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‘Seymour’s account is that of a scholar and a novelist, eye-opening as to fact, both thrilling and poignant in evocation. It also has the best illustrations – the most eloquent, apt and abundant – of any biography I have read’

ALAN HOLLINGHURST, Guardian

‘In writing this enthralling book, Miss Seymour has given the forgotten “championne du monde automobile” the tribute she has so long deserved’

The Economist

‘Miranda Seymour [has] proved both dogged and fortunate in pursuit of Hellé’s own dispersed collection of cuttings and memorabilia . . . Sometimes it seems that fame looks after its own, but here is a very well-told tale that shows us otherwise’

RUSSELL DAVIES, Sunday Telegraph

‘The Bugatti Queen offers a gripping account of motor racing in Europe and America in the Thirties. It also has the charm and fascination of a fairy tale, being the story of a country bumpkin who transformed herself into a glamorous and much-courted star . . . Her downfall was shocking and irrevocable, and Seymour’s account of her final years is as compelling as the history of her triumphs . . . The quality of the writing is, indeed, one of the great pleasures of the book, as is Seymour’s well-informed commentary on a wide variety of related matters. She presents a dazzling portrait of the racing scene and its wealthy patrons and enthusiasts . . . There is no doubt that Hélène Delangle would have been proud to have her story so eloquently and sympathetically retold’

PAMELA NORRIS, Literary Review

‘This engaging memoir brings alive the energy, excitement and viciousness of the racing circuit, and Hellé’s constant struggle to remain part of a world dominated by rich men’

Observer

‘What a life! Hélène Delangle was not just the best woman racing driver in Europe between the wars, she was a life-force, exuberant and irrepressible . . . [Miranda Seymour] scrupulously documents the speculative passages, while creating a narrative which captures the helter-skelter gaiety of Hélène’s career . . . It has taken an English biographer to rescue Hélène from the footnotes. Less famous lives are often more engrossing than big biographies, and this one feels like an act of restitution. “I shall miss her,” writes Miranda Seymour. So will her readers’

CHRISTOPHER HUDSON, Daily Mail

‘Motor sport might be a man’s world nowadays, but it wasn’t always so, as this beautifully written account of the 1920s racing legend Hélène Delangle proves’

Glamour

‘This is biographical gold dust, and Miranda Seymour [is] perfectly qualified to sweep it all together nicely. There is a minimum of dreary petrolhead statistics, and a maximum of memorable little trackside nuggets . . . Seymour also walks a delicate tightrope between the horrors and the wonders of racing’

HARRY MOUNT, Times Literary Supplement

‘Miranda Seymour re-establishes [Helle Nice] as an alluring, charismatic woman and a gifted racer’

Metro

‘Reads like a detective story . . . The use of background detail throughout Miranda Seymour’s book is superb, highlighting the skill of a brilliant biographer . . . This model biography will ensure that her extraordinary life will not be forgotten’

LUCINDA BYATT, Scotland on Sunday

‘Completely detailed . . . The amount of research carried out by Seymour was clearly tremendous . . . For anyone who needs to know more about Hellé Nice, here is the book . . . A good read, and not only for motor-racing folk’

Motorsport
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To my mother,

with love and admiration


‘The thing I like best in the world is adventure’

– Hellé Nice
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INTRODUCTION

A collection of photographs spreads across my desk this morning. Three are of places. Three show an attractive woman with a film star’s sense of how to make her face speak to a camera. One is of a car crash.

Places first. 1900. A sepia-tinted postcard shows what is plainly intended to be a typical everyday scene of the time in Aunay-sous-Auneau, a tiny village forty miles west of Paris. Three women stand in the road, hands on hips, thickly stockinged legs set well apart. Aunay’s local historian, Raymond Barenton, wants me to look, not at the gossiping ladies, but at the building behind them. Small, low and shabby, this is the house in which Hellé Nice (Hélène Delangle) was born in 1900, although 1905 was her preferred year of birth. Peering closer at the card and using a magnifying glass, I can make out the words ‘Postes et Télégraphes’ on the wall of the drab little rectangle. Not a cheerful home in which to start a glorious career.

Place Two is the Villa des Agaves, Hélène’s home on the Côte d’Azur in 1937. A white house, up-to-the-minute in its curvaceous design, it juts out from the side of a cliff above Beaulieu-sur-mer, looking down on the elegant spit of Cap Ferrat. The Villa des Agaves stands near the summit of the climbing, serpentine route of boulevard Edward VII, where neighbours in Hélène’s heyday included a handful of European royals and a gang of sports stars. Below, almost overlooked from the terrace of the main bedroom, lies the magnificent Villa Tunis, bought by Hélène’s patron Ettore Bugatti from Jean-Pierre Wimille, one of his most successful drivers. Bugatti’s thirty-year-old marriage to a Milanese opera singer was in bad shape by the mid-thirties; the Villa Tunis was bought as a bolthole, a seaside palace just made for a man who collected houses as easily as carriages and racehorses.

