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Isotta Fraschini entered Alfieri Maserati in the 1908 Grand Prix des Voiturettes in Dieppe.









Seven Brothers


An age-old maxim has it that you can choose your friends but you cannot choose your family. In over 100 years the Maserati company has passed through several different ownerships but it owes its stature, if not its continued existence, to the shared engineering passion of brothers for whom a delight in all things mechanical far outweighed any nagging sibling rivalries.


The first son born to Rodolfo Maserati and Carolina Losi arrived in 1881, a febrile time in Italian history. The country as we know it today was just 20 years old, following a consolidation of various states – some previously occupied by Austrian forces – into one kingdom ruled by Victor Emmanuel II. This energetic young nation was already making and breaking friendships with its neighbours as it eyed foreign expansion. Already it had captured more territory in further armed conflict with Austria, annexed the Papal States and ended the temporal power of the Holy See – and begun quarrelling with France, previously a key ally against the enemy to the north-east.


Unification also drove the expansion of Italy’s railways, a vitally important travel and communications network in this era before the invention of the motor car. Rodolfo worked on the railways – accounts differ as to whether he was a driver or a station master – and, shortly after his marriage to Carolina, moved from his native Piacenza to Voghera, an important junction between the Alessandria–Piacenza line and a recently completed line from Milan, the industrial and commercial engine of the north. His sons were captivated by the spectacle and noise of the mighty steam locomotives as they powered Italy towards its future.


Only six of the seven children born to Rodolfo and Carolina would live to adulthood. Carlo, the first, was joined by Bindo in 1883. Two years later a third son was supposedly to have been christened Alfiero, but a mistake on the registrar’s part enshrined him in the records as Alfieri. This child lived a little over a year and the cause of his death remains unknown, such was the inexact nature of record-keeping at the time; when a fourth son came along, in September 1887, he was given the same name. Mario, the only son not to pursue a career in engineering, was born in 1890, followed by Ettore and Ernesto in 1894 and 1898.


Carlo was the ball of energy who gave his siblings leadership. As a pre-teen he began to build models of steam-powered cars. By the time Ernesto was born, Carlo was working in a bicycle factory – and had secured funding from a wealthy nobleman, the Marquis Carcano di Anzano del Parco, to develop and productionise a one-cylinder engine which could power a bicycle.


Between the births of the first and last of the Maserati brothers, Italy lurched into domestic ferment. Well-intentioned grain tariffs introduced to protect native farmers drove up food prices and provoked unrest, as did sundry political and financial corruption scandals and failures of the country’s colonial ventures. Strikes and land occupations brought military intervention and, for a brief period, prime minister Francesco Crispi attempted to govern without parliament. In response, citizens gravitated towards Marxist demagogues. Railway workers were among those to form anarcho-syndicalist trade unions and agitate, often violently, for better pay and conditions.
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Ernesto became the driving force of the Maserati company after Alfieri’s untimely death.
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Alfieri Maserati at the wheel of a Diatto 4DC during the 1922 Italian Grand Prix weekend. Just three cars finished the arduous race on Monza’s combined road course and oval.





Such were the conditions in which the brothers grew up. Despite Italy’s delicate economic state, Carlo raced his bicycles successfully enough to catch the eye of his contemporary, Vincenzo Lancia, formerly a book-keeper for a bicycle importer but now making his name as a racing driver for Fiat, where he also worked as a tester. Like Carlo, Lancia was a self-taught engineer with a passion for speed. After three years working as a test driver with Lancia at Fiat’s works in Turin, Carlo joined the Milanese luxury car manufacturer Isotta Fraschini as a mechanic and test driver, securing employment there for younger brother Alfieri too.


Carlo had a restless temperament and soon moved on to the car and motorbike manufacturer Bianchi, where he would have an opportunity to race, while Alfieri elected to stay at Isotta Fraschini. But as a racing driver Carlo was less successful than he had been on two wheels, finishing the 1907 Coppa Florio a distant ninth, 38 minutes behind the Isotta Fraschini of winner Ferdinando Minoia. Alfieri would enjoy a better result as a riding mechanic in the following year’s event, partnering Vincenzo Trucco to second place. Shortly afterwards Carlo joined the recently merged Junior Automobiles/OTAV as general director and, while the company was on a downward trajectory, ceasing production by 1910, Carlo recruited brothers Bindo and Ettore and the three of them successfully designed a small aircraft.


