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The precise date of Enzo Ferrari’s birth is still a matter of dispute. Official documents show his birth date as 20 February 1898, but Ferrari himself always claimed that he was born on 18 February – the day his mother, until her death in 1965, habitually sent him a birthday telegram signed ‘Your loving mom.’1 In his autobiography he attributes the discrepancy of two days between his birth and its registration to very heavy snowfall that had prevented his father from reaching the registry office in the city of Modena, Italy.2 This was the accepted version during Ferrari’s lifetime.


However, if you go and check the records, you will discover that there is no mention, anywhere, of particularly heavy snow in Modena during those days in February 1898. The city weather bulletin for 18 February recorded ‘cold and rain’, but no snow. In fact, the winter of 1898 was one of the very few in the 19th century when snow did not fall at all upon Modena.3


And then there is the fact that Enzo’s father never reached the city registry office. The birth of Enzo Anselmo Giuseppe Maria Ferrari was registered by midwife Teresa Allegretti. That the registration took place in the early afternoon of 24 February rather than in the first hours after the birth is most likely the reason behind the date error.4


The true question, then, is why the registration – in the absence of heavy snow – was done six days after Enzo was born, when the law of the land required it to be done immediately after the birth. The answer is right there on the birth certificate itself, handwritten by the clerk of the registry office and overlooked by all for so many years. After ‘having verified the birth’, the clerk wrote, he exempted the midwife from ‘show[ing] me the baby because of his health’.5 Baby Enzo was registered six days after his birth because, until then, his survival was uncertain. This should not come as a surprise in a nation where, at that time, one baby in every four died before their fifth birthday, and the death of a newborn in the first hours or days after birth was all too common.


The story of the heavy snowfall sounds like one that loving parents may have fabricated to explain to their son why he was celebrating his birthday on 18 February while official papers read 20 February, to protect him from the naked truth. It is possible that, once he was older, Enzo might have been told the true story, but by that time the tale of the snowfall with its romantic implications and the two birth dates were already part of his personal legend, and he may have simply preferred to leave things the way they were.


Thus, in the presence of an official document stating his time of birth as 3am on Sunday 20 February, it is safe to assume that Enzo Ferrari was born at 3am on Friday 18 February 1898.


Enzo was christened in the small church of Santa Caterina, not far from his home, on the other side of the railroad tracks.6 He was given the name Enzo Anselmo, though the second name in Italy is usually dropped and lives only in official paperwork. His middle name, Anselmo, was to honour his godfather, Anselmo Chiarli, a friend of his father’s and the owner, with his brothers, of a successful Modena winery.7


His father was a metalworker from the nearby village of Carpi, where Enzo’s grandfather owned a small family-run drugstore under the Portico del Grano colonnade overlooking the central square.8 Born on 15 July 1859,9 the year Modena and its territory were annexed to the Kingdom of Italy, Alfredo Ferrari had first worked as an apprentice in a metal shop in Carpi, then moved to the city right after his wedding. In Modena he was hired by the Rizzi Foundry, where he was quickly named technical director. With the little money he was able to put aside, a few years before Enzo was born he opened his own shop.10


Alfredo was an austerely dressed man with a big moustache, according to the fashion of the time. Though his work absorbed most of his attention, he also liked to take his family to the theatre and had a taste for music. He had played the cello in his youth, and kept a piano at home.11 He was ‘a man of good culture’,12 sending letters to his business contractors in clear, firm handwriting, mimicking the way the literati had written in the century that had just come to a close in a rather ingenious way using ‘7mber’ in place of ‘September’ – in Italian, ‘sette’ is ‘seven’ and forms the beginning of the month name ‘Settembre’ (because September used to be the seventh month of the year, which is where its name comes from).13


By the time Enzo was born, Alfredo was a well-to-do middle-class entrepreneur who built bridges and canopies for the state railways. Forty years after the unification of the Kingdom of Italy, the country’s railway network was undergoing rapid and constant expansion, and Alfredo Ferrari – a tireless worker and careful administrator – was prospering. His company employed ten to thirty workers, depending on the work it managed to win.14


The shop was next to the house where Alfredo lived with his family, a rectangular building about 90m (100yd) long, with a corrugated iron roof and dirt floor.15 On its redbrick facade a sign read Costruzioni Meccaniche Alfredo Ferrari (Alfredo Ferrari Mechanical Constructions). A few large doors opened onto a grassy courtyard, and a double row of windows carried the day’s light inside the otherwise unlit shop.


Alfredo turned his hand as needed to every task his company required: manager, designer, accountant, typist . . .16 Enzo would never forget this lesson. From his father young Enzo learned the importance of the ‘order of things’ and of ‘diligently keeping a record of everything that went on’.17 For the boy, the father was a living example of devotion to duty, and a strong individualist – no more so than in his approach to business. Alfredo preferred working alone with complete autonomy, rather than in a joint partnership, even though that would have shared the risk as well as the reward. His philosophy was emphasized in the business credo that he taught his son, which Enzo would never forget: to be successful, one should not have to answer to any partner, and should be independent. So when the time came to create his own company, Enzo would remember what his father had taught him, in slightly playful terms, perhaps, yet with dead-serious intent: that the number of partners of any firm should always be an odd number and, preferably, ‘inferior to three’ – meaning only one: himself – but that was the precise way his father chose to word it.


His mother had been born Adalgisa Bisbini. She was a beautiful woman with long dark hair and striking features. Friendly and charming, she was appealing to men, whose attention did not diminish even after her wedding.18 She was born in the village of Marano sul Panaro near Modena on 3 June 1872.19


She taught Enzo simple life lessons: ‘A person who is healthy,’ she used to tell him, ‘is rich without knowing it.’20 But more important, she instilled in him the firm principle of never giving up, of always finding in one’s work a shelter from life’s setbacks, of invariably seeing in tomorrow a new beginning.21 Theirs would be a difficult and bumpy relationship, but for 67 years Adalgisa would be Enzo’s truest point of reference.


Harmony was not a trait in the family. The 12-year age difference between Alfredo and Adalgisa produced continuous tumult inside and outside the 4 walls of the house. Both were gifted with a distinct and strong personality, and they argued often and ferociously. They argued about almost anything, and theatrically so. By his own admission, his parents’ continuous disputes and foul language had an impact on Enzo’s own nature and the person he became.22


Enzo’s elder brother had been born a year and a half earlier, on 7 August 1896. He was named Alfredo, like his father, and nicknamed Dino to prevent confusion. The two brothers shared an unheated bedroom on the second floor of the house that their father had built next to the workshop. The house itself was made up of four rooms above a large storage area for tools and objects that came in handy in a life that, despite its setting on the outskirts of a northern Italian city of fifty thousand people, still retained a strong country flavour.


The house was spartan in terms of both layout and furniture. The only luxury that Alfredo had allowed himself – apart from his beloved piano – was the red marble staircase. The memory of the ‘pink’ marble staircase would always remain with Enzo.23


While Enzo was by no means a difficult boy, he certainly wasn’t as disciplined and obedient as his brother. For example, Enzo showed no interest in, nor patience for, those Sunday school lessons which he, like all his peers in Catholic Italy, was obliged to attend in preparation for the sacraments of first communion and confirmation.


Father Morandi, the old priest who taught Sunday school in the rectory of the parish church of Santa Caterina, was irritated by Enzo’s lack of attention during lessons.24 Adalgisa’s religious conviction was deep and sincere – despite the fact that Modena was already surrounded by early manifestations of the socialist scepticism that would soon envelop the whole Emilia-Romagna region – and she had a tough time compelling Enzo to finish the preparatory course so that he could receive his first communion and be confirmed.


She managed it, however, and Enzo’s first communion and confirmation ceremony was held on Whit Sunday 1903, officiated by monsignor Natale Bruni, who was in his fourth year as Bishop of Modena.25 The two brothers, Enzo (five) and Dino (seven), had attended confession the previous day. This would be, by his own admission, the first and last confession of Enzo’s life. Certain of having nothing to fear, Enzo confessed all those innocent weaknesses that, in the mind of a boy on his first real contact with the mysteries of religion, he considered sins. The priest gave him such a harsh penance that Enzo abandoned any future desire or need for confession.26


Each morning the two brothers walked to their elementary school, located on Via Camurri, not far from their house. The principal was a tiny white-haired old lady who constantly reprimanded Enzo for his inattentiveness. She could not understand how two brothers, so close in age and so attached to each other, could be so different in their approach to school. Enzo sat at his desk, bored, waiting for the bell announcing the end of the day’s classes. Relief came in the familiar form of Dick, the family’s enormous Great Dane, who waited outside the school building to walk back home with the two brothers.27


Of the many sports practised by Enzo, his favourite was track and field, a discipline that was enjoying a wave of popularity in Italy thanks to the evolution of the modern Olympic Games. Dino and Enzo had their own personal track and invited their school friends to train on it. The Ferrari home, situated alongside Via Camurri, between fields and the railway line, was accessed by a dirt track about 180m (200yd) long that ran along the wooded edge of a ditch of stagnant water. Using a tape measure taken from their father’s workshop, Dino and Enzo measured the exact distance of 100m, planting two wooden poles to mark the start and finish lines at the beginning and end of the track.


The Ferrari brothers had their own private long-distance track, too, created on the dirt roads ringing the winery that belonged to the Chiarli brothers. Dino easily beat his younger brother, over long and short distances.


Enzo was better than all the rest at just one activity; even better than his beloved brother Dino and their group of friends, which included Peppino, the son of the grocer; another Enzo, the son of the school janitor; Luciano, the best student in his class; and Carlo, the son of the barber. Enzo excelled at clay pigeon shooting. After much insistence, he had managed to convince his father to buy him a Flobert rifle, which he used to shoot at targets made of clay pipes. To have more fun, Enzo and Dino often mischievously practised by shooting at the mice that infested the ditch leading to their house.


At one point their father saw Enzo’s interest in clay pigeon shooting as a way of making him study harder at school, and invented a scheme entitling Enzo to a certain number of cartridges depending on his grades. If it had not been for the kind mediation of Toni, a 14-year-old boy who was an apprentice metalworker in his father’s workshop but was also entrusted with the boys’ care, Enzo would have had very few cartridges to shoot.28


Adversaries in all sorts of athletic events, Dino and Enzo were allies in an activity that was then very fashionable because of the still rudimentary nature of communications in Italy: pigeon keeping. Their father had assigned them the care of his carrier pigeons, and while Dino trained them, ten-year-old Enzo assumed responsibility for the organizational aspects of the birds’ participation in competitions in Modena and throughout its territory.29 With hindsight, it is all too easy to identify in this organizational activity the seeds of Enzo’s future vocation, which would initially take the form of Scuderia Ferrari and, subsequently, of the company that would bear his name.


Enzo’s life may (arguably) not have contained enough studying, but he certainly participated in a lot of sports and had a clear passion for clay pigeon shooting and a growing interest in organization. He also loved music – or, to be precise, the theatre. Despite the fact that their father had played the cello in his youth and the presence of a piano in their home, neither boy ever learned to play an instrument. But both loved to go to the theatre on Saturday nights with their parents.


Enzo had a passion for operettas, traditionally staged at Teatro Storchi, just outside Porta Bologna: The Merry Widow, Geisha, Eva, The Princess of Dollars. In his heart he hoped to become a famous tenor. More than by the music itself, young Enzo was attracted by the ‘extravagant and fatuous world’ of the performing arts, and especially by the actresses.30 It was indeed the ‘show girls who were, along with the catchy melodies, the reason’ for his love of operettas.31 ‘Lack of voice and of talent’ ended his career long before it ever had a chance to begin, however.32


After the theatre, the family loved to dine out. They would often go to a little cosy family-run restaurant in the back of the Giusti grocery store in downtown Modena, ‘where the food was delicious’.33 Though his father never said so, Enzo suspected that his dad’s choice of a restaurant run by a grocer was sentimental, ‘remembering that he himself was the son of a grocer from Carpi’.34


By all accounts, Enzo’s life in the first decade of the 20th century was a tranquil one. Though not particularly privileged, Enzo certainly lived more comfortably than most of his peers in Modena. His father Alfredo would work each day from well before dawn to way past dusk, but would end earlier on Saturdays to spend time with his family. ‘Those were happy times,’ Enzo would write over half a century later, which ‘seemed as though they would never end.’35










The Spark
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In 1903, with his business flourishing, Alfredo Ferrari decided to buy his first car.1 He chose a vehicle built by one of the 30 or so French manufacturers, a single-cylinder De Dion-Bouton, built in 1898. Enzo and his brother, dressed alike by their mother (as was fashionable at the time) in shorts, striped shirt under a light jacket and braces (suspenders), rode next to their father and experienced a tremendous outburst of emotion.2 The De Dion-Bouton of Alfredo Ferrari was the 28th car registered in the Province of Modena, and the first car that Enzo, then aged 5, saw at close quarters.