Place Three jumps forward almost fifty years. This house lies at the back of the port in old Nice, an area where the tobacco-workers used to rent rooms in the thirties. The handful of streets separating rue Edouard Scoffier from the mountains behind the town are shady and mean. Opposite the tatty façade behind which Hélène’s life leaked away in obscurity, a garage keeps itself in business by respraying trucks. This was the house where she lived on charity, although not the landlord’s, for almost twenty years. In 1984, she died in a public ward at the local hospital. Among her few possessions were two large, stained boxes full of old newspaper cuttings, letters and photographs. The landlord, impatient to clean the place up and relet, sent them off as rubbish. Her trophy cups and her treasured book of stamps, collected over seventy years, were either sold or given away.

So much for places: now for personalities. The first of the second clutch of photographs shows a gorgeous young woman with no clothes on, laughing, and raising her arms to capture a fluttering white dove. It isn’t indicated exactly where she is performing, but it clearly isn’t the town hall of Aunay. She is probably in her early twenties; she has a glow on her skin that makes you want to reach out and touch her.

The next photograph shows the same young woman, but in a startlingly different pose. Here, she is sitting at the wheel of what, as I have learned to appreciate, is the supercharged version of the world’s most beautiful sports car, Ettore Bugatti’s model 35. She is wearing white overalls and a cloth helmet hides her blonde curls.Her smile has a nervousness which is rare in her photographs. You can’t tell the time of day (other evidence shows that it is early on a December morning in 1929). The weather forecast is bad: the men lined up like a row of Chicago heavies behind the car are shrouded in waterproofs. The smallest of them, looking anxiously at the car, must be her mechanic, Joseph Cecci, to whom she has inscribed the photograph in her bold looping writing.

We need to spend a little more time with this photograph. It is a record of the celebrated day when, driving at an average of 198 kph over ten laps on the uneven surface and high banked walls of France’s first speed track, Hélène Delangle, now calling herself Hellé Nice, became the fastest woman in the world, skidding around the top of Montlhéry’s goldfish bowl at a rate of 48 seconds a lap with the knowledge that a blown tyre, a loose screw, a faulty brake could send her flying over the concrete rim. Steering a Bugatti at that speed was, they said, like trying to slice a knife through hot butter.

And how did it feel? It’s a shame and a puzzle that so few of the novelists who could have done justice to the subject chose to do so. Racing was, after all, one of the biggest entertainments the 1920s had to offer. Artists from Lautrec and Matisse to Tamara de Lempicka, painter of the iconic Woman in a Green Bugatti, relished the challenge of how to express speed in a linear form. Writers, if we set aside some poems that Paul Eluard and Apollinaire might have preferred to be forgotten, and a few set-piece scenes, kept away from it.*

The best-known account of a woman driving at speed comes in Vile Bodies, which Waugh wrote in 1929, the year of Hélène Delangle’s record-breaking run when she was just short of thirty. Chapter 12 describes young Adam Syme and Myles Malpractice setting off for a long, grubby day at the track with their friends Agatha Runcible and Archie Schwertz. Sporting Miss Runcible – Waugh modelled her on his racing friend Elizabeth Plunket Greene – enters the race as a co-driver and beats the champion before leaving the road at speed. Carried off to hospital, she continues to relive the experience for as long as the nurses will permit:


There was rarely more than a quarter of a mile of the black road to be seen at one time. It unrolled like a length of cinema film. At the edges was confusion; a fog spinning past: ‘Faster, faster,’ they shouted above the roar of the engine. The road rose suddenly and the white car soared up the sharp ascent without slackening speed. At the summit of the hill there was a corner. Two cars had crept up, one on each side, and were closing in. ‘Faster,’ cried Miss Runcible, ‘faster’.

. . . Another frightful corner. The car leant over on two wheels, tugging outwards; it was drawn across the road until it was within a few inches of the bank. One ought to brake down at the corners, but one couldn’t see them coming lying flat on one’s back like this. The back wheel wouldn’t hold the road at this speed. Skidding all over the place.

‘Faster. Faster.’

The stab of a hypodermic needle.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, dear . . . nothing at all . . . nothing.’