Tragedy struck in 1910 as Carlo, having left to set up his own engineering consultancy with 15-year-old Ettore, succumbed to tuberculosis, the highly infectious lung condition which was the scourge of the urban working class. He was just 29 years old.


The brothers had lost their north star but, in Carlo’s absence, Alfieri became the alpha male of the siblings. In common with his big brother he had an extrovert nature and a penchant for motor racing, though he was less impulsive. In staying at Isotta Fraschini while Carlo jumped from one employ to another, Alfieri had picked up a broader base of skills, becoming Cesare Isotta’s mechanic and test driver, then assisting in sales and marketing as well as participating in the company’s racing activities. In moving up the ranks – to the extent that he was trusted with overseas sales missions which took him as far as the Americas – Alfieri developed an understanding of the complete business.


Returning to Italy in 1913, Alfieri was tasked with opening a new sales and service centre in Bologna. While there an idea took root: opening his own business in partnership with his brothers. In December the following year they made it happen. While Bindo elected to remain with Isotta Fraschini, Ernesto and Ettore joined Alfieri in opening a garage on the Via de Pepoli, a tiny alley off the Piazza Santo Stefano. Paperwork lodged with the local chamber of commerce enshrined this enterprise as the Società Anonima Officine Alfieri Maserati, describing the purpose of the business as “the repair of cars”.


Within months of opening up, the brothers had to put the business on pause, as Italy became embroiled in what would be known (until the next pan-European conflict) as The Great War. Ernesto was the last to be called up – in 1916, when he turned 18. But while the war destroyed a whole generation of young people across Europe, Alfieri, Ettore and Ernesto escaped unscathed – indeed, Alfieri and Ettore’s mechanical skills ensured they never saw action on the front line.


Alfieri was dispatched to Milan, where the Nagliati company built Hispano-Suiza 8Aa aircraft engines under licence. As a side enterprise after his military service he developed a new type of spark plug with more durable mica-based insulation, which he patented and went into business manufacturing in partnership with his old Isotta Fraschini colleague, Vincenzo Trucco. Ettore worked for Franco Tosi Meccanica, a diesel engine manufacturer which had been turned over to aircraft engine production for the war.


As well as destruction, armed conflict also acts as a spur to innovation. Come peacetime, the brothers were eager to exploit new business opportunities and soon moved out of the cramped Via de Pepoli garage, relocating to a former glass-blowing factory outside Bologna on the old Roman road connecting Milan with Rimini. Within months of taking out the lease in April 1919, Alfieri had consolidated the spark plug manufacturing operation into the new facility and moved his (now retired) parents into an apartment upstairs.


Still it would be some time before the Maserati brothers graduated from fixing and tuning cars to building them. The slow-burn journey arguably began with Alfieri’s decision to return to racing in the spring of 1920 with a second-hand 3-litre car built before the war by SCAT, a company later absorbed into Fiat. Among his rivals was a young Enzo Ferrari. The car was not competitive enough for Alfieri’s liking and, after a disappointing and brief dalliance with a second-hand Nesselsdorf, he built his own ‘Tipo Speciale’ based on an Isotta Fraschini chassis with an Hispano-Suiza engine and the SCAT’s gearbox.
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Alfieri Maserati and riding mechanic Guerino Bertocchi claimed the company’s first class victory, eighth overall, in the 1926 Targa Florio road race.
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Celebrated racer Achille Varzi (centre) joined Alfieri Maserati (third from left) from Alfa Romeo, winning the Coppa Acerbo.





Although the Tipo Speciale was fast enough for Alfieri and Ernesto (acting as riding mechanic) to win the Susa-Moncenisio hillclimb, in road races it was still outgunned and for the 1922 racing season the Maseratis acquired an Isotta Fraschini which they extensively modified in-house. Further wins attracted the attention of Turin’s Autocostruzioni Diatto, the second-biggest car manufacturer in Italy, who offered Alfieri and Ernesto positions as engineering consultants as well as the opportunity to race.


While the deal was irresistible it was also short-lived, and an object lesson in the perils of post-war Italy’s seesawing economy. The 4.5-litre Diatto 20S was often beaten by smaller, lighter rivals and Alfieri was rewarded for reverting to his Tipo Speciale with a third consecutive victory at Susa-Moncenisio in 1923. The following season he was handed a five-year ban from racing after it was discovered that his car for a hillclimb in Spain, entered as a 2-litre, had undergone an engine swap to a 3-litre the night before the event. Diatto’s official history claims the company was innocent and Alfieri was the culprit, while Maserati chronicles say the opposite; whatever the truth of the matter, the ban was rescinded after a year and Diatto continued to employ the brothers.