The first automobile had been spotted in Modena eight years earlier, in September 1895, three years before Enzo’s birth.3 On 24 September, ‘an automatic chariot by Benz’ had made its way into town, having travelled from Milan to Modena the day before. Four Modena citizens had experienced the emotion of their first short ride in an automobile to Rubiera, a village on the Via Emilia roughly halfway between Modena and Reggio Emilia. Their journey had lasted only 28 minutes, but the echo of that first ride would fill countless conversations that fall and winter.


Little by little, not knowing that it would one day be considered the cradle of sports cars, Modena came to terms with this new means of transportation.


On 6 September 1908, when Enzo was ten years old, his father took him to see his first automobile race. It produced an indelible ‘spark’ in his heart.4 This early excitement kindled an eternal fire in him, a passion to which Enzo would dedicate the rest of his life. Later, Ferrari recalled the thrill of one race in particular, the Florio Cup, a classic of the Bologna area, which was held on country dirt roads linked to the Via Emilia, the old consular road from the Adriatic Sea to Milan where the troops of the Roman Republic had marched, centuries before the birth of Christ. It was there, while watching the dust-covered race cars of Felice Nazzaro and Vincenzo Lancia – the first champions of a sport still in its youth – roaring through the sunbaked countryside amid rows of poplar trees, that young Enzo began to dream of one day becoming Ferrari.


By 1908 motor racing had entered its second decade of life in Italy, but it was still a rough sport. The roads were not paved, and the races were usually extremely long, lasting many hours – often far too many for the cars and the physical stamina of the drivers. Races were not held on specially designed tracks equipped with appropriate facilities. The concept of motor-racing tracks was still undeveloped. Instead, races were generally held on regional or provincial roads linking several towns, which would be closed along certain stretches. The word circuit was used only because the drivers covered a course that was normally 20, 30 or 40 miles in length, time and time again.


There were no proper protective barriers for the spectators, whose number increased each year. Curiously enough, it was the lack of this rudimentary safety precaution that remained imprinted in Enzo’s mind at the end of that first race he attended.


On the most challenging bend on the course, the organizers of the Florio Cup had flooded the fields on the outside of the road with 25.5cm (10in) of water. The intention was that if any car went off the road, the water would stop it as quickly as possible, to protect the spectators who, one assumes, were crowded on dry ground at a distance of about 35–40m (40–50yd) from the dirt track. At just ten years old, Enzo was fascinated by the ‘innocuous excitement, with unexpected splashes and soakings for spectators and drivers’.5


Enzo, however, also took in information of a more sporting nature. The winner of this first race he’d attended was Felice Nazzaro, at an average speed of almost 130km/h (80mph), completing the 533km (331 miles) of the race in 8 hours. Vincenzo Lancia, who had just founded the car-manufacturing factory that bore his name, set the fastest lap.


The following year, 1909, Enzo attended a second race, which won him over definitively. He did not even have to travel far, but simply cross the railway line behind his home and walk 3.5km (2 miles) across the fields to reach the seemingly endless stretch of Navicello, the provincial road that was the setting for a local race with a pretentious name: the Record del Miglio – Record of the Mile (1 mile is 1.6km).


Lancia and Nazzaro, the two top drivers of the 1908 Florio Cup, were prestigious names in Italy in the first decade of the 20th century, but the drivers taking part in Modena’s Record del Miglio were far less known. Although Ceirano, Gioia, Scipioni, Carminati and Da Zara have long been forgotten, with their participation in this particular race they indirectly affected the world of motor racing more than they ever could have imagined.


The organizing committee – the local Associazione Modenese Automobilistica (AMA) – had received 30 entries. The city was frenzied, the excitement palpable. On Friday 7 June 1909, men arrived from Milan to lay asphalt on the long stretch that would host the race the following Sunday. All week long the citizens of Modena visited the headquarters of the AMA and the shops of Stanguellini and Palmieri to buy tickets for the race. On Saturday, the whole city stopped to silently witness the scrutineering of each car.


On Sunday morning, a few hours before the start of the race, it began to rain. Excited to attend the second race of his life, Enzo didn’t let this ruin his plans, leaving his house early to reach Nonantola on foot. Later that morning, the citizens of Modena who owned a car left the city to reach the site of the race, which, at 1pm, 2 hours before the start, would be closed to normal traffic. Those who didn’t own a car (the overwhelming majority) and who didn’t want to walk, as Enzo and his brother Dino had done, took advantage of the transport offered by the organizers and reached Nonantola for the modest price of one lira each.


The rain quit a few hours before the start of the race. Organizers then dampened the quickly drying road with buckets and barrels of water in an attempt to reduce dust.


The winner’s average speed was 145km/h (90mph) – it seemed like each competitor’s race lasted for the blink of an eye. Da Zara, speeding past Enzo and his brother, covered the distance of 1.6km (1 mile) in 41 seconds on his best attempt (out of 2). For Enzo the races stirred violent emotions within him, thrills that flared and died with a speed matched only by their intensity.


After that first running of the race, Modena was consumed by a deeply felt motoring fever. Everyone in town was eagerly awaiting the 1910 event, especially after the news broke that famed Felice Nazzaro would be among the contenders.6 Despite its short history – only a single running! – in the absence of international races the Record del Miglio had quickly become one of the most anticipated events of the Italian motoring season. The nation’s largest daily newspapers sent their reporters to Modena to cover the race this time.7


Enzo’s excitement must have been tangible: Nazzaro, the greatest of all Italian drivers, and the winner of the first race he had attended two years earlier, would now speed by again before his very eyes. So would Vincenzo Lancia, another of the great names of the infant sport whom he had seen race in Bologna in September 1908. Though he left no record of it, Enzo cannot have missed the second run of the Record del Miglio. Unfortunately for him and his fellow citizens, the 1910 running of the mile-long speed attempt was also going to be the last.


An accident involving two cars, two drivers and their two mechanics put an end to an event that had produced such great enthusiasm in a very short time.


The following year a more modest regularity contest – where the winner is not the fastest, but the one who comes closest to a time set in advance – was staged in Modena. All five legs started and ended in the city, the first on 23 April 1911 and the last on 29 April. Twenty-five cars entered, with no driver of national fame. Only Ernesto Ceirano was there to remind the speed-hungry Modenesi of the Record del Miglio.


As his passion for cars and races grew, Enzo found it more difficult than ever to concentrate on school. He simply had no interest in his studies. If his performance in elementary school was bad, things only worsened when he started the istituto tecnico vocational school, which he would attend for three years. School felt like a waste of time for a boy who could not be like his brother, no matter how hard he tried, even though he desperately wanted to emulate his father.


Papà Alfredo and mamma Adalgisa kept telling him that studying was fundamental to one’s life, but it was no use. His father, with whom Enzo became more and more argumentative as he grew older, would incessantly push him to finish his studies and earn the degree that he, Alfredo, had never obtained. He wanted Enzo to become an engineer and continue the family business with his brother. Unfortunately, maths may have been Enzo’s worst subject. He had only a superficial interest in geography, though he did enjoy history and clearly loved writing compositions and essays. Although he hadn’t received any particular training in writing, he thought he ‘was not bad at it at all’.8 Thus, finding a genuine pleasure in the field, Enzo began to dedicate himself to a semi-professional practise of journalism, the second of his youthful passions.


In 1914, the year World War I broke out in Europe, 16-year-old Enzo, now enrolled in the city vocational school, began an after-school internship with Provincia di Modena, the town’s conservative daily newspaper. The paper had been run a few years earlier by novelist Luciano Zuccoli, who had so captured Enzo’s imagination with his dual careers as journalist and author that Enzo confessed his dream of one day becoming the editor in chief of his hometown newspaper.


In this last year of peace in Italy, Enzo spent more and more time in the paper’s newsroom, where he typically tried to absorb the various techniques of newspaper reporting. He didn’t have much responsibility – he was little more than the paper’s gofer – but it was a beginning. He was never given the honour of a byline, even when he got a chance to write a story.


In November 1914, however, his name finally appeared in print, in the pages of the Milan-based La Gazzetta dello Sport national sports newspaper. In fact, that month young Enzo had three of his stories published, all with his byline. All three articles were next-day reports of the Sunday major league soccer matches played in Modena. The first story was printed on Monday 2 November and the others appeared on 16 and 23 November.


Having first fallen hopelessly in love with motor racing and the thrills that speed could provide, then added ‘aspiring journalist’ to his list of interests, Enzo now began to pay attention to a different and more ordinary attraction. Like his friends, he had started to notice the opposite sex. At 16, he fell in love with a 14-year-old girl. Despite Enzo’s best efforts, however, the girl would have none of it. He would walk by and she wouldn’t even look over. They never spoke. All of his attentions were met with ‘indifference’, which Enzo described as ‘the most terrible of all weapons’.9


Then, one summer night infested by mosquitoes, Enzo made his real-life hopes known for the first time.10 It was the summer of 1915, and Enzo was by now 17. He was with his great childhood friend Peppino, the grocer’s son, who lived in a fine house on the other side of his father’s workshop. The two boys were at the Modena customs barrier, in the flickering light of a gas lamp. Killing time in the heat of a steamy night, Peppino asked Enzo what he wanted to do when he grew up, and Ferrari found himself confessing what until then had only been a secret passion.


Enzo was holding an illustrated magazine open to page 9 – La Stampa Sportiva, which had been printed in Turin every week since 1901, and had helped to nurture the sports ambitions of Enzo and his brother over the years.


The issue that Enzo had in his hands was number 26, published on Sunday 27 June 1915. About mid-page, the smallest of three photographs featured Ralph DePalma, a driver virtually unknown to the Italian public. The magazine reported that he was the winner of that year’s Indianapolis 500, held on the 4km (2.5-mile) oval-shaped track in Indiana.


‘I’m going to be a racing driver,’11 Enzo said, in answer to his friend’s question, boldly pointing at the magazine and at the small picture of DePalma, apparently at the wheel of a racing car but wearing a dress shirt and a necktie. What Enzo kept to himself were the thoughts behind his conviction: ‘If DePalma could do it,’ he had thought, ‘why couldn’t I?’12


‘Good,’ said his friend. ‘If you can make it, it’s got to be a wonderful job.’


It was the summer of 1915. Italy had entered the war on 24 May, seven days before the Indianapolis 500 was won by Ralph DePalma. The country was swept up in a strong and genuine nationalistic passion.


Enzo did not appear particularly attracted by the opportunity to win glory on the battlefield, however, but the same could not be said of his brother. At home, discussions soon arose between Dino and his father, with his mother acting as peacemaker in a desperate attempt to dissuade him from joining the fight. At last Dino prevailed and was allowed to leave as a volunteer.13


Thanks to the family’s Diatto, his father’s third car, Dino was assigned to the Corps of the Red Cross. He took the 3.0-litre, 4-cylinder car, which was transformed into an ambulance, to the front, shuttling between the first line and the hospitals in the rear.


For the moment, Enzo’s age (17) shielded him from the call to arms. But if the war didn’t end soon – at the time, very few people believed that it would last more than a few months – he too would have to join in the following year.


Meanwhile, having failed the third class at the Technical Institute, his studies were finally over.14 In October, thanks to the experience he’d gained in his father’s workshop, he found a job in the machine shop of the Modena fire department. He was hired as an instructor to teach those who had been drafted but, ‘because of their age, if employed in auxiliary workshops, could obtain exemption from military service’.15 Each course lasted three months. After this period they were all sent to the ammunition factory in Modena, one of countless Italian companies converted for wartime production.


A couple of nights before the end of the year, Alfredo Ferrari went to bed with a high fever. It started off as bronchitis, but quickly turned into severe pneumonia. Within three days he was dead.16 It was 2 January 1916, and he was not quite 57 years old.


With the death of his father, Enzo lost a precise reference point. The severity of Alfredo’s illness and his precipitous decline had struck without warning, a little over a month before Enzo’s 18th birthday.


The sudden loss of his father was the first great sorrow in Enzo Ferrari’s life – the first of many, and perhaps the one that began to shape the man he would become. The memories – not only of his father, but also of his sudden death – would never leave him.


Before the year ended, however, Enzo would be devastated by a second tragedy. On 16 December, in Sondalo, in the mountain province of Sondrio, his brother Dino died, too. After a year of war he had contracted pneumonia, which, because of the precarious conditions in which soldiers lived, had quickly killed him.17 He was just 20 years old.


In less than 12 months, Enzo’s life had been turned upside-down. Father and brother were gone. The sudden death of his father had, among other things, put at risk the Ferrari family’s welfare – they could not live off the small salary Enzo was earning as a wartime instructor. Moreover, precious machinery from his father’s workshop had been requisitioned by the army to be used in war production.


Five months before the death of his brother, in July 1916, Enzo had received his driver’s licence. It was one of the few joys of that tragic, fateful year, and something he’d looked forward to with great anticipation. In the midst of so many miseries and fears, driver’s licence number 1363 gave him at least the pleasure of sitting from time to time at the wheel of a car, the Caesar that his father had bought after Dino had left for the war with the family Diatto. Perhaps it was at this moment that Enzo Ferrari began to see cars as a means to freedom – not only freedom of movement, but also freedom from the uncertainties and anxieties of life.