Hellé Nice – her professional name – was the most audacious woman driver of her time and she first proved it on that chilly morning at Montlhéry in front of a group of cynical sports writers and select members of the Bugatti works team. Ettore’s signature  brown bowler hat isn’t visible in the photograph, but he was taking a close interest in her achievement. Her courage and skill were remarkable; what interested him still more were the seductively half-closed eyes and joyful smile which were already her trademark on stage. Put the saucy, radiant face together with the speed at which she was prepared to risk her life for a record or a win and Hélène Delangle became an irresistible commodity for a car company which relied on personality as much as victories for its sales.

The third of the photographs is a romantic mystery and not by any means the only one in Hélène’s promiscuous life. It has been taken on a liner bound for South America in 1936, and we know that the man who has snapped her in close-up is her new lover. The photograph is an exact match to the one in her album of a man on a liner, sitting in an identical chair. ‘Naldo’, she has written helpfully at the side. Her lover, Arnaldo Binelli, is a young man of arresting beauty, dark-haired, soft-lipped, a mouth, you’d guess, that was used to laughing and kissing. Like her own. They must have had fun, those two. Always photogenic, Hélène looks young and vulnerable here, hair tucked back, head slightly tilted. Her large eyes are dreamy, liquid with love.

The last photograph on the desk is of a crash. This is a horrifying shot, taken at the moment of disaster, by Hélène’s lover, who was standing by the finishing line. The place was São Paulo in Brazil and the year was 1936. She was racing an Alfa on that occasion, and racing well. But something has gone terribly wrong. The picture shows a figure like a doll, legs and arms stiff as star spokes as it whirls through the dusty air. The car is hidden in a blur of smoke. After the race, they laid her body out with the dead beside the track. Incredibly, she survived and went on to help set ten new world records the following year. ‘Elle a du cran,’ the papers said, as they had when she went to race on the speedbowls and dirt tracks of America in 1930. ‘The girl’s got guts.’

Acknowledged in her time as the fastest woman driver in the world, Hélène Delangle’s career was destroyed, not by a crash but by the moment when one of the most famous racers of the prewar years chose to denounce her as a Gestapo agent. Disgraced, despite a fight to clear her name, she was banished from the racing community. Her reputation never recovered, her former lovers deserted her and she was reduced to selling tickets for a charity at seaside cinema matinée performances. She died in complete obscurity. Her name does not even appear on the family gravestone.

The search for her story is told here in the Afterword. It has, for a writer who knew little about cars, music halls or life under occupation in France, all of which are vital elements in her story, been a wonderful adventure. My aim has been to do some kind of justice to one of the boldest and most attractive women of the last century. Hélène deserves to be remembered and, more than that, celebrated. She liked reading: I think this is a book that she might have enjoyed.

I shall miss her.

London, June 2003


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Researching the life of Hellé Nice has led to the discovery of a treasure-trove of material about her life and career, most of which has never been gathered together or published until now. The Bugatti Queen therefore represents the most comprehensive account of her life we have ever had – or, I like to think, are likely to have. There are, inevitably, gaps in the archive, details of her early life which will remain forever unknowable; in the interests of creating a narrative that does justice to her remarkable story, there are occasions in the pages that follow where I have had to employ some creative reconstruction. I hope to have made it clear where fact dissolves into speculation. I feel that, having been immersed in Hélène’s story for several years, I am probably better qualified than most to make such assumptions. And, since we are talking about someone who continued to reinvent herself throughout her fascinating life, I feel that she herself would not disapprove too much.




The French franc lost or changed its value during the years of Hellé Nice’s career. Below are shown rough equivalents to today’s sterling.



	One franc of the year

	Equivalent in present-day sterling




	 

	 




	1901

	£2.06




	1914

	1.79




	1915

	1.49




	1916

	1.34




	1917

	1.11




	1918

	0.86




	1919
	
	0.70




	1920
	
	0.50




	1925
	
	0.44




	1930

	0.30




	1935

	0.41




	1939

	0.25




	1940

	0.21




	1941

	0.18




	1942

	0.15




	1943

	0.12




	1944

	0.09




	1945

	0.06




	1950

	0.014




	1955

	0.011




	1959

	0.008




	1960

	0.84




	1965

	0.70




	1970

	0.56




	1975

	0.36




	1980

	0.21




	1990

	0.12




	1995

	0.108




	2000

	0.101
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BEGINNINGS


‘In my end is my beginning.’

MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS (ALLEGEDLY)



Nice, winter 1975

She had kept the gloves because they reminded her of the way in which one of her most charming lovers, Philippe de Rothschild, had introduced himself to her. She had been sitting at a café table in Paris, chatting to a friend, when she first noticed that a man, strongly built, well-dressed, bronze-faced, had stopped as he walked past. He hadn’t moved for about a minute. He was looking directly at her. She wondered if he was after an autograph; he didn’t look like a journalist. Good eyes; nice mouth. She gave a wide bold smile and watched him come towards the table. He spoke her name, asked how long she had been back from her American tour, indicating familiarity with her career. She said she seemed to know his face too, and burst out laughing when he identified himself. A racer himself, and of Bugattis: no wonder that he had such a familiar look. She introduced her friend, a girl she had met when they were both dancers at the Casino, and gave her a quick significant glance. Diana took the hint, remembered an appointment, smiled at them both and moved out of the yellow shade of the awning into the hard afternoon light of the Champs-Elysées. That was when Philippe de Rothschild lifted her left hand from the table and, correctly, identified the name of her glovemaker. Turning her hand over, he undid the four tiny pearl buttons which held the moulded kid tight against her wrist, smooth on her flesh as a second skin. Her bare arms were sunburnt; here, at the pulse point, the skin was white as a baby’s. Smiling, he lifted her hand to his mouth and, looking into her eyes, touched the tiny area of revealed skin with his mouth and, very lightly, the tip of his tongue. It was the most delicate of gestures. She knew at once that the experience of being made love to by this man would give her pleasure.

Sitting on the edge of her bed at four in the morning, she lifted the gloves to her face, as if to bring back some scent of the past. Nothing remained but the softness of the kid. As for Philippe de Rothschild, she didn’t even know whether he was alive or dead. Sighing, she stretched out her toes, feeling for her slippers before she knelt to pull the precious trunk from its hiding-place – she trusted nobody – beneath the iron bed-frame. Wincing at the effort, she levered back the heavy lid.

There they were, her hoard of treasures, the tarnished racing cups, the silver commemorative plate from Brazil, the book of stamps collected from her travels: all were safe. She lifted the plate aside to reach the sheaves of yellow cuttings. Two envelopes of photographs and a handful of letters were taken out, ready for the day’s work.

Sitting at the table under the window, she laid them carefully out. A cat mewed in the darkness and her head jerked up eagerly before she remembered that Minette, her companion over ten years, had been banished from this, the most desolate of her homes, by a landlord who refused to have pets on the premises. True, he had offered a bottle of champagne in consolation when he saw her distress, but you couldn’t stroke a bottle or talk to it, or please it with a scrap of fish. Beggars couldn’t lay down the law; given the choice between the cat and the room, she let Minette find a new home with the tobacconist at the end of the street. Now, the little minx didn’t so much as open her eyes when she hobbled in to buy the week’s supply of cigarettes. Faithless, in the end, as all the rest had proved to be.

Brushing a skin of glue over the back of the tiny black and white photographs, with their images of better times, she began the daily task of sticking them to the pages of the scrapbooks, building up a record of the past, drumming her heels on the floorboards as she tried to remember a date for each one. It was a young interviewer from Monte Carlo Radio who had given her the idea when he came – five years ago? six? – to ask about the great day in 1929 when she drove a Bugatti at the Montlhéry circuit near Paris and beat the world record. He was a nice boy, and a good listener. She had enjoyed talking to him, but she couldn’t make him understand the joy of driving that car. He ought to drive one himself, she told him; that was the only way to do it. She showed him her trophy cups, watched his eyes widen in respect. He hadn’t, he said, realized how much she had achieved. Before he left, he urged her to try to put together a record of her career.

It was something to do, to fill the long night hours when sleep refused to come. (The years when she slept as soundly as a child had ended for good in 1936, when a crash had nearly robbed her of more than the comfort of peaceful nights.) Now, the scrapbooks had become her solace, taking her back to another life. Another person, she sometimes thought, looking down at a news item about her American tour of 1930 which proclaimed the first-ever appearance of a woman racing-driver on the most dangerous board track in New Jersey, where she was expected to set a new speed record.

The landlord was too mean to provide her with more than a single-bar heater for the two rooms she occupied at the top of the house. Shivering, she dragged a blanket off the bed and wrapped it tightly around her as she sat down again at the table. The photograph before her now was yellow, the images faint with age. A lace-smothered baby perched on the lap of a countrywoman wearing a long, heavy skirt and wooden sabots. ‘Mother and I, 1902, at Sainte-Mesme,’ she wrote on the back; no, that couldn’t be right. In 1902, they had been living at Aunay-sous-Auneau, outside Chartres. Was this a photograph of herself, or of Solange, her sister? That was the trouble with babies: swathed in bonnets and shawls, they all looked alike. It could very well be Solange, in which case the photograph was going back in the trunk. Where it would stay. Her family were going to have no place in her record of triumph.

