to remove the sediment. Evaporating water threatened to overheat the engine, so frequent stops were made to refill the system with river water. And, shockingly, for the morals of the time, she removed her garter to improvise insulation on a spark plug.

In the meantime, what about Karl? He had awoken to an empty house and no car. Frantically, he telegraphed Pforzheim to ascertain Bertha’s safety. She made it there, telegraphed him back and returned five days later by a less hilly route, letting Karl know in no uncertain terms that the vehicle needed an additional gear for climbing hills.

But this journey was transformative – it displayed Bertha’s no-nonsense, courageous spirit; it proved that the car worked and had prospects; and it transformed society’s view of motor transport. Although the trip was secret, there were plenty of people en-route who observed the car and its passengers. News spread rapidly by word of mouth from those who were both awestruck yet reassured by the sight. No longer to be feared as an illegal appliance, condemned as blasphemous by the Vatican, the automobile caused excitement and aspiration for the future.

A strange future loomed for the Benzes, though. Karl would die in in 1929 and thus did not see the rise of the Nazi party, but Bertha lived till May 1944 and became an admirer of Hitler. The governing Nazi party lauded her as ‘a brave German mother’, something which her 1888 expedition with her children in Karl’s invention certainly demonstrated, although maybe not quite in the way the propagandists meant. As always, we need to distinguish an individual’s achievements and work from the excesses of their personality.

In 2008, Bertha’s route became the official Bertha Benz Memorial Route, incorporating the site of the ‘world’s first filling station’. Bertha’s principal achievement is that she showed what could be achieved with energy, pluck, determination and a disregard for convention.


3. Nils Bohlin: The Ultimate in Design Altruism?

Which safety feature in a road vehicle has been the most effective? Disc brakes? Airbags? Radial-ply tyres? For many motorists, family members and engineers, the answer would be very clear – the three-point seatbelt. 

Prior to the three-point system, seatbelts had been available to drivers and passengers for many years, but essentially as two-point systems lying across the lap and fixed to the floor on either side of the seat. Used in cars essentially only by racing drivers, they restrained the abdomen and prevented the whole body from flying forward in a high-speed impact, but could still cause extensive abdominal injuries by crushing organs. Nor did they prevent upper-body or head injuries. 

From ejection to retention

Nils Bohlin’s invention was to change all this. Born in July 1920 in the south-west of Sweden, his family moved to a larger village in Dalarna, where he attended high school in Falun. Gaining a Bachelor of Science degree, Bohlin worked initially for the aircraft division of Saab, designing ejector seats for fighter aircraft. This was in the 1940s, when pilots were used to being shot down in warfare (although Sweden was neutral) and needed to escape rapidly. Fascinated by the challenges of safety engineering, Bohlin rose to become Saab’s first chief safety engineer. Pilots were accustomed to wearing four-point seat-harnesses with two shoulder straps attached to the rear of the high-backed seat. In his aeronautical work, Bohlin was focused on keeping occupants safe while under the extreme acceleration of ejecting when they were catapulted rapidly out of the cockpit. 

By contrast, his next job focused on keeping occupants safe whilst under extreme deceleration. In 1958, he was recruited by Volvo Cars, and the company was renowned – even then – for its commitment to safety, a matter prioritised by the death in a motor accident of a family member of the company’s chairman. Bohlin knew that the four-point harness system would not work in a car because it restricted access to the rear seats and prevented drivers from swivelling their bodies when reversing the vehicle. So, he came up with a three-point system, comprising a lap belt with a shoulder strap – known as the lap and diagonal belt. 

Keeping it simple for the customer is key

For Bohlin, the absolute key to persuading car occupants to use a seatbelt was simplicity of use. 

“I realised both the upper and lower body must be held securely in place with one strap across the chest and one across the hips,” he once said. “The belt also needed an immovable anchorage point for the buckle as far down beside the occupant’s hip, so it could hold the body properly during a collision. It was just a matter of finding a solution that was simple, effective and could be put on conveniently with one hand.”