On a beautiful summer day in 1917, Enzo drove his Caesar from Modena up the Apennines hills. When he arrived in the town of Sestola, he decided to test himself and measure the time it would take him to reach the village of Pavullo along a winding road comprising a seemingly endless series of slow bends and fast straights – difficult, but also fun. He was 19 years old and, despite the war and the loss of his father and brother, his passion for racing an automobile had not faded. Life could still be beautiful.


When he reached Pavullo, a small group of onlookers, a few men and boys, gathered around the car and its driver. Enzo looked almost as elegant as a city chauffeur rather than a racing pilot in the fashion of his childhood heroes, Nazzaro and Lancia. The moment was captured in a photograph. Enzo, with flying goggles raised on his floppy hat, reflected the pride of being one of the lucky and talented few to master an automobile, a device still shrouded in mystery to most. On the back of the photograph, in his own hand, Enzo wrote:




Sestola–Pavullo
After the Raid





Then he added the length and characteristics of the ‘course’ and the time taken to cover it. The road he described as ‘26 kilometres and 475 metres, with gradients of up to 12 per cent’; the time it took him to travel: ‘36 minutes and 12 seconds’.18 It was Thursday 19 July 1917.


Enzo was still serving as an instructor at the Modena fire department school. The conflict was in a stalemate, and seemed no nearer an end. Then, on the night of 24 October, the Austrians broke the front near the town of Caporetto, and what had become an exhausting war of containment suddenly became a struggle to push back the invaders.


The general mobilization assumed levels never seen before. Boys born in 1899 were called to arms. In the meantime, those who, for one reason or another, had not been drafted in the previous three years were now called to arms. More stringent measures for exemption from military service for health reasons were immediately adopted. And many of those who had until then participated in the conflict by working in services related to the war effort but far from the theatre of operations were now drafted.


Enzo was ordered to give up his post of instructor and join the army. He was assigned to the Third Regiment of the Alpine Artillery, stationed in the Val Brembana area – north of Bergamo, far from Caporetto and the front. Despite his rudimentary skills as a mechanic and being one of the few with a driver’s licence, he found himself shoeing mules.19 Perhaps not the most fitting occupation given his past experience, but at least he was spared the misery of the trenches. After a few months he contracted pneumonia. Fearing he would end up like his father and brother, Enzo managed to get himself quickly sent to a military hospital in Brescia. Then, thanks to his mother, who was not about to lose the only remaining member of her family, he moved to a hospital in Bologna, close to home. While he had been spared the fighting and had not suffered the psychological and physical attrition of the trench, the long convalescence in two hospitals affected him deeply. His survival was at one time in question. Surrounded by the hopeless, he spent ‘terrible days’ and feared he was near the end.20


The environment in which Enzo found himself fighting for his life bore a resemblance to the one described in A Farewell to Arms, but without the poetry and sensuality of Hemingway’s prose. Enzo later recalled: ‘There was a shaded avenue that I could see from my room’s window: the people, the world seemed to me so far away, almost out of reach.’21 This was by day; at night he would hear hard blows resounding in the otherwise silent hospital hallways. Perhaps already knowing the answer, for a long time he didn’t dare ask what the sound was. Then he braced himself. The nurse caring for him, a young war widow, at first gave him evasive answers. Then she told him the truth: what he was hearing echoing, night after night, was the sound of workers’ hammers as they built the wooden coffins in which were laid to rest those of his fellow soldiers who had died that day.22


It took him two operations and a long hospital stay before he recovered and returned to Modena. But he never forgot.










The Dream Comes True
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World War I, the ‘Great War’, ended in Italy on 4 November 1918.


With the conflict finally over, the automobile suddenly found scores of enthusiasts. Those who had profited from the war and were now rich longed for the new mode of transportation. The youth eyed it as a symbol of modernity. There were more than 100,000 enlisted men who had used cars, trucks and ambulances in war operations: drivers, mechanics and technicians who left the war theatre with a deep disgust for atrocity, but also with a profound fondness for cars. In their own way they had been the protagonists of the beginning of a new era – the era of the internal-combustion engine. Now they were all looking for peacetime jobs that would allow them to continue driving automobiles. The most daring ones began to think of themselves as racing drivers.1


Enzo Ferrari was one of them.


By the autumn of 1918, Enzo was ready to start anew. The war had taken its toll on his family: his father and brother were gone. Their company was all but crushed. All he had left was his loving but possessive mother. It did not take him long to realize that, notwithstanding his love for her and his affection for his hometown, his future lay elsewhere.


Ironically, it was his mother who pushed him away from Modena when she got him an interview with Diego Soria, the commercial director of Fiat in Turin.2 Before the war, Fiat had already employed four thousand people. By the end of the war the company ranks had more than quadrupled.3 With a little luck, Enzo would find a job there.


To prevent him from becoming a racing driver – Enzo had expressed his intention to sell the house in which they were living to buy a racing car – his mother was willing to do all she could to buy him access to an automotive company, convinced that Enzo would accept any position as long as it gave him the chance to work in the industry. Enzo gladly accepted his mother’s help, but took the train to Turin hoping to get a job with Fiat as a tester. His intuition told him this would be the first step towards a career as a racing driver. After all, he had a driver’s licence and a rudimentary knowledge of the mechanics of a car.


It was November,1918. The war had ended only a few weeks before.


In Turin Enzo was received by Ingegner (engineer) Diego Soria in the Corso Dante Fiat headquarters. He went to the meeting ‘full of hopes’.4 Soria was one of Fiat’s top executives. His office had wooden furniture and green curtains. The man himself had short red hair. Half a century later Enzo would still remember every detail of that fateful interview.5


But the meeting, as cordial as it was, ended up a total disappointment. Very politely Soria told him that unfortunately Fiat was not able to hire all war veterans.6 Instead of Enzo, Fiat actually hired Carlo Salamano, who shortly afterwards became one of the Fiat racing-team drivers, proving Enzo’s intuition correct.7


Enzo had sincerely, though somewhat naively, hoped to find a job at Fiat. For this reason Soria’s polite but negative answer left him distraught. He had no money, no job and no intention of going back to Modena. While walking through the Valentino Castle park along the banks of the Po River, he was overwhelmed. He brushed the snow off a park bench, sat down and wept.8 Although it was a rare moment of true despair in his life, he was determined not to give up, and remained in Turin.


The first peacetime Christmas in four years found Enzo living alone in Turin, existing on his ever-decreasing savings. Early in January 1919, he found a job in a workshop in Via Ormea in Turin. A man named Giovannoni, an acquaintance of Enzo’s father, who had himself come to Turin from Bologna, had opened a small repair shop in which a handful of people worked on small wartime trucks, transforming their chassis so they could become automobiles thanks to the precious hands of these first coachbuilders.


Enzo’s task was to fine-tune the converted chassis, which he would then personally deliver to the Carrozzeria Italo-Argentina body shop in Milan. Although the workshop at Via Ormea was not comparable to the environment and motivations that he would have found at Fiat, young Enzo was happy at Giovannoni’s. From the outset he realized that ‘the role of the employee’, all in all, ‘was not that bad’. And ‘even if the cold, the little knowledge and the modest pay’ gave him ‘at times physical and emotional pain’, Enzo faced all with enthusiasm as he realized that he was doing the kind of work that he had ‘always wanted’ to do.


Enzo’s days were now spent between Turin and Milan. Because of the terrible so-called Spanish influenza which in those winter months still claimed 450 deaths per day, bars and cafés were deserted all over Italy. In Turin the two cafés where automotive enthusiasts had convened before the war – Burrello and Allaria – were now empty. Only the Bar del Nord, near the Porta Nuova train station, was crowded. Here motor-racing enthusiasts from all over town gathered to rejoice in their common passion. Enzo was a regular. In the company of prewar racing drivers and World War I aviation aces, he felt in his element. He even had a chance to meet and get to know Felice Nazzaro – the hero of his youth, the winner of the first race he ever attended – and his brother, Biagio.9


Those afternoons and evenings at the Bar del Nord café fascinated and excited Enzo. Because of his passion and his competence, his opinion was soon sought after and appreciated. In those animated discussions, the step from converted chassis to racing cars seemed a small one, and Enzo soon found himself wondering, together with the rest of the crowd, when motor racing would resume. His dream of becoming a racing driver, confessed to his boyhood friend back in the first summer of the war, acquired new strength now, in the first winter after the conflict.


Each time he went to Milan, after delivering the converted chassis to Carrozzeria Italo-Argentina Enzo would stop at another café, the centrally located Bar Vittorio Emanuele. The clientele here were athletes. A few of them had even been racing drivers before the war. One day he met a former bicycle racer, Ugo Sivocci, whose brother Alfredo was still active in cycling.


Having switched to motor racing, Ugo, too, had made a small name for himself, finishing sixth in the 1913 Targa Florio won by Felice Nazzaro. Ugo was an employee of CMN – Costruzioni Meccaniche Nazionali – a minor car company that had recently been formed. Right after the war CMN had taken over the Milan plants of the De Vecchi car company, for whom Sivocci had raced the Targa Florio. Won over by Enzo’s knowledgeable enthusiasm, Ugo spoke of him to his boss at CMN, a young engineer named Piero Combi. An interview was quickly arranged, at the end of which Enzo was offered a job.


Right before Easter 1919, Enzo thus left Turin and moved to Milan. The salary was good, almost 400 lire a month – twice as much as the pay of a regular mechanic. With this hiring, his ‘hunger problems’ came to an end.10


Alongside components from car manufacturer Isotta Fraschini, CMN mounted three-litre engines on brand-new chassis. The four-cylinder monobloc engines were the first ones that Enzo saw up close, and so began his enduring love affair with engines.11 As well as assembling cars from parts coming from other manufacturers, Combi was planning to start an in-house CMN production programme to meet the rising demand for brand-new automobiles.12


In the first days of June excitement filled the café. News had reached the car-frenzied customers that French car manufacturer Peugeot had won the first Indianapolis 500 held after the end of the war. It had been DePalma’s Indianapolis win that won Enzo over to car racing. Only four short years had passed since that night in the summer of 1915 when he had confessed to his friend Peppino his dream of becoming a racing driver.


To the disappointment of all café regulars, however, there were still no motor-racing events planned in Italy. The same was true for most of war-torn Europe. Then, in the summer, they heard that tiny but war-spared Denmark was organizing the first race in Europe since the outbreak of the Great War. The race was scheduled for 24 August on the small island of Fanø. No newspapers carried this information. Café customers found out about it directly from driver Ferdinando Minoia, one of the regulars, who was the only Italian invited to the event. At the wheel of a 130hp Fiat, Minoia went on to win the race.13


Spurred on by the excitement over Minoia’s win, Enzo, working with Sivocci, ‘for the first time sensed the early symptoms of a small vocation’14 for racing. He bought his first racing car from CMN, at a good discount. As a guarantee he pledged his salary for the next few months. When news spread in Modena that he had spent all his money on a racing car, people called him ‘mad’, and the nickname stuck for a long time. The car was a CMN 15/20 – it had a 2.3-litre,4-cylinder, 36hp engine with a top speed of 80km/h (50mph).15 Not the paragon of speed, but a beginning nonetheless.


September brought the news that Enzo and his café associates had been waiting for: at last, the first postwar race in Italy was scheduled, for 5 October – the Parma–Poggio di Berceto hillclimb. All Italian car manufacturers, racing drivers and aspiring drivers – Enzo included – received a personal letter from the secretary of the organizing committee. Because of a wartime restriction that had not yet been repealed, manufacturers were still banned from entering motor-racing events, but the prohibition did not apply to individual drivers, who could bypass the restriction by entering the event independently.16


Enzo was understandably excited. His dream was about to come true. He was 21 years old and about to compete in the first race of his life. What he lacked in experience he could make up for in terms of knowledge. Parma was only 40km (25 miles) from Modena, and the twisty roads climbing up the Apennines behind Parma were not so different from the familiar roads that ascended the Apennines south of Modena.


The 1919 Parma–Poggio di Berceto was the third running of a race first contested in 1913 as part of the celebrations for the hundredth anniversary of the birth of opera composer Giuseppe Verdi. The national press pompously described the 1919 event as the ‘automotive rebirth’ of Italy.17 A total of 38 entries were received by the organizers, including Enzo’s. In a detailed story introducing the race, Italy’s largest sports daily listed Enzo Ferrari as one of the favourites in his class – odd, given that he was a rookie.18


On the Saturday, drivers practised in heavy rain. By Sunday morning the rain had stopped, but the day dawned cold and foggy. Despite the weather, thousands of racing fans climbed the hills from Parma to Poggio to watch their heroes. The long absence of events had only made their appetite for motor racing stronger. Some drove hundreds of miles to watch the race, leaving five hundred cars neatly parked on both sides of the road.19


The first driver, Carlo Alberto Conelli in an Aquila car, drove off at 8.30am. By this time rain had started to fall again over the second half of the track, from the village of Fornovo to the finish line. Enzo took the start at 10.55am. His CMN of ‘indecipherable colour’ had number 22 painted on the front radiator.20


Enzo’s performance may not have been memorable, but it was wholly acceptable for a 21-year-old amateur in his first racing attempt. Next to him sat a complete stranger, bystander Nino Berretta, who had volunteered to take the role of passenger, the ‘riding mechanic’, to comply with race regulations.21 Enzo drove his CMN to a fifth-place finish in his class, twelfth overall. After one driver was disqualified, he moved up one place both in the overall and the class standings. Bringing home the small prize money for his fourth-place finish also somehow earned his mother’s blessing to continue his motor-racing efforts. The winner was, as predicted, Antonio Ascari.