Boissy-le-Sec, 1898

Boissy-le-Sec was a dead end of a village between Paris and Chartres, buried in the cornfields that stretched from one horizon to another. The women and their daughters wound the water up with an iron wheel that took four hands to turn it, from a well so deep that you could drop stones all day and never hear a sound come back. Léon Delangle and his wife blamed the icy water of Boissy for the deaths of their oldest boy, Maurice, who died there in 1897, aged only three, and the youngest, Gabriel, whom they buried in the same summer. Lucien, the middle child, cursed with long pale cheeks and a croupy cough, survived. Alexandrine Delangle was expecting again when a welcome offer came to leave the village.

Léon Aristide Delangle was a postmaster, a government appointment which gave him a thousand francs a year (see conversion table on page xviii) and a roof over his head, and which licensed him to look down on his blacksmith cousin at Boissy. They had both married Alexandrines; it was all they or their wives had in common.

Alexandrine Estelle Bouillie was a gaunt girl of nineteen when she married the thirty-year-old postmaster. Her own family were of simple origins and Alexandrine was intensely aware of her new and superior standing; it pleased her that Léon and she shared a big fourposter bed while his cousin the blacksmith’s wife lay in a humble tester. It was also gratifying to know that her husband and she had the only telephone in the village.* As the facteur-receveur, Léon Delangle was the local banker; sacks of coins were placed in his care. He was an educated man, able to read and write without difficulty; Alexandrine drew further satisfaction from the knowledge that the Boissy schoolmaster, who had never shared a table with the blacksmith’s family, had been to dinner with her husband and herself twice during their first year in the village.

The postmaster Delangles made annual voyages to the coast, alternating between Deauville and Dieppe. They had been to Paris, twice, and had stayed in hotels. The blacksmith Delangles took pride in the fact that they never travelled beyond Rambouillet, once the forest of kings, lying on the northern edge of the great Beauce plain. Here, the green woods rustled with the wings of chaffinches, nightingales, turtle doves and larks. With a smithy full of guns to use on Rambouillet’s wildlife, there seemed no point in travelling twice as far to catch cold on an Atlantic beach. The postmaster was, in the opinion of his cousins, altogether too ambitious in his ways. Boissy had always been good enough for them. A man came to no harm by knowing the landmarks of his own horizon.

Never comfortable together, the two branches of the family separated easily as oil from water when the postmaster received offer of a transfer to nearby Aunay-sous-Auneau in June 1898. Alexandrine, while pleased by the opportunity to escape from her husband’s cousins, and a village she now associated with death, was anxious about moving at a time when their new baby girl was shedding weight at alarming speed. But word came down from the great Gothic headquarters of the postal service in Chartres that the process must not be delayed; they could take their chance now, or stay. So the house at Boissy was stripped of its modest furnishings. Kitchenware, chairs, bed, linen, a wooden chest and three down-stuffed quilts were roped on to the carrier’s cart and trundled away on the long white ribbon of track to Plessis, Garancières and Aunay. The family did not look back and their cousins did not come out of the smithy to wave them off.

Aunay-sous-Auneau, named for the alder trees which are no longer in evidence on its river banks, was larger than Boissy and, having at least two big fêtes every summer, a little livelier. It was, nevertheless, another one-street village locked in by the golden carpets of the cornfields around which its existence revolved. Here, too, the landscape was enormous and featureless: size is the only claim the Beauce has ever made to a character. Clambering down from the cart as it halted on the road above the village, Alexandrine Delangle ignored the old church of Saint-Eloi and trained her eyes on the distance, searching the broad yellow ring of the horizon. Beyond it, out of view, loomed the grey spires of Chartres. Overhead, the sky stretched in cloudless calm, blank as the fields beneath.

Their new home, squat and tiled in slate, stood opposite the smart new town hall and school which, ranged together, dwarfed it. Beyond, standing on the road to Chartres, defended by a high and rose-spattered wall and looking down an avenue of chestnuts, a recently embellished chateau lent an air of grandeur to the village. The owner, Dr Poupon, was more admired for his ownership of a touring car which lived in the chateau stables between a dogcart and a secretive closed sedan, home, in Aunay legends, to every star-crossed relationship the village had ever been sufficiently aware of to prattle about. The car was the village’s equivalent to a royal carriage. Every spring, the machine was ceremoniously unshrouded from dustsheets and towed into the light by two burly cart-horses belonging to Charles Foiret, principal landholder in the village. Dr Poupon, taking his role seriously, wore goggles, cap, gauntlets and a yellow coat which served to keep off both rain and the clouds of dust which rose from the Beauce’s unsurfaced roads. His groom, relishing the elevation to mechanic and chauffeur, wore a smart cap which hinted at a military background.