It was so simple to use that even a child could click the buckle into place, something important to Bohlin, who by now had children and stepchildren and, in due course, 11 grandchildren. The ingenuity of his design was that the webbing was anchored below the seat in a V-shape pointing at the floor. Significantly, because the buckle was at the side, it would not cause injury. Even under extreme pressure, the belt would remain in place. 

At this stage, the ‘static’ seatbelt was fixed in its length, and users adjusted the size by pulling on a tab, just as with aircraft seatbelts today. The ‘inertia-reel’ belt, allowing movement until the reel was under pressure, came later (in the 1960s) from other manufacturers; pre-tensioner devices came in the 1980s.

Volvo introduced the three-point system in 1959 to the front seats of their Volvo 544 (and subsequent models). This was within a year of the famously camera-shy Bohlin having been appointed to his role – a significant achievement both for the company and the inventor. Essentially, whilst others had invented seatbelts earlier, Bohlin made the design work effectively and simply. In his own words: 

“In a way, my design works as much because the belt is comfortable for the user as it does because it is safer.”

Automotive altruism

In 1969, Bohlin was promoted to head up automotive safety research across Volvo, retiring in 1985. What was even more remarkable about his design was that Volvo (with Bohlin’s blessing) altruistically made the patents of the invention freely available to other vehicle manufacturers. Volvo calculated that the design had more human value as a life-saver than it did as a commodity to license. Before long, the fitting of seatbelts for both front and rear occupants was compulsory across most countries. Wearing them is now usually mandatory. When Bohlin died in 2002, one of his stepsons, Gunnar Ornmark, commented: 

“Letters arrive all the time, from all over the world, thanking him for his invention; it warmed his heart very much.” 1

At the time of his death, three years after he had been inducted into the Automotive Hall of Fame, Volvo estimated that more than one million lives had been saved by the seatbelt. Today, it is far more than that figure.

 


[image: ]



[Above Image] Nils Bohlin (right), 1958



1  New York Times. Nils Bohlin, 82, Inventor of a Better Seat belt. Obituary, 26 September 1982.


4. Violette Cordery: Motoring Endurance Trials Stalwart

As Bertha Benz (Entry #2) illustrated, proving that early cars were reliable, durable and safe was a crucial aspect of their development. Several decades later, Violette Cordery was to ensure that, in her hands, several British-built brands were able to demonstrate their worth.

Born in 1900 into a Surrey family with motoring connections, Violette was to make her own mark both as a racing driver and as an endurance specialist, sufficient for her to be nicknamed ‘Queen of Motorists’ and ‘The Long-Distance Lady’. But how did this young woman achieve these titles? By all accounts, she was a shy and unassuming child, characteristics not usually associated with derring-do and pushing the boundaries. Photos and movies of Violette portray a rather hesitant, ill at ease subject for the camera.

A teenage champion

Violette’s elder sister, Lucy (from her father’s first marriage), married Sir Noel Macklin, who was to become the founder of several sports car companies, including Invicta (see also Donald Healey, p49) and Railton. Macklin, a Royal Navy Volunteer Reservist, had sustained injuries in the First World War and hired the 18-year-old Violette to drive his cars in events at the nearby Brooklands track. By 1920, she was winning at Brooklands and participating in hill climbs. She became the first female to attain any record at Brooklands, averaging 49.7mph in May 1921.

OEBPS/image4.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
de Ashley.

: A_ MOTORING
HEROES
Pioneers, Inventors, Ma\/e'ricks,
and Game-Changers

™





OEBPS/image3.jpg
No. 743,801. PATENTED NOV. 10, 1903.
M. ANDERSON.

WINDOW CLEANING DEVICE.
4PPLICATION FILED JUNE 18, 1908,

ND MODEL.






OEBPS/image0.jpg
)

HAWKSMOOR

PUBLISHING





OEBPS/image1.jpg





OEBPS/image5.jpg