In the newspapers’ race reports the following day there was no mention of Enzo’s performance. Ignored by the press but evidently pleased with his own performance, and eager to test his talent on higher grounds, Enzo next accepted an invitation to compete in the famed Targa Florio, scheduled for 23 November.22


Enzo left for Sicily at the wheel of the same CMN, which he would use in the race. All his possessions amounted to no more than 450 lire. Alongside him, in another CMN vehicle, was friend and colleague Ugo Sivocci. Their mechanics, Nino Conti and Ripamonti, also travelled with them.


The four men drove down the Via Emilia to reach the Adriatic, where they turned and headed south along the coastal road flanking the sea. They kept the Adriatic on their left until they reached the city of Pescara, where they began their westward crossing of the Italian peninsula through the Abruzzi plateau. One night, on the Cinquemiglia highlands, they found themselves trapped in the snow and surrounded by starving wolves. Before rangers could come to their aid with firearms and torches to disperse the beasts, Enzo himself protected his travelling companions by firing shots with the pistol that he always kept under the seat of his automobile.23 His youthful passion for clay pigeon shooting was evidently coupled with a heartfelt need for personal security in the troubled Italy of 1919.


They reached Naples just in time to board the Città di Siracusa ferry.24 After a stormy night at sea the four men and the two cars landed in Palermo, where the Targa Florio was headquartered. Enzo and his companions found hospitality at the permanent sports village built expressly for the race at Floriopolis, near the tiny village of Cerda, some 65km (40 miles) east of Palermo.25


The 1919 Targa Florio was the tenth running of a race first contested in 1906. Because of the many challenges it posed to both cars and drivers, it had quickly made a name for itself. Long before the now-famous Mille Miglia was conceived, the Targa Florio had acquired a status shared by no other race in Italy, and only a handful of others in Europe. The flamboyant personality of organizer Vincenzo Florio did the rest, ensuring the enthusiastic participation of the best drivers at the wheel of the most powerful racing cars.


On Saturday morning, the day before the race, Enzo drove his CMN for the first time on the trying Targa Florio course. But his only day of practice came to an abrupt end about halfway through the first lap when a violent downpour forced all activities to end.


Autumn in Sicily can be warm and sunny, but this year it was cold and wet. The Sunday weather forecast predicted more rain.26 On Saturday night a prolonged thunderstorm disturbed the sleep of all the drivers. Rain fell on the coast and snow on the mountains. As Sunday morning dawned, a strong wind started to blow in off the sea. When Enzo awoke, he was welcomed by dark clouds and soaked roads. Sivocci, who had raced here before, knew that he and his fellow drivers were likely to face rain, fog and mud in the part of the circuit that climbed up the Madonie hills.27


Eager with anticipation, Enzo moved his car up near the starting line a few minutes before 8am. At 7.59am, he saw Indy winner André Boillot dash off. His thoughts must have gone to Ralph DePalma and to the magazine picture that had made him dream of becoming a racing driver. But there was no time to dwell on these thoughts; three minutes later, his turn came. At 8.02, with mechanic Nino Conti sitting next to him, Enzo took the start of the second race of his new career, the celebrated and perilous Targa Florio.28


Speeding past ancient lemon and orange trees and the elegant ladies who lined both sides of Cerda’s mud-covered straight, Enzo had a monumental task ahead of him. His only previous race had been a 51km (32-mile) affair. On this day he was setting out to drive a menacing 107km (67-mile) course that he and the rest of the pack had to repeat four times, for a total distance of nearly 435km (270 miles). If the Parma– Poggio di Berceto had been a graceful climb, every turn, straight, bump, slope and descent of the Targa Florio hid vicious traps.


Enzo soon started to experience problems. After only a few miles, his car’s gas tank began to shake loose. He nervously kept an eye on it until he had no choice but to stop and, with the help of his mechanic, physically strap the tank back to the body of the car with a piece of rope. Forty precious minutes went by as they worked on it, and by the time Enzo drove for the first time past the finish line, he had lapped in 3 hours, 4 minutes and 50 seconds.29 Not surprisingly, he was in 16th (and last) place. Determined to make up at least some of the time he had lost, he concluded his next lap in 2 hours, 18 minutes and 34 seconds – setting the 8th-fastest time. But in spite of his effort, halfway through the event he was still in last place.30


Despite the worsening weather and the consequent deterioration of the road, on lap three Enzo was even quicker. If it hadn’t been for the gas tank problem on lap one, Enzo would have been right behind the best that day. But because of the 40-minute stop, he was now in danger – he had to complete his run within the 10-hour limit or he would be excluded from the final classification.31 So, on he went, taking risks at every turn of a road that the rain had by then transformed into a river of mud. All in vain: when he finally arrived at the finish line, the place was deserted. Everyone had already returned to Palermo. Enzo found only a carabiniere waiting for him. The policeman had a big watch in his hand and dutifully jotted down the time of his arrival, rounding it to the nearest minute.32 The race time limit had expired and all race officials, including timekeepers, had caught the last train back to the city, leaving the lone uniformed man behind to wait for latecomers, Enzo being the first of them.


Newspapermen, too, had already gone to Palermo to send their stories to newsrooms across Italy. Consequently, in the papers the next day there was no mention of Enzo’s performance. All the fanfare was for Indy winner André Boillot, who had won the race.33 The rest of the coverage was of the crash that had ended Antonio Ascari’s race, and the death of a spectator who had inadvertently crossed the finish line just as Boillot’s Peugeot was speeding by. The death of the bystander made an impression on Enzo, as it was ‘the first time’ he had felt ‘the presence of death on race tracks’.34


Not finding his name on the official race classification, the next day the 21-year-old unknown amateur from Modena went to see organizer Vincenzo Florio to complain. The self-confident and charming 36-year-old gentleman politely listened to Enzo, then scornfully asked why he was complaining: Enzo had arrived shamefully late, had not taken any risk (!) and now he, Don Vincenzo Florio, was gratifying him with a ninth place overall and third in class.35


Easily won over by Florio’s irresistible charm, Enzo was placated. For him the inclusion in the official classification, which also meant minor prize money, was a ‘small success’,36 and this was the beginning of a long-lasting friendship with one of the ‘pioneers’ of Italian motorsports.


Before the year was out, Enzo would see his name ‘in lights’ for the first time. On Monday 8 December, sports magazine Paese Sportivo ran a story on his first two racing feats: ‘The Youngest Survivor of the Targa Florio’, featuring a photo of the young driver. Enzo was not yet 22, and had proven his talent in a race that was known for being both demanding and dangerous.


The profile of Enzo was brief but flattering. ‘He is a young man from Modena who has a glowing future in motor racing ahead of him,’ the magazine predicted. ‘Born in 1898, tall, very strong, audacious, prompt and confident at the wheel, a perfect and tested driver, Ferrari, haunted by guigne’ – French for ‘bad luck’ – ‘has successfully performed in both the Targa Florio and the Parma–Poggio di Berceto hillclimbs.’37 Flattered by this attention from the press, and pleased with himself for what he had been able to achieve in such a short time, Enzo started to look for a more powerful and reliable car than his CMN. His attention was soon captured by a name with an exotic and somewhat aristocratic sound: Isotta Fraschini (IF).


Enzo learned that three of the six 1914 Isotta Fraschini Grand Prix cars produced before the war were still in Italy. The other three were in the United States, where they had been raced, without much success, at Indianapolis. He quickly came to the conclusion that this was the car that could make the difference to his still-young racing career. A 7.0-litre car with 100hp more than his CMN, and with a top speed of over 145km/h (90mph), could propel him to greater recognition and fame.


With virtually no money in his pocket and only his old CMN 15/20 to trade in, Enzo set about purchasing an Isotta Fraschini 100/110 IM Corsa in Cliente configuration (‘Cliente’ designated it as a ‘customer car’ rather than a current ‘works’ race car, campaigned by the manufacturer). It was indeed a powerful car – but it was also seven years old, having being produced in 1913. Enzo knew that car manufacturers would soon put out new racing cars and all prewar units would become obsolete. Pooling his resources with friend Guglielmo Carraroli,38 whose goal was to become his race mechanic, Enzo used his best charm; after some negotiation, based on the assumption that soon this car would no longer find any potential buyers, he persuaded the car manufacturer to essentially swap cars with him.39


It was a big personal victory for Enzo. Of course, one should not forget that the relationship between Isotta Fraschini and CMN was very tight, and that Enzo was no stranger to the IF executives with whom he negotiated.


After purchasing the new car without asking for his mother’s blessing (something she would throw back in his face time and time again throughout her long life),40 the next money that came out of Enzo’s virtually empty pockets was the 150-lire entry fee for the 30 May Parma–Poggio di Berceto hillclimb, the first race that he chose to enter in the 1920 racing season. Besides a new car, Enzo now had a new race mechanic as well in Carraroli, who owned half of the car.41


Giuseppe Campari won the race with a time that was four seconds faster than Count Giulio Masetti’s. Enzo was 2 minutes and 21 seconds slower than Campari, but a whole 10 minutes faster than he had been in 1919. It was the third-fastest time of the day, the second in his class.42 It was also his first podium finish. At the wheel of a more-competitive car, and despite problems with the tyres in the second part of the climb, Enzo had shown that he could easily be among the top drivers.


Oddly enough, in the aftermath of the race, the only one not happy with his performance was Enzo himself. Perhaps sensing that he could have done better than third, he got out of his car and wept.43 Although very much taken with Campari’s first career success, the press diligently took note of Enzo’s third-place finish: ‘valiant, and unlucky’, they wrote of him the day after the race.44


Once the emotion wore off, however, Enzo was electrified by his strong showing, and chose next to enter the Circuito del Mugello race, scheduled for 13 June. The entry fee was enormous, but part of the 500 lire was destined for a good cause – a fund for the reconstruction of the Mugello area, which had been destroyed the year before by a violent earthquake. At any rate, the huge prize money balanced the expensive entry fee: 50,000 lire, to be split among the drivers in the top four positions.45


This year’s race was the second running of an event first held in 1914, albeit in a different format. The race length was nearly 320km (200 miles) over five laps of 64km (40 miles) each. After his showing at Parma, Enzo was among the favourites. According to the press, he was one of five drivers who could aim for the grand prize, the other four being Campari, Meregalli, Brilli-Peri and Osella.46


The first driver dashed off at 7.04am; Ascari, at 7.29; Brilli-Peri, at 7.56; Enzo, at 8.02. Of the 30 entrants, 24 took the start. Only five finished the race. The difficult course relentlessly took its toll. Most cars experienced technical failures of one kind or another. Several drivers crashed, including Ascari, who had to be rushed to the hospital along with his race mechanic.47


With friend Guglielmo Carraroli again at his side, Enzo drove ‘a beautiful and very smooth’ race, but he too was unable to finish. At the end of the fourth lap he was in third place, but the burning of a fuse forced him to retire before he could launch his final assault on Masetti and Campari. His first reaction was one of anger and frustration, with tears coming to his eyes.48 Then, despite the huge missed opportunity, he took it gamely, parked his car on the side of the road and stood there watching the rest of the race, good-naturedly talking to the spectators who had crowded around him.49 The winner was once again Campari, who was trailing Masetti when the latter violently left the road after a tyre blew up.50


The next race was scheduled for the following Sunday, 20 June. Since this too was held in Tuscany, Enzo stayed in the area to better prepare for it. The Coppa della Consuma was one of the oldest racing events in Italy, and one of the shortest, only 16km (10 miles) in total.


By the time Enzo took the start, rain had begun to fall. As had happened on the previous Sunday, Count Masetti was stunningly fast – so fast that he lowered the record time that Vincenzo Lancia had set in 1904. But when the crowd was already hailing him as the winner, another Tuscan nobleman, Marquis Niccolini, did even better, taking four seconds off Masetti’s record time. At this point only Campari and Enzo, who were still on the course, could take victory away from Niccolini. But while rain damaged the last miles of Campari’s run, on the finish line spectators and race officials waited in vain for Enzo’s car to show up. A puncture had forced him to stop in the first part of the climb to replace the damaged tyre. Engine troubles had subsequently forced him to abandon the race completely.51


The first races of the 1920 season had taught Enzo two lessons: at the wheel of a decent car he was almost as fast as the best of the lot. But as powerful as the Isotta Fraschini undoubtedly was, it was also unreliable. He had by now convinced himself that he could have a future in motor racing, but he had also learned something that he would never forget: not even the best driver had any chance of victory if he was not at the wheel of the best car.