Dr Poupon had recently been elected as the mayor of Aunay, giving him responsibility for the welfare of almost a thousand residents, most of whom were of farming stock. Conscious of ceremony, he was waiting outside the single-storey block of the little Maison des Postes et Télégraphes – the sign had just been repainted – when the Delangles arrived on the carrier’s cart. It was Dr Poupon who unlocked the door and led them hastily through a damp little office into what was, if he might express a view, an unusually comfortable and pleasant bedroom. (Enthusiasm was required: the initial candidate had rejected the job on the grounds that the house was unsatisfactory.) The view from the back of the house was, the mayor indicated with a flourish at a window which looked straight into the side of a thornbush, admirably private. The floors – he thumped his heel – were sound. A new Thierry stove had been installed for their benefit.

The mayor paused, allowing this generous gesture to be appreciated before he delivered the one indisputable disappointment. No authority had been obtained for the provision of a bicycle to the new official and attempts to secure the services of a deputy postman had not proved successful. Deliveries must, nevertheless, be carried out to homes over a five-mile radius. And there, discomforted by the silence of the Delangles, Dr Poupon decided to bring his welcome to an end. They would, he said as he turned to the door, enjoy living at Aunay. The schoolmaster, Chopiteau, was a delightful man; Foiret, the principal farmer, was a good chap, always ready to help out with one of his carts if they were planning a trip to Chartres. He left before Madame Delangle, registering from his title that this small and strutting man was a doctor, could seek advice about the sickly baby girl who lay in her arms.

Lucienne Delangle, aged four months, was buried two months later. At the end of August, with a mixture of gratitude and dread, Alexandrine Delangle found herself pregnant once more.

Her luck had turned; no more Delangles would join the row of doll-sized graves at the back of the cemetery. Solange Andrée was born late in the spring of 1899, almost a year after their arrival at Aunay. On 15 December 1900 Alexandrine went into labour once again in the family bed.

They named her Mariette Hélène. M. Julien the baker and Charles Foiret, the elderly farmer who had been commended by the mayor, were witnesses to the entry of her birth in the town hall register. Dr Poupon, who had been distressed by the Delangles’ loss of a baby girl so soon after their arrival at Aunay, volunteered himself as a godfather. He even produced a tiny ivory crucifix which had belonged to his mother, offering it as a baptism gift. The christening itself was modest, not followed by the usual supper and dance; misfortunes had made the parents superstitious. Drawing attention to their remaining children seemed imprudent; the less fuss, the better.

Fretting over their growing family, the Delangles paid little attention to themselves. Several people in the village commented on the fact that the postmaster always looked in need of a proper meal. He was a good-looking man with lustrous eyes and a bold white smile. At Boissy, his cousins had made jokes about the postmaster’s appetite which played on the affectionate glances he always drew from women. It angered Alexandrine to see him coming back from his rounds at Aunay with pockets full of fresh bread, pieces of cheese and even, on occasion, with a brace of birds or a hare weighing down the mailbag. Didn’t the farmers’ wives know that he got fed at home?

Weight continued to fall off the postmaster until his handsomeness became that of a starved Christ. His approach could be heard half a street away by a deep rattling cough; his stride became a painful hobble; neither Poupon nor the doctor who reluctantly came out from Chartres on two occasions could think of anything more useful to prescribe than warm poultices and dandelion tea, brewed with mallow root. Neither poultices nor tisanes produced an improvement: Léon Delangle was only thirty-nine in 1901, but he stooped and trembled like a man of twice his age. When discreet queries were made about his ability to continue work, his wife, fearing that a replacement might be suggested, offered to act as his deputy.

As an old woman, shivering in her attic on rue Edouard Scoffier in Nice, Mariette Hélène Delangle thought back to her first memory of her mother. She saw her by the dim glow of an oil lamp, bending to fold sheets of paper into her clogs and another under a close-fitting wool bonnet before she picked up the heavy mailbag, lit the wick in her lantern and went out into the freezing damp of a winter morning before dawn. The slap of wooden shoes trod away, echoing, down the silent street. A clock ticked. Above the high side of the rocker where she and Solange had lain, mummified in their separate quilts, she remembered the rattle of breath which came steadily down, hollow as pebbles in a glass jar, from their parents’ bed. She could not remember a time without that noise, familiar and lacking in sinister content as the crowing of roosters. It was, quite simply, the sound of morning.
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1903: THE RACE TO DEATH


What about racing?

Oh, that will go. Already it has gone. It was necessary in

the past for the testing of cars whose capabilities were

quite unknown.

THE HON C.S. ROLLS, INTERVIEWED BY THE MANCHESTER GUARDIAN, 26 FEBRUARY 1907



She was three years old. In Paris, over two thousand people now owned cars; in Aunay, it is unlikely that anybody had heard of the 30 kph restriction which had been imposed on country lanes to protect the safety of cattle and their keepers. Life here proceeded at the tranquil pace of the carriage in which Madame Foiret the farmer’s wife travelled to Chartres once a year, to honour the shrine of the Black Virgin.