When motor racing’s governing body announced a manufacturers’ world championship for grands prix in 1925, Diatto wanted to get involved – and commissioned the Maseratis to develop and build a new supercharged 2-litre, 8-cylinder engine. Development work dragged on, stymied by the death of illustrious test driver Onesimo Marchiso in an accident, and the car was only ready for the final race of the season at Monza in September. It broke down after 39 of the 80 laps with Emilio Materassi at the wheel. It became clear the company’s ambition exceeded their finances – they blamed the government for being slow to pay monies owed from wartime – and Diatto grudgingly withdrew from motor racing.


Such was the Maserati brothers’ reputation on the domestic and international racing scene by this point that one of Diatto’s customers, the Marquis Diego de Sterlich Aliprandi, an Abruzzo aristocrat with a huge personal fortune, offered to buy the company’s remaining racing inventory and transfer it to the Maseratis. The Marchese Volante, as he was known to the racing public, would become a pivotal figure in the Maserati company’s transition from tuning shop to car manufacturer. The ten ex-Diatto chassis and engines formed the basis of the first cars to carry the Maserati name and badge. For this, brother Mario – by then an established and successful artist – took the trident motif from the renaissance fountain of Neptune in the centre of Bologna.
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Maserati’s first car was the Tipo 26, based on inventory acquired from the moribund Diatto marque with funding from Marquis Diego de Sterlich.





For 1926 the world championship was expanded to five races and engine displacement capped at 1.5 litres – regular fiddling with the rules was one of the reasons the races were poorly supported by manufacturers – and the Maserati brothers adapted the ex-Diatto design to take advantage of this, downsizing the engine from two litres. Alfieri gave the first Maserati-badged car, the Tipo 26, its public race debut in the Targa Florio road race around Sicily in April 1926. As a non-championship event it was open to larger-engined cars and Alfieri and his riding mechanic, Guerino Bertocchi, finished eighth overall but top of the 1500cc class. Two months later Ernesto took overall victory in the Chilometro Lanciato (Flying Kilometre) race along the old Roman road in Bologna, reaching nearly 104mph, and the order books began to fill. In all, Maserati would build over 40 Tipo 26s to various specifications for gentlemen racers.


Major challenges lay ahead, though. As a small business, Maserati lacked economies of scale and it was difficult to turn a profit. Time and again Alfieri would have to lean on the generosity of Diego de Sterlich to keep his company afloat, and his health became a problem after he lost a kidney in an accident on the Coppa di Messina in 1927. The following year, racing’s governing body of national automobile clubs gave up on the 1.5-litre formula – and, owing to continued lack of big-manufacturer interest, the world championship itself. That idea would lie fallow until 1950.
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The trident badge, designed by brother Mario, first appeared on the Tipo 26 in 1926.





Maserati responded to the challenges of the racetrack and developed bigger engines despite lack of funds. Ingenuity would have to trump spend – Maserati’s next grand prix car was powered by a four-litre V16 engine made by joining two of the existing two-litre straight-eights via a common crankcase. The company acquired such a reputation on track that no less an eminence than Tazio Nuvolari, the Flying Mantuan, turned to Maserati when he flounced out of Scuderia Ferrari in 1933.


Still the company was in crisis mode. Alfieri, for so long the driving force of Maserati, died in March 1933 after surgery to save his remaining kidney failed. The city of Bologna went into public mourning and businesses closed down for the day as his funeral cortege passed through. Nuvolari and Enzo Ferrari were among the well-known racers paying their respects.


Bindo Maserati left Isotta Fraschini to join his brothers, assuming the business reins while Ernesto took over technical direction. But despite further success on track, the company’s income from sales and prizes barely matched its outgoings. Production slowed to a crawl as suppliers declined to provide raw materials for which they might not be paid. The Maseratis turned to Italy’s national motoring club for loans and offered Piedmontese industrialist Gino Revere the presidency of the company in exchange for further investment.


Ultimately, though, commercial salvation would come from closer to home.
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Tension at the start of the 1934 Nice Grand Prix as Tazio Nuvolari (2) lines up his Maserati 8CM alongside Achille Varzi’s Alfa Romeo P3 (28) and the Bugatti of René Dreyfus (20).
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The second Maserati V4 was rebodied as a roadster by Zagato after racing in the 1934 Grand Prix season.
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