And it didn’t take him long to realize that the best cars available were being produced in Milan by Alfa Romeo.










First Love
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Propelled by the success and reputation of Antonio Ascari and Giuseppe Campari, by the summer of 1920 Alfa Romeo was extremely popular with well-to-do amateur drivers. In August Enzo Ferrari, one of the best amateurs on the scene, made an appointment with Alfa Romeo’s sales and racing manager, Giorgio Rimini.1


Enzo was cordially received at the factory’s headquarters in the Portello suburb of Milan. Rimini, seeing Enzo’s potential and impressed by his determination, decided to give him a chance and hired him as the third driver of an Alfa Romeo works team alongside the two best professional Italian racing drivers, Antonio Ascari and Giuseppe Campari.2 Thus, after only five races and a single podium finish, Enzo was offered a chance that only twelve short months before would have seemed impossible.


Talent certainly played a role in this first tangible achievement of his racing career; otherwise, Rimini would have simply sold him a car and not hired him. But the key factors were Enzo’s perseverance, a stubborn faith in himself and an insatiable thirst for success – not simply in motor racing, but in life.3 These were all qualities that would never abandon Enzo, eventually shaping him into the automotive giant he became.


Little by little, Enzo was putting his life together. CMN had been a springboard. Now that he was an official Alfa Romeo racing driver, he left his old job without much regret. By contrast, he held on to the commercial representation of CMN for his native Emilia-Romagna region, which he had obtained some time before.


However, he had more in mind.


In a building at 5 Via Jacopo Barozzi, just outside the medieval city centre of Modena, in that same month of August Enzo opened Carrozzeria Emilia, his first entrepreneurial activity. On the one hand Carrozzeria Emilia was the most obvious of things: a CMN showroom. But on the other – and this was Enzo’s grand plan – it was an independent coachbuilder.


For in addition to selling CMN models and repairing and repainting cars of any brand, he planned to build bodies for those customers who, as was standard then, bought chassis, radiator, hood and dashboard from car manufacturers and then counted on one of the many coachbuilders to complete the car.4 The idea was not revolutionary, of course, since it was precisely what Carrozzeria Italo-Argentina did in Milan with the chassis that Enzo personally took there from the Giovannoni workshop in Turin. But it was a demonstration that Enzo was learning fast and eager to expand his horizons.


Enzo Ferrari was the general manager of Carrozzeria Emilia. To fund it he had sold the Villa Santa Caterina house, what little remained of his father’s metal workshop and whatever was left of his inheritance.5 With 37,500 lire, he held 75 per cent of the total share capital of 50,000 lire. The remaining 12,500 lire had been supplied by Pietro Casalegno, a man Enzo had met the previous year in Turin.


Casalegno’s title was ‘chief engineer’ when Carrozzeria Emilia E. Ferrari and C. was incorporated on Sunday 1 August 1920, in the presence of attorney Camillo Donati. His responsibilities were to design and build the bodies that would suit the chassis that customers would buy from them – those made by CMN – or from other retailers. Enzo kept for himself the commercial, PR and administrative roles. From a legal standpoint, Enzo Ferrari was ‘legally responsible without limitation’ for Carrozzeria Emilia. The company was registered on Friday 6 August. The agreement would expire on 31 December 1926.6 After less than two years in the automotive world, Enzo Ferrari thought he knew enough to start his own business. Thanks to his motor-racing activities, especially now that he was racing for Alfa Romeo, he counted on having the contacts to find enough customers.


His mother had been against this bold move. Like many people in those days, she still did not understand the enormous potential of the automobile, and found it senseless to sell most of the family’s properties to start Carrozzeria Emilia. But in the end Enzo was all that she had left in life, and she couldn’t help but go along with his decision.


Enzo’s first engagement with Alfa Romeo was the Targa Florio. The participants were once again welcomed by cold and rain. Underneath a thick layer of mud, sharp stones emerged here and there as deadly hazards for the 16 drivers and their cars. Against one such stone during practice Campari destroyed one of the tyres of his Alfa Romeo Grand Prix car. While he managed to keep his car on the road, the wrecked tyre disappeared into a gorge.7


On race day the weather was as bad as it had been in the previous days, but Giuseppe Merosi had had the foresight to place gauze screens and mud flaps on the three Alfa Romeos. The first driver took the starter’s flag at 7am. After him, drivers dashed off six minutes apart. Campari started his race at 7.06, Enzo, wearing a scarf his mother had given him as a good luck charm,8 exactly one hour later.9


On his first passage across the finish line Enzo was informed that he was in fifth position, almost eight minutes behind race leader Airoldi, driving an Itala. Enzo led teammate Campari by one second. With water fouling the spark plugs of his engine, Campari had experienced problems throughout the whole lap; his four-cylinder engine was now running on three.10 It later turned out that Enzo had been mistakenly misinformed by his team, however: although he was more than eight minutes behind the leader of the race, he was, in fact, in second position – not fifth.11


With three laps remaining, the weather worsened further, and the road came to resemble a river of moving mud, hiding thick stones. A few miles into the second lap, Campari was forced to retire and Enzo became Alfa Romeo’s only hope to save the day. Despite the rain and the mud, he drove a superb second lap, setting the second-fastest time of the day and securing second place, behind Meregalli’s Nazzaro, the new leader.12 By the beginning of the third lap the sun had started to dry some of the mud that covered the entire course. But by now, with some 225km (140 miles) behind them, all drivers were fatigued. Meregalli’s third lap was two minutes slower than his second; Enzo’s, three minutes slower. When both drivers started their fourth and final lap, Enzo trailed Meregalli by eleven minutes and twenty-six seconds.


Suddenly, halfway through the final lap, Meregalli slowed considerably. The challenging course was taking its toll. Overwhelmed with fatigue, Meregalli was struggling to keep his car on the road.13 Sensing that the leader was having problems, despite the weariness of a long and demanding race Enzo knew that the moment had arrived to give all that he had left. Racing at ‘unheard-of speed’,14 he skilfully narrowed Meregalli’s lead. But despite a final lap in which he took seven minutes off Meregalli’s performance and recorded the fastest overall lap time of the race, Enzo could only claim second place.15


Although it was a terrific result for a 22-year-old at his first event with a new car, the final outcome could have been even better had Enzo been informed at the end of lap one that he was in fact in second position and not in fifth. With that knowledge, his attack on the leader would probably have started sooner, and with much better odds.16 Feeling that he had just narrowly missed a great opportunity for which he had no direct responsibility, Enzo was so overcome with frustration that he began to weep ‘like a child’, somewhat immaturely swearing that he ‘would never race again’.17


Speaking to a reporter at the end of the race, Enzo spoke of ‘animals and trees and big rocks scattered on the course’ slowing down his final rush to the finish. Somewhat maliciously the same reporter told his readers that Enzo had been damaged more by Campari’s reckless race conduct than by whatever objects the young driver had found in front of his car: by not abandoning the race once he realized that his car was not functioning properly, the journalist wrote, Campari only played Meregalli’s game, damaging whatever chances his teammate had of catching him.18


By evening Enzo’s rage had disappeared. Flattered by reporters, complimented by the Alfa Romeo team manager, hailed by spectators and pleased with the 12,000-lire second-place prize, the magnitude of his performance finally settled in, his pledge never to race again all but forgotten.19


Enzo returned from Sicily with something more precious than the considerable prize money: the first seeds of a long-lasting friendship with teammate Giuseppe Campari. A generous and talented man who could never quite decide whether he wanted to be a motorsports ace or an operatic tenor, Campari would soon become instrumental in Enzo’s growth within the Alfa Romeo ranks. For his part, Enzo reciprocated with unconditional affection and unwavering admiration for the champion.


The Targa Florio was the last significant race of the season. Alfa Romeo nonetheless entered cars for its works drivers in Gallarate’s Chilometro Lanciato speed attempt, scheduled for 14 November. Campari competed in the ‘racing cars’ class, Antonio Ascari and Enzo in the ‘production cars’ category.20


Enzo set the fastest time of his class. His recorded speed was 120km/h (74mph) – faster than Ascari’s, who was at the wheel of a more-powerful, brand-new 1921 Type 20/30 Sport model. Though this was an unconventional event, it was Enzo’s first class win. The young understudy was learning fast.


Campari won his class, too, but it was Andrea Silvani at the wheel of a V12 Packard who won the race, reaching the notable speed of 157.894km/h (98mph). Enzo was impressed with the winner’s car, particularly with its 12-cylinder engine. Having seen officers of the US Army drive Packards during and after the war, he had developed a curiosity about the V12 engine that powered them. Now his curiosity turned into a serious interest, which would soon become an unexpected obsession.21


The Targa Florio had been the backdrop of his first encounter with Campari. Gallarate would serve the same purpose for Enzo in becoming more familiar with another giant of motorsports: Antonio Ascari. Their friendship had a bit of a rocky start when, on the way back to Milan that afternoon, in the thick fog that had descended, Enzo accidentally bumped into the rear end of Ascari’s car, which had come to an unexpected stop at a railroad crossing. Both men were driving back in the cars they had used in the race. Perhaps antagonized by the fact that Enzo had been quicker that day in the Chilometro Lanciato, Ascari became visibly and loudly irritated with his young and mortified teammate.22 Fortunately, the accident was soon forgotten, and Ferrari and Ascari went on to develop a sincere friendship.


* * *


On 18 February 1921, Enzo Ferrari turned 23.


In little more than two years he had steered his life in the direction he had dreamed of since he was a boy. With the opening of Carrozzeria Emilia, he had started a business through which he was hoping to replicate the commercial success of his father. And thanks to Giorgio Rimini, he had realized his adolescent dream of becoming a racing driver – a good one, too, as his second-place finish at the Targa Florio proved. Not to mention that, working with superstar teammates of the calibre of Ascari and Campari, he could now learn the secrets of the trade.


For the third time in three years, on 8 May 1921, Enzo was at the start of the Parma–Poggio di Berceto hillclimb. While Campari was at the wheel of the 1914 Grand Prix, Ascari, Sivocci and Enzo were each entrusted with a Type 20/30 ES Sport. For Enzo, on a course that he knew well, with the exact same car as his teammates, this was a huge chance to prove his skill to the Alfa Romeo management. Instead, whereas Ascari and Sivocci dominated their class and Campari finished second overall, Enzo’s race ended at Fornovo, about halfway through the climb, where a breakdown forced him to withdraw.23


Three weeks passed, and Enzo was once again to compete at the Targa Florio. The bad autumn weather of the past two years had convinced Vincenzo Florio to return to his prewar habit and hold the race in the spring.


With Campari to compete for the overall victory in the 1914 Grand Prix, Enzo and Sivocci would try to secure the grand prize in the 4.5-litre class in their 20/30 ES Sports.24


In a race won by Giulio Masetti for Fiat, with Max Seiler’s Mercedes coming in second, despite a terrific fourth and final lap Campari finished only third overall. But the truly great result for Alfa Romeo was secured by Sivocci and Enzo, who finished first and second in their class and fourth and fifth overall – the first two drivers in regular production cars after three race cars.


Now almost a veteran of the race, Enzo’s performance was a solid one. After a not particularly brilliant first lap, in the next round he handily lowered his previous lap time. Then, on lap three, Enzo set the race’s third-fastest time and jumped to fourth place overall. After a puncture forced Sivocci to stop and replace a tyre, Enzo moved up to third place, first in his class. When he passed the Cerda finish line to start the final lap, after more than 320km (200 miles), only six short seconds separated the two Alfa Romeo drivers.


In the last lap, experience and perhaps sheer ability played a role as Sivocci made up the lost time and outpaced Enzo by more than two minutes. Enzo, who still lowered his previous record lap time by another 24 seconds, had nothing to regret. Although Sivocci had prevailed, Enzo had been almost as brilliant and certainly as reliable as his more-expert teammate.


Things were beginning to look good for 23-year-old Enzo. Not only was he greatly valued at Alfa Romeo, but he was also rising fast in the constellation of postwar racing drivers. Last but not least, he was in love.


From the summer of 1921, a young and attractive blonde was almost constantly at his side. He had met Laura Domenica Garello not long after arriving in Turin in the first months after the war. He spotted her one evening while taking a stroll beneath the porticos near the Porta Nuova train station.