Bicycles had become a part of daily life. Girls a few years older than Hélène raced their Petites Reines up and down the village street; Madame Delangle had a tall La Grande Star on which to take round the morning post, while her husband, racked by the coughs from which no relief came, watched over Henri Louis, the baby who had most recently taken possession of the battered wooden rocker. Lucien, grown into a tall, stringy boy of eight, attended the new village school beside the town hall, where his two sisters, when old enough to wear button-up boots, would be introduced to dressmaking, drawing, and the rivers, flowers and departments of France. The world beyond was only glimpsed in the foreign stamps which sometimes proclaimed the continuing existence of a runaway from Aunay’s smothering tranquillity.

In 1903, Hélène was taken across the road by her mother, to join her older sister for the afternoon ‘movement’ class, her first experience of dancing. Drab as mailsacks in their serge smocks and black aprons, the little girls raised their arms in obedience to the teacher’s call, fingers fluttering as they tried to imitate trees in springtime. Heads back and shoulders braced, they skipped around the yard. Hélène, jumping and waving as she grinned at the teacher, was praised for her enthusiasm. ‘My sister Solange was jealous of me, even then,’ Hélène wrote proudly seventy years later. ‘She was eighteen months older, but I did everything – everything! – better, from the first day I went to school.’1

The great car race from Paris to Madrid was to commence on the last Sunday in May 1903; the papers of the Beauce region had been building up to it for weeks. People at Aunay, excited by their proximity to the first lap of the route, moving westwards to Chartres and down to Bordeaux, talked of little else. Some planned to join the fifty thousand who were expected to arrive at Versailles on the Saturday night in order not to miss the excitement of the dawn start of over 300 machines. Others, eager to experience the thrill of watching the machines travel at full speed, studied maps and decided to spend the day on the roadside, familiar to them from the bicycle races which had been crossing this part of the country for over a decade.*

The list of participants had already been announced in the press, their vehicles divided into four classes according to weight. The heaviest and fastest machines would be stripped down to bare essentials in order to qualify, with the drivers seated on a plank of wood lacking even the luxury of a feather-stuffed cushion to spare them from jolts and bruises. Cars would depart on the minute, at the firing of a pistol shot, pursuing each other along roads above which dust, however carefully watered-down in advance, would arise in impenetrable clouds. Roadside spectators were urged to keep their distance and to remember that they might not be visible to the drivers until it was too late for escape.

Towns were another acknowledged source of concern. A few would be bypassed with wooden tracks, but this was too great an extravagance to be employed in more than a handful of cases. Elsewhere, it was predicted that the streets would be crammed with innocent spectators, unaware of the danger they presented to themselves and the drivers as they pressed close to the machines or ran in front of them. (Gloomily, and with a certain relish, the newspapers reminded their readers that pedestrians and dogs had, to date, been the major causes of fatal automobile accidents.)

A banker, a count, a jeweller, a lady who had already shown her courage in the 1901 race from Paris to Berlin: the entry-list of drivers ranged from the celebrated to cranks who entered for fun, never expecting that their cars would take them further than a six-hour run to Tours or, at best, Poitiers. Among them were two young car-designers from Alsace, Emile Mathis and his Milanese associate, Ettore Bugatti. More serious candidates were the Americans Tod Sloan (it seems likely that he was the celebrated jockey in the United States and Great Britain during the 1890s) and William K. Vanderbilt Jr in his formidable mile-a-minute Mercedes; British car salesman Charles Rolls and his compatriots, Lorraine Barrow and Charles Jarrott; René De Knyff, always driving a Panhard; Marcel, Fernand and Louis Renault – and a mysterious ‘Dr Pascal’, the pseudonym masking the identity of the millionaire playwright and motoring enthusiast, Baron Henri de Rothschild.

Camille du Gast was the only woman brave enough to volunteer for a race of 872 miles over largely unfamiliar roads; to the disappointment of the Versailles spectators familiar with poster-portraits of ladies who went driving in their finest Paris dresses, Madame du Gast arrived dressed for battle. Goggled, masked and wearing heavy gauntlets to protect her hands from the burning heat of a metal wheel and gearshift, she was a sexless lump. There were unchivalrous comments until her mechanic hit on the ingenious idea of feminizing the bonnet of their powerful De Dietrich car. (Camille du Gast’s expensive taste in machines was subsidized by a doting husband.) Ropes of pink roses and cornflowers restored the driver to iconic status in a moment; an enthusiastic crowd rallied to wish her well.