She was ‘a beautiful girl, blonde, elegant, lively, petite’,25 according to Ferrari’s later autobiography. And she had gorgeous eyes.26 Anxious as he was for some warmth and companionship, he immediately felt a natural attraction for the young woman. Their courtship had initially suffered from the opposition of Laura’s parents, and then from Enzo moving to Milan to take the job with CMN,27 but the love story had endured. By the summer of 1921, however, Laura had taken the bold step of moving into Enzo’s small apartment in Modena.28


The young unmarried couple living together soon learned to coexist not so much with the subtle prejudices of a small town as with the open opposition of Enzo’s mother. By nature overprotective, Adalgisa soon became exceedingly jealous of her son’s girlfriend. The jealousy quickly gave way to daily and sometimes violent quarrels between the two women, with Enzo caught in the middle, unable or just reluctant to take sides. He was in that uncompromising phase of his life in which he still thought that love could overcome any obstacle.29 After all, there were some in Modena who thought of Laura as the most beautiful girl in town.30


Perhaps to stay away from Adalgisa as much as possible, Laura began to accompany Enzo wherever he went. In mid-July she escorted him to Mugello, where Alfa Romeo had scheduled a few days of practice ahead of the 24 July race. With his mother at safe distance in Modena, and in the company of his pretty 21-year-old girlfriend, these were happy days for Enzo – perhaps the happiest of his entire life.


With Ascari forced to withdraw in the final lap and Sivocci out of the race as well, at Mugello Campari and Enzo finished first and second overall. The press praised his performance and ‘his splendid, steady pace’.31


Enzo also received the Targa Masetti trophy, which was traditionally awarded to the driver who prevailed in the category reserved for regular production cars.32 For Enzo this was a significant personal achievement. For Alfa Romeo, along with the grand prize won by Campari, it was an extra honour that sealed its domination of the race.


The unprofitability of Carrozzeria Emilia, however, was a personal problem that marred an otherwise perfect time for Enzo, who was learning the hard way that the work of coachbuilder could not be improvised. Lacking any specific business experience, he had delegated to minority shareholder Pietro Casalegno the technical aspects of their company. Because of his racing activity and trips that kept him away from Modena for days on end, it was clear that Enzo could not devote the time and attention that he should have to this side of his complex business.


The summer of 1921 was a steamy one. With an eye on September’s Brescia race week, in the first days of August Enzo went to Milan to take delivery of a new Alfa Romeo Type 20/30 ES model, which he would drive in the upcoming Coppa delle Alpi event.33


This was quite an unusual competition, a 9-day, 5-stage regularity race up and down most of the Italian Alps that started in Turin and ended in Milan – two cities no more than 112km (70 miles) apart via normal roads – after more than 2,300km (1,430 miles). The driver who maintained an average speed of, or closest to, 48km/h (30mph) throughout the whole event would be declared the winner.34


Of the 30 drivers who had entered, 24 left the Turin Stadium early on the morning of Sunday 7 August. Enzo, the 14th to see the starter’s flag, dashed off at 6.05am


For the following nine days Enzo cruised through the Alps at the wheel of his Alfa Romeo Type 20/30 ES.


Enzo was one of seven drivers who completed the long race at the required 30mph average speed. Penalized by an ambiguous set of rules that calculated the final results on the basis of the individual standings at the end of each of the five stints, plus eventual penalties picked up by drivers along the way, plus a clause benefiting less-powerful cars, Enzo was designated sixth place overall. However, Max Sailer refused to let the judges take a closer look at his Mercedes and was disqualified, so Enzo gained a position, ending up in fifth place.35


The media was once again impressed by Enzo’s ability, although some maliciously noted that the ‘very young driver from Modena sometimes is too impatient’ in his racing conduct.36


Two weeks later, in the Aosta–Gran San Bernardo hillclimb, Enzo scored another fifth place overall, this time also winning his class. As uneventful as the race was for him on purely sporting terms, on this last Sunday in August Enzo met a man who, 30 years later, would play a large role in his becoming an automotive legend. Among the entrants was a young man from Turin at his maiden race. His name was Battista Farina. Like Enzo, he was trying to make a name for himself as a racing driver. And, just like Enzo, his gigantic role in the automobile world would not be as a racing driver.37


On 4 September, Brescia was going to host the first Grand Prix of Italy. Not having a car that qualified for the race, the Alfa Romeo drivers would sit out the event.


Enzo went to Brescia as a spectator, though he and his teammates were scheduled to take part instead in two other events in the Brescia area the week after the grand prix. The first was the Chilometro Lanciato speed attempt, a sort of qualifying round for the Gran Premio Gentlemen’s Race, scheduled for the Sunday after the grand prix. The speed attempt was scheduled for Wednesday morning, 7 September, on a 1.6km (1 mile) stretch of unpaved road near the village of Montichiari, on the outskirts of Brescia.


Enzo did well. He came fifth overall and fourth in his class – the best of all the Alfa Romeo drivers.38


Sensing the opportunity at hand, Enzo decided to practise extra hard in the few days left before the race, but on Friday morning, driving at full speed on a seemingly deserted road, he narrowly survived his first race accident. A herd of cows unexpectedly emerged from the nearby meadows and crossed the road. Coolly assessing the situation, Enzo quickly downshifted while pressing the brake pedal hard. He was able to drastically reduce his Alfa Romeo’s speed, but not enough to keep it on the road. The car plunged into a ditch and flipped onto one side. Enzo and mechanic Fugazza were thrown out of the car. Astonishingly, they both escaped with only minor bruises. The car was a different story, however: parts of it were scattered everywhere, in and around the ditch. Back on his feet and happy to be alive, it was immediately obvious to Enzo that no mechanic would be able to put the car back together for the Sunday race.39


All that he had left to do was to protest the dangerous conditions in which he had been allowed to practise, so he rushed to see race organizer Arturo Mercanti. Enzo was so distraught that he could not hold back the profanities. The verbal assault was so violent that he was not only officially thrown out of the race, but also banned for life from any Italian racing event. It took the personal intervention of the president of the Italian Automobile Club to reinstate him.40


Despite this, Enzo was confirmed as one of the four official Alfa Romeo drivers for the 1922 season alongside Ascari, Campari and Sivocci. Although he was perhaps the least talented of the four, the press made no distinction, labelling the Alfa Romeo squad the ‘formidable quartet’. For his part, after two seasons Enzo was now unpretentiously confident in his qualities as a racing driver.41










Laura
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If his racing career had taken a turn in the right direction, the same could not be said of Enzo’s love life. The arrival of Laura in Modena had not brought the couple the serenity they both desired. The daily struggle with Adalgisa had soon exhausted the young woman, who had at first sought and found refuge in her fiancé’s frequent trips. But come autumn, Laura raised the white flag and succumbed to a situation of enormous stress, suffering from an acute form of nervous breakdown.


The first measure taken by the doctor was to send her as far away from Modena and Enzo’s mother as possible. Laura left for a period of rest in Santa Margherita Ligure, on the Italian Riviera. Here she began to receive, almost daily, long and thoughtful letters from Enzo. Written in black ink – his signature purple ink was yet to come – they were all recommending the same things: absolute tranquillity. In early December, to reassure her, he went so far as to talk of a future wedding.1


Was the wedding that hadn’t happened yet the cause of Laura’s depression, rather than her troubled relationship with Adalgisa? Or was the promise of a wedding that Enzo was now making only an encouragement to heal, a sort of light at the end of the tunnel?


Despite her severe depression and the stress that it caused him, Enzo was fond of Laura. In his letters to her – neatly written, rich with anecdotes, loving thoughts and words of hope – he was always affectionate.


The same could not be said of Laura, who wrote to him much less frequently, and much shorter letters. In her rare letters she would constantly complain about the time his letters took to reach her on the Riviera. And although the tone of his letters was always one of understanding, in her letters Laura was often negative and at times even aggressive.


Laura’s real disease was jealousy. It was suspicion that consumed her, and for distrust there was no medicine or cure. He, of course, was cheating on her, but with his automobiles and his total commitment to what he by then saw as his chosen mission in life. Women were not part of the equation; not at this point, anyway. What Laura did not understand was the complete – total, to use a word that Enzo would soon start to employ – devotion he had for sports cars.2


At any rate, the couple spent Christmas separately – he in Modena with his mother, she at the Hotel Regina Elena of Santa Margherita Ligure.


In the cold and fog of Modena, Enzo continued to pour all the energy that remained after dealing with his stressful long-distance relationship with Laura into the complex management of Carrozzeria Emilia. Although orders were coming in, the situation was not as good as Enzo might have wished.


* * *


The first race of the 1922 season was the 13th running of the Targa Florio, scheduled for 2 April. It was an event with a prodigious international flavour: 48 drivers at the wheel of cars made by 12 manufacturers from 4 different countries – France, Germany, Austria and Italy.3 Alfa Romeo had at first planned to entrust Enzo with one of the two new Type RLs making their debut that day.4 But in the end they sent only one RL to Sicily, for Augusto Tarabusi, while Enzo, together with teammates Ascari, Sivocci, Clerici and Lady Maria Antonietta Avanzo, was given the old and reliable 4500cc Type 20/30 ES.5


The race was a huge disappointment for the whole team. Enzo was never in the heat of the battle, and finished 16th overall, far from Giulio Masetti’s privately entered Mercedes. Ascari, Sivocci and Enzo finished first, second and third in their class, however. At the end of the race they were awarded the Biglia Cup for the best overall team, but the trophy did little to brighten the day. For Alfa Romeo the 1922 Targa Florio was a total debacle.6


In mid-April Ferrari participated in the Milan Fair with a booth entirely dedicated to Carrozzeria Emilia. It was the first time that he had attended a public event as an independent coachbuilder. The local Modena press called his product ‘a masterpiece’. According to the journalist who wrote the story, ‘the discreet and elegant body, the fine finishing of all details, the ingenious application of folding seats [combine] two rare qualities: elegance with practicality’.7


Enzo enclosed the newspaper clipping in an envelope along with his most recent letter to Laura on 25 April. Always anxious for the fate of Carrozzeria Emilia, whose commercial success unfortunately did not match the description in the article, Ferrari wanted to see in the praise and enthusiasm of the journalist an encouraging sign. But his letter to Laura once again contained concerns for the young woman’s health. Laura would need continued attention on her return from the Riviera, where she’d been since well before Christmas.


Laura returned to Modena in early May. She went to see the doctor and then left for the hills. But the cure would be long. And, to some degree, it would never end.


June brought no better luck to either Alfa Romeo or Enzo.


In mid-July Enzo received the news that racing driver and friend Biagio Nazzaro had died in an accident in the French Grand Prix at Strasbourg. The news was disturbing for a number of reasons. Biagio was one of the regulars at the Bar di Porta Nuova café in Turin, where Enzo had spent many an evening in the first months after the war, and the two had become good friends since.


But more disturbing than the death of a friend and colleague was the thought that Enzo had somehow sensed that Biagio’s death was imminent three months before, when, after helping him out from under his flipped car at the Targa Florio, he’d had the distinct perception that while his friend may have cheated death that day, it would come soon – just three months later, as he now knew.8


The summer of 1922 was a trying time for both Alfa Romeo and Enzo Ferrari. While the car manufacturer was manifestly unable to close the gap to either Fiat or Mercedes, Enzo remained deeply touched by the death of Biagio Nazzaro.


Adding further tension was Laura’s never-fading negative attitude and irritating suspiciousness, recovering on the hills south of Modena and still consumed by jealousy.9 Making things worse was the precarious situation of Carrozzeria Emilia. Despite the quality of the work, the deep economic crisis that had engulfed Italy was killing small companies like Enzo’s one by one. Always a realist, he reached the inevitable conclusion that he would have to give his lawyer friend Camillo Donati a mandate to liquidate the company if necessary.


Still, Enzo remained optimistic – perhaps not about the future of Carrozzeria Emilia, but certainly about his professional life in general. ‘We’ll get out of this somehow,’ he wrote to Laura.10 And although shaken by the demise of his friend Nazzaro, he decided to compete in the Aosta–Gran San Bernardo hillclimb scheduled for the last Sunday in July. He had sent his entry to the organizers, but had failed to mention the make of car that he intended to use. This seemed bizarre, since for the last two years Enzo Ferrari had raced solely and exclusively at the wheel of Alfa Romeos.11


The rumours and conjecture this led to turned out not to be without foundation. While the press speculated on his next moves, back in Modena Enzo was at work tuning a car built by a small Austrian manufacturer named Steyr. In fact, Enzo had wanted to drive the Steyr the previous Sunday, at the Susa–Moncenisio hillclimb, but a valve failure had forced him to postpone his debut with the Austrian manufacturer. At first, due to the severity of the problem, he had feared that he would have to send the car back to Austria. Then, in mid-July, he had received the necessary spare parts from Vienna and had been able to repair it and prep it in time for the race. Thus, on the morning of the race, Ferrari showed up on the starting line of the Aosta–Gran San Bernardo hillclimb at the wheel of the small Austrian race car.


Despite being only 24 years old, Enzo Ferrari was one of the best drivers on the scene. For a small Austrian manufacturer aiming to conquer the Italian market, his surprising signing – albeit for one race – was a great publicity move. On his part, by showing the Alfa Romeo management that other manufacturers were interested in him, Enzo could send the unequivocal message that, for all his devotion and gratitude, he should not be taken for granted.


The race was, however, once again a massive disappointment for Enzo. The car had technical problems throughout the climb – problems so severe that Enzo never had a real chance. ‘My race,’ he commented the day after, ‘did not go so well; spark-plug problems made me lose precious minutes.’ He finished eighth overall and second in his class. ‘That’s fine,’ he said somewhat philosophically. ‘The important thing is that my health is good.’12 With Laura’s nervous breakdown, the lack of luck in his races and the potential closing of Carrozzeria Emilia, his health was really the only thing that had not deserted him.


As soon as he returned to Modena, Ferrari met with his lawyer friend Donati to discuss the fate of Carrozzeria Emilia. Donati was a sharp attorney who knew his business, and by the end of August he told Enzo that he had a worthy solution to end the suffering and the financial bloodshed of Carrozzeria Emilia.13 The company would indeed be liquidated, one of countless small businesses that were not going to survive the economic crisis of postwar Italy. Donati had managed to convince Renzo Orlandi, the owner of another coachbuilding shop in Modena, to purchase part of the equipment and materials from Enzo’s company.


In late summer, like the previous year, Alfa Romeo again sat out the Grand Prix of Italy, held for the first time on the Autodromo Nazionale in Monza, a dozen miles or so from Milan. Enzo naturally went to Monza for the race weekend, and on race day, Sunday 10 September, was standing just a few feet away from the eight cars lined up on the starting grid.14 The race was won by Pietro Bordino driving a Fiat, after almost six hours and 800km (500 miles).15


The year was almost over. In terms of racing results, 1922 had not been nearly as positive as 1921, but Enzo had once again proven himself to be a picture-perfect teammate for the most experienced members of the Alfa Romeo squad, and the press had never missed an opportunity to praise his racing skills.


Only the closing of Carrozzeria Emilia cast a shadow on an otherwise positive business year. Painful as it was, the drastic action had been necessary to halt the drift of money and avoid greater consequences. It had taken Adalgisa’s intervention to help Enzo out. To pay off his son’s debts Mrs Ferrari had sold personal property, including some of her furniture.


The humiliation of this colossal failure and the embarrassment he felt about his mother’s life-saving aid served as a fundamental lesson in the life of Enzo Ferrari. If it is true that negative experiences often teach more than positive ones, in the indisputable disaster of his first entrepreneurial experiment – which he never forgot, though he always avoided mentioning it – is the key to the future success of the man and the company he would one day create.


That winter Enzo spent as much time as possible at the Alfa Romeo headquarters in Milan alongside engineers, technicians and mechanics – always curious and eager to lend a hand and learn. He felt the first symptoms of what he identified as an ‘almost compulsive desire to do something for the automobile, this creature that I loved passionately’.16


Thus he became better acquainted with the company’s management, especially with Giorgio Rimini and chief designer Giuseppe Merosi. Enzo tried to learn as much as possible from these experienced men to avoid a future repetition of the Carrozzeria Emilia fiasco.


Sensing his total availability, Rimini began to use him for commissions of increasing importance.17 Whatever the task, Enzo was always available to do things and go places. Enzo was delighted by Rimini’s ‘intelligence and charm’.18 And while he admired Merosi for his technical intuition, he closely observed Rimini in action, wanting to learn all he could about managing every aspect of the multifaceted life of a racing team.19


His frequent visits and extended stays in Milan also meant he could get to know his famous teammates better. Now one of them, Enzo was admitted to the exclusive club of the Alfa Romeo drivers. Campari began to invite him to dinners and parties, introducing him to the good life.20


But as time went by, Enzo also became more familiar with Antonio Ascari. A much more self-disciplined man when it came to his social life, Ascari was enormously generous. When in his company Enzo would hardly ever be allowed to pay for his own meals; although he may have felt some natural embarrassment over this, he must have greatly appreciated it after the forced and costly closing of Carrozzeria Emilia.21 Soon Enzo realized that, despite Campari’s easy charm, he was more attracted to Ascari, whom he called Il Maestro, as did everyone else in the business.22 Ascari owned a small workshop in Milan, had recently become the Alfa Romeo sales agent for the Lombardy region and used his motorsport success to boost sales. He was also deeply involved in the technical decisions of the Alfa Romeo management, playing a key role in the development of the Type 20/30 ES Sport, the first postwar Alfa Romeo model.


His friendship with Antonio Ascari would be one of the pillars on which Enzo would fashion not only his own racing career, but also much of what he would become as a man of sports – and as a human being.23 Fascinated by Ascari’s expanded role within Alfa Romeo, Enzo was unintentionally but fatefully distancing himself from his own future as a racing driver.24










Victory!
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Friday 13 April 1923, wearing a brand-new crimson sweater that Alfa Romeo had provided its works drivers,1 Enzo was the fastest of the team’s drivers in practice for the Targa Florio, the season’s opening event. His understandable enthusiasm for this great result vanished after an unexpected and apparently anomalous remark by Antonio Ascari: the Targa Florio, the Maestro said, was a long and difficult race, where speed itself was not necessarily the key to victory.2


Electrified by his great personal performance, Enzo took Ascari’s words to be motivated by envy. And because the remark annoyed him tremendously, he did not take note of what was in reality precious advice. On Sunday Enzo began the race with great fervour. Taking risks at every turn, on the first lap he set the race’s fifth-fastest time. Then, as Ascari had hinted at, early in the second lap Enzo was betrayed by his speed.


In an effort to keep up the pace he had set from the start, Enzo entered one of the first bends on the circuit too fast. He was fortunately still in the lower part of the route and his Alfa Romeo ended its run in a dry ditch instead of in a gorge, as would have been the case only a handful of miles later. Enzo came out of the accident without a scratch, but the car was wrecked beyond imagination – impossible to put back on the road.


He walked back to the pits cursing himself more than bad luck. Only now did he understand the true meaning of Ascari’s words. Envy had nothing to do with it. Ascari’s advice had been disinterested and loyal. The arrogance was all Enzo’s, who, after three whole seasons, was still able to make rookie mistakes. He was furious with himself; with his irresponsible behaviour he had thrown to the wind the chance to do well in a race in which he had always acquitted himself with honour.3


Back in the pits, he regained his composure. He put down the racing goggles and offered to help the team as an extra mechanic. Generosity was a quality he had in abundance. Every time his teammates came in, Enzo personally helped with refuelling their cars.4 And when Ascari, less than 185m (200 yards) from the finish line, suddenly stopped with his engine mute, Enzo instinctively ran towards his teammate to help jump-start the car.


Ferrari, Ascari, his race mechanic and a second mechanic who had followed Enzo out of the pits were busy around the Alfa Romeo for five minutes before they could restart it. Despite the valuable time lost, Ascari was still leading the race. He quickly jumped back behind the steering wheel and hurriedly drove the 200 yards that separated him from the finish line.


Unfortunately for Ascari, in the heat of the moment the two mechanics and Ferrari himself had jumped on the car as well. The race marshals immediately warned him that if he did not go back and drive the last 200 yards again, with only his race mechanic on board, he would be disqualified. Ascari turned the car around and drove back to where it had stopped. Not finding his own mechanic, he helped on board one of the onlookers. Then, for the second time, he crossed the finish line. But in the time it took the Maestro to complete the operation, Ugo Sivocci had crossed the finish line too. And all that Ascari was left with was the satisfaction of a ‘moral victory’.5


Sivocci had finally taken his first career win. Enzo immediately ran to embrace him.6 The two shared a profound friendship, and despite the fact that his own first win had been postponed once again, Ferrari was sincerely happy for his friend. While he admired Campari and worshipped Ascari, his friendship with Sivocci was genuine, born out of the hunger and deprivation of the first months after the war. Enzo had never forgotten the help he’d received from Ugo in early 1919, and although he had in effect returned the courtesy in 1921, when he had opened the door of Alfa Romeo to his friend, he still cherished Sivocci’s altruistic generosity.


Back from Sicily, Enzo and Laura went to Turin, where on Saturday 28 April they were married. The notice of the upcoming wedding had been announced on 18 March in the city of the bride and on 25 March in that of the groom.7


The two had been living together – theoretically, at least – for almost two years, and although the situation had not been idyllic for at least the past year now, Enzo had in all probability wanted to believe that the wedding would fix many things, beginning with Laura’s health. He presumably hoped that, their status legalized, Laura would lower the tone of her jealousy. After becoming Mrs Enzo Ferrari, she would see the situation from a different, more reasonable angle, including the complex relationship with her mother-in-law.


This was a huge miscalculation on Enzo’s part.


Against his relationship with Laura from the very beginning, the other Mrs Ferrari, mamma Adalgisa, disdainfully chose to stay in Modena. Understandably upset by his mother’s condemnation, Enzo made the best of a bad lot. He owed Laura a ceremony, and to a ceremony he agreed. But that the situation bothered him is confirmed by the fact that he did not invite a single one of his many friends in the motor-racing world8 – not even his close friend Sivocci, who was like a brother to him.


The morning of the last Saturday in April 1923, Enzo and Laura first showed up at the Casa Comunale town hall in Turin for a civil ceremony. At 8.35am they were in front of the clerk of the wedding licence office. Then the time came for the religious ceremony. In a small church near Fiat’s Lingotto factory, no more than 20 people assembled, only relatives and friends of Laura’s. Enzo was by himself. The Mass was celebrated by Father Clerici. As a joint wedding gift, the Garello family gave the bride a gold-plated purse.9


The newlywed couple did not have time for a honeymoon. The motor-racing season was almost in full swing, and Enzo was by now completely absorbed in his multifaceted role within Alfa Romeo.


The following weekend, Enzo and Laura went together to Cremona, where on Sunday he officially ‘opened’ the track by cruising around a lap at the wheel of his Alfa Romeo.


Saturday 2 June, five weeks after his wedding, Ferrari returned to Turin. This time the reason was professional. Guglielmo Carraroli, the friend with whom he had pooled resources in 1920 to buy the Isotta Fraschini, had arranged a secret meeting with Luigi Bazzi, one of Fiat’s most gifted technicians.10 Enzo was on a mission on behalf of Alfa Romeo.


The development of the new Grand Prix Romeo (or, as it was commonly called, P1) was not proceeding as Rimini had hoped. The commercial director of Alfa Romeo had by now realized that Merosi and Santoni, a talented designer with a degree in chemistry, needed professional help. Merosi himself was not an engineer and, at 51, belonged to a generation that preceded the automobile. What Alfa Romeo needed was someone who had been immersed in the automotive environment from birth, somebody who would go further, a person who coupled mechanical intuition with technical courage.


So, one evening in late May, Rimini had assigned to Enzo this most delicate mission.11 Rimini had been clear that night: ‘Where there are competent people,’ he told Enzo, ‘get them any way you can – as long as you don’t break any law.’12


Ferrari met Luigi Bazzi in elegant Corso Vinzaglio in Turin.13 The envoy wasted no time in preliminaries. Alfa Romeo, he said, was looking for senior technicians to fill the gap to Fiat. And since the Fiat was the car to beat, the most logical step was to look for those talents within Fiat itself. This most brief of introductions was followed by a simple, direct question: was Bazzi interested in moving to Milan and joining Alfa Romeo?14


Bazzi was flattered by the offer, which he had not expected. He asked for time to think about it, which Ferrari correctly interpreted as a good sign. Despite the urgency that Rimini had stressed – the P1’s race debut was scheduled for the European Grand Prix at Monza in early September – he wisely did not press Bazzi for an answer on the spot. He told him to take his time and think about it. He would be in touch soon.


For the fifth time in five years, on 10 June Ferrari was at the start of the Circuito del Mugello race. At the wheel of one of the five works Alfa Romeo RLs from the Targa Florio in 1923, he completed just one lap before withdrawing due to problems with the carburettor. The following Saturday Enzo went to Ravenna where, the next day, he was scheduled to compete in the first running of the Circuito del Savio.


This race was going to be contested on Sunday 17 June over a total distance of almost 273km (170 miles), six laps of a fast dirt track that ran between the salt marshes and pine forests close to the Adriatic Sea. The start and finish were placed in front of the Santa Apollinare in Classe basilica, a few miles from Ravenna: the word Traguardo (meaning ‘finish line’) appeared in black letters on a white cloth, strung between two telegraph poles on opposite sides of the road.15


The automobile event was preceded in the morning by a motorcycle race that saw the participation, on an Indian bike, of a skinny little man who would soon become the ace of aces of the next generation of motor-racing drivers – Tazio Nuvolari. The main event of the day, the automobile race, started at 4.30pm.


Despite the far from memorable opposition, Enzo’s was a perfect race. His driving style aroused the crowd, which, at the end of the race, invaded the road to carry him in triumph. He had waited four long years to taste his first win, and now the flavour could not have been sweeter. There was nothing, Enzo recognized that day, that could compare to one’s first victory.16 Although the Circuito del Savio did not number among the most important races of the season, for a 25-year-old racing driver with clear ambitions, taking home the winner’s cup – along with a cheque for 4,000 lire17 – was nevertheless a great achievement.


The Circuito del Savio was run on country roads not far from Lugo di Romagna, the small town in which, in 1888, famous Italian air force ace Francesco Baracca had been born. Baracca was one of the few authentic Italian heroes of the Great War. His 34 kills had sparked the imagination of his countrymen, the vast majority of whom, Enzo included, had seen what we now know as World War I as a 4th war of independence that ideally completed the Risorgimento (the 19th-century movement that led to Italy’s unification). And when Baracca was shot down in the waning months of the war, the whole of Italy had cried and honoured him.


At the end of the race, among those who came to congratulate Enzo on his win was Count Enrico Baracca, the father of Francesco.18


Count Baracca was an elegant country gentleman who in postwar Italy had become something of a celebrity, thanks to the heroic deeds and tragic death of his son. That afternoon, the count was the guest of honour at the event.19 After the screams and excitement of the crowd finally subsided, Ferrari and the count had a pleasant conversation. Despite the miseries of the war and the sudden deaths in quick succession of his father and brother, Enzo remained at heart a sentimentalist, and the compliments and attention paid to him by the father of a great hero must have pleased him a great deal.


The joy over his first win soon faded in light of the serious concern that Ferrari found in Milan, however. The victory at Savio was perfect for an advertising page in a sports newspaper,20 but Alfa Romeo was aiming at something else. The defeat suffered at Mugello had not been digested, and had only aggravated the ongoing state of tension arising from Alfa Romeo’s manifest inferiority to Fiat. To add further stress, there was no news from Bazzi.


Ferrari was anxious. Although the decision now rested solely in the hands of Bazzi, Enzo had personally exposed himself in the mission to steal him away from Fiat. The success or failure of the assignment would inevitably have an impact on him and on his prestige in the eyes of Rimini.


On 2 July, exactly one month after the meeting in Turin, the Grand Prix of the Automobile Club of France was staged in Tours. At the end of the race Bazzi walked over to the Alfa Romeo pits and told Ferrari that he accepted his offer.21


Luigi Bazzi wasted no time, immediately going to work to complete the job started by Merosi. Meanwhile, Ferrari took part once again in the Coppa delle Alpi 3,000km (1,864 miles) race from Turin to Monza, scheduled for 5 to 15 August. At the wheel of an Alfa Romeo RL Sport, Enzo tied for first place in both the overall and the 3000cc class category, at an average speed of 49km/h (30 mph). Under the race rules, designed to favour the less-powerful cars, he was moved down to fourth place in the final classification, however.22


In the morning of 16 August, the P1 was ready for shakedown at Monza. The three drivers who would race it on this very track on 9 September in the European Grand Prix – Ascari, Campari and Sivocci – took turns at the wheel of the only P1 thus far finished, and not yet painted in the signature Alfa Romeo red.23


The only ‘great’ excluded was Enzo Ferrari, who, despite his recent win and the reputation he enjoyed with the press, was always the fourth element of a formation of four. For him it was no surprise, but, rather, a somewhat natural conclusion that he had pragmatically expected, knowing all too well that he did not possess the same level of talent as his three teammates. But since his mind was by now not necessarily set only on sitting behind the steering wheel of a racing car, he took Alfa’s decision with poise.


Monday 27 August was the first day of open-to-all official tests for the European Grand Prix. Alfa Romeo brought to Monza three P1s: number 6 for Ascari, number 12 for Campari and number 17 for Sivocci. The latter had chosen not to paint on the hood of his car the green four-leaf clover that had brought him luck at the Targa Florio. With his racing suit on top of his shirt and tie, Ferrari hung around in the pits with his teammates.


Despite Bazzi’s work and the encouraging indications of the mid-August test, the P1 did not look like the car that could end Fiat’s supremacy. Rimini was already privately thinking that the European Grand Prix would be the P1’s first and last race. Work should immediately start on a completely new car.


Saturday 8 September was the last day of testing before the grand prix. For Alfa Romeo it was also the last chance to find some practical solution to overcome the confirmed supremacy of Fiat.


At 9.35am Ugo Sivocci came out of the pits and launched his Alfa Romeo down the straight. The number 17 P1 ran full speed until it skidded as the driver was about to take the left turn at the end of the sottopassaggio (underpass) straight. Sivocci instinctively attempted to correct the trajectory of the car, but with no success. The Alfa Romeo went off the track and crashed at high speed against one of the ancient trees of the Villa Reale park.24


Immediately notified of the incident, Enzo was among the first to arrive on the scene. The smash against the tree had left the P1 horribly crumpled. The lifeless body of his dear friend Ugo was lying on the grass. Then he saw Guatta, the mechanic, who had only broken his shoulder in the accident but was crying despairingly next to the dead driver. Though he realized that there was nothing he could do for his friend, Enzo kept his cool, putting Ugo in the car of an Englishman who had been watching practice in that spot and had witnessed the whole incident. Then he rode with both of them to the hospital in downtown Monza.


On learning of Sivocci’s death, Nicola Romeo immediately decided to withdraw the team from the race.25 Ferrari and the other Alfa Romeo drivers spent the weekend at the Umberto I hospital in Monza at Sivocci’s wake.


For Enzo the death of Sivocci was a big blow. Ugo was much more than a colleague – he was the closest of friends. In some ways it was like reliving the death of his own father and brother. To him, over the past four years, Sivocci had in fact been like an older brother. Feeling part of the family, Enzo did everything that he could that weekend to console Ugo’s grieving wife Marcella and son Riccardo.


Because of Sivocci’s fatal accident at Monza, no one had a clear idea of the true potential of the P1. But Fiat’s stunning success – Carlo Salamano had dominated the race – left no doubt about the amount of work in store for the Alfa Romeo engineers. The day after the funeral, Rimini called a meeting with his closest aides to analyse the situation and decide how to proceed.26 Invited to the meeting at Portello were Merosi, Bazzi, Ascari, Campari and Enzo, whose role as personal adviser to the commercial director had by now put him centre stage when it came to developing Alfa Romeo corporate strategies.


The meeting produced two decisions. One was that, for Alfa Romeo, the 1923 season was finished after the Monza incident and, for this reason, they should immediately set the programme for the following season. The second was that the P1 would be retired even before its debut, and all should concentrate on the development of a new car, which they began from that moment on to refer to as P2.27


Bazzi had been a great addition to the team from a technical point of view, said Rimini. But it was not enough. If they wanted to put an end to the supremacy of Fiat, it was necessary to travel once again to Turin in search of yet more talent – gifted engineers who would come to Milan to work with Bazzi.


With selfless honesty, Bazzi suggested the name of a person who, in his opinion, was the best technician at Fiat – not a man who would come from Turin to work for him or with him, but a man to whom he himself would report. His name, he said, was Vittorio Jano. He was a man of great quality, Bazzi explained, and at Fiat was not appreciated for what he was worth. Leveraging his latent dissatisfaction, Bazzi suggested, may persuade him to leave Fiat.28 Rimini turned to Enzo and, for the second time in three months, asked him to go secretly to Turin.


Aside from the satisfaction of having been entrusted with another mission of the utmost importance, there was an even more intimate gratification in his return to Turin, ‘not to look for a job’, as he had done in October 1918, ‘but to offer [one]’.29 Five years earlier, Fiat had brusquely denied him a job, and now he was trying to deprive the automotive giant of one of its best men, having already convinced another one to follow him only a few months before. Beyond the service that he was unquestionably doing for Alfa Romeo, if on a personal level this was not revenge, it was certainly something that resembled it.


The first contact with Jano was a little bumpy, however.


The meeting with Bazzi in the first days of June had been agreed on by both parties. This time Ferrari and Rimini decided to base their first approach on the element of surprise. Ferrari went to Turin and climbed the three flights of stairs of a building on Via San Massimo. He knocked at the door of an apartment and was met by Jano’s wife, Rosina. The woman looked at him, puzzled, and asked why he wanted to see her husband. Ferrari, who had never loved preliminaries, ostentatiously said that he had come to offer her husband a job as a designer at Alfa Romeo.30 The lady grunted. Her reply left Enzo speechless: ‘Mr Jano,’ she said, ‘is too much of a Piedmont man to move from Turin.’31 Fortunately for Enzo, Jano himself appeared at the door and invited him in.


Although the two did not know each other, they conversed at length.32 Jano said that he was flattered, but did not conceal some scepticism. If Alfa Romeo really wanted him so much, why had they sent a young driver who had no defined role within the company? Why hadn’t an Alfa Romeo executive come to see him?33


Although his pride was wounded, Ferrari behaved as a perfectly trained diplomat. Jano was not saying No. His was not a flat refusal; in fact, he seemed interested. What seemed to confuse Jano was the rank of the envoy, a simple ‘mediator’ without ‘the authority to conclude’.34 So Enzo patiently explained that Alfa Romeo did not want to directly expose itself for fear of rejection, which could be embarrassing for both. But if he indeed was interested, Enzo said, he would report the outcome of their interview to Giorgio Rimini, who was the commercial director of Alfa Romeo. And, he assured him, the next time he would be visited by a senior Alfa Romeo executive.35


In the interview that followed, Enzo left the stage to Alfa Romeo vice president Fucito. It was him, a man with no knowledge of nor interest in motorsport, who actually formulated the proposal. At Fiat, Jano, who was the head of a team of designers, was making 1,800 lire a month. Fucito offered him 3,500 lire plus housing. The technician first had to convince his wife to move to Milan, but then accepted. And when he went to formally sign the contract in the presence of Nicola Romeo at the Alfa Romeo tycoon’s villa, Ferrari was there.36


It was early October 1923.


The moment Jano signed, Romeo said to his new chief designer: ‘Listen, I do not expect you to make me the car that beats all – but I would like one to make a good impression, to create a pedigree for this company.’37 To Enzo these words sounded suspicious, confirming his personal conviction that the reasons for which Romeo wanted a winning car had little to do with motorsport.


Indeed, Enzo had reason to suspect that Romeo’s ‘desire for a great triumph’ was aimed at having ‘the door opened to a high form of recognition’ on the part of the government.38 For a man of sports such as Enzo, for whom motor-racing victory was a goal in life – a goal for which some of his friends had died – these words could even sound offensive.


Enzo spent the rest of that autumn going back and forth as usual between Modena and Milan, Laura, as was now customary for her in the winter season, and despite the wedding, convalescing in Santa Margherita Ligure on the warm Italian Riviera.










The Champ
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Even though his finances were not particularly flush in light of the fiasco of his first entrepreneurial attempt – of which, away from Modena, little was known – at the dawn of 1924 Enzo Ferrari was still an accomplished man. He was about to turn 26, and could rightly be proud of what he had achieved in the short span of 5 years. He was one of Italy’s most prominent sportsmen, one of the top racing drivers at Alfa Corse (Alfa Romeo’s official racing team),1 the right-hand man of Alfa Romeo’s commercial director, and the owner of a car dealership in his hometown.


His private life was much less serene.


Despite the wedding, Laura, now his wife, was still at odds with Enzo’s mother and physically distant from Enzo for most of the year. Her health was not improving, and Enzo by now believed that Laura’s problem was Laura herself. Simply put, he felt she did not want to heal; because of the severe state of depression in which she constantly lived, she was content to make his life difficult. The medical treatments, which in the early part of 1923 had seemed to work, did nothing for her now. What was worse, Laura showed no real interest in building a life together with Enzo.2


With Laura on the Riviera, that winter Enzo spent a long time in Geneva, working with the Swiss importer of Alfa Romeo, Albert Schmidt.3 He had of course been sent to Switzerland by Rimini. It was one of those missions of increasing importance that the commercial director of Alfa Romeo was now systematically assigning him. Switzerland was becoming a major automobile market, and Alfa Romeo did not want to miss out on the commercial opportunity. Rimini had therefore decided to support the Swiss importer by sending the versatile Ferrari.


On 14 March, the opening day of the Geneva Motor Show, wearing his elegant double-breasted suit that he customarily wore on these formal occasions, Enzo was in the Alfa Romeo booth. Two days later, he was at the start of the ‘flying kilometre challenge’, one of the show’s fringe events.


Driving the same Alfa Romeo RL SS he had used in his last race of 1923, Enzo lived up to expectations, setting the fastest time in the ‘Sport’ class, the fourth overall.4 Although the event was of little interest to Enzo, the Geneva Flying Kilometre is the only race of his entire career that Enzo Ferrari entered outside Italy. The Italian press applauded his performance, calling it ‘remarkable’, and again praised the driver as ‘brave’.5


The following Sunday, once again at the wheel of the reliable RL SS, Ferrari took part in the Coppa Verona, which had a final speed test on the Torricelle climb. In a race that was in fact little more than a training session ahead of the races that really mattered, Enzo finished second overall.6


On 9 April Enzo made the acquaintance of Prime Minister Benito Mussolini. Personally driving his new three-seater Alfa Romeo convertible from Milan to Rome, Mussolini stopped in Modena to confer with Senator Vicini. Eager to capitalize on the presence of the head of the government, Vicini invited him to lunch in his home district of Sassuolo, a town about 25km (15 miles) from Modena. Enzo, a works Alfa Romeo racing driver of national fame, was commanded to lead the column of cars accompanying Mussolini’s.7
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