Hélène’s chance to witness one of the greatest events in the early history of automobile races almost didn’t happen. The baby, Henri, was too sick for Alexandrine Delangle to leave him and the postmaster was also unwell. His friend Chopiteau, the schoolmaster, offered to take the children along, but Solange, perhaps from nervousness, had a bad stomach. The expedition eventually comprised only Chopiteau, Lucien and Hélène, barely visible under her lace sun-bonnet. Lucien, to whom the sturdy little girl still seemed like a charmingly animated toy, clasped his thin arms tightly round her stomach as they sat on the jolting cart bound for Bourdinière, some twenty miles to the west. Even through a layer of white lace, Lucien could smell the warm, sweet scent of her skin, like hay.

At eight in the morning, the fields below the long slant of Bourdinière hill were already crowded; Aunay was not the only village to have calculated where the race could best be viewed. Nobody was sure when the first cars would be coming through, but every sound, every gust of wind, was greeted by a flurry of expectant shouts, a surge of bodies towards the road. There was the sense of a fair about the occasion; dogs ran in and out of the wheels of farm-wagons and carts on a hunt for dropped crumbs; babies with surprised eyes lay on quilts which scattered colour across the patches of shadow under the plane trees. Heavy-bellied horses of the Percheron region cropped at the grass verges of the dusty track, while a couple of pedlars in the bright clothes of circus-people hawked trays of ribbons and strips of lace through the crowds, calling attention to the elegance of their wares.

Did a three-year-old girl absorb all this and store it away for future recollection? Probably not. But photographs of her suggest that she was already pretty enough, with her big blue eyes, for several of the mothers to have stooped to stroke her round cheeks and tickle her, wheedling for a smile. Years later, friends would tell Hélène Delangle that whatever she gave away, she must never lose that glorious, unforgettable smile of hers. You could see a hint of it already in the baby face shaded by the bonnet, a grin of beaming confidence that spread and stayed, cheerful as the sun. The ladies smiled back; the schoolmaster, enjoying his paternal role more than he had anticipated, knelt to retie the satin ribbons of his charge’s white bonnet.

Ten o’clock. A gust of wind brushed the planes, spattering the white road with the shadows of their broad five-fingered leaves. The men were smoking furiously, scribbling calculations on folded sheets of newspaper; the women, faintly excited by the thought of the proximity of the approaching drivers, hitched up their skirts, enjoying the coolness of the grass under their thighs as they lay prone, black shawls spread over their faces. The schoolmaster felt in his pocket for a pipe. He was on the point of lighting up when one of the men gave a shout.

The women threw off their shawls and rose, staring intently up the hill to where a silhouette against the sky had signalled an approach with a raised flag. Far away, soft as a whisper, the sound wavered towards them. It rose to a hum, a whine and then, with sudden fury, to the rattle of nails being hurled around a tin barrel as the machine burst on them from above, burying the flag-holder on the hilltop in a dense cloud of white dust before it plunged forward.

The sound of the car was, briefly, drowned by screams. For many in the crowded fields, this was their introduction to the automobile in motion. A few stood still, hypnotized, unconscious of others behind them who were running away, shrieking as they fled to safety from the demon motor.

Schoolmaster Chopiteau’s pipe dropped from nerveless fingers. He was close enough to the road to glimpse the eyes of a hawk behind the white mask before a dust-cloud rose and forced him to cover his face. ‘Take me!’ he heard little Lucien Delangle screaming. ‘Take me!’

And then the car, with young Louis Renault grasping the vibrating wheel in flayed hands, was past them, rattling into the distance on a long ribbon of track that carried him from their sight. A low sound went up from the crowd, a sigh empty of emotion, an extension of the engine’s roar. There was pride in it, somewhere. This was the future, and they had been a part of it. The feeling of weightless absorption might have encompassed even a small girl in a lace bonnet, to whom the rite of speed had been experienced only as a rush of noise and dust, the flinty glitter of falling stones, the sudden whiteness of the grass, the smell of sweat on the frightened horses, a sharp tang in the air, the smell of sand and oil. So this, thought the schoolmaster, as they slowly began to brush the dust from their clothes and faces, this was what the Greeks had meant by the words: sacred terror. And it had taken him fifty years to discover it. Looking down, he saw Lucien, still standing by the road, his arms stretched out. The car, Chopiteau realized, must have missed him by centimetres.

Even the grim reports which began to filter in by the end of the day failed to extinguish the wonder of the country folk who witnessed Louis Renault’s record run of 140 kilometres an hour down the hill of La Bourdinière. They had shared in his triumph too closely to relinquish it at once for grief. On Sunday night, back at Aunay, Lucien tried to explain what he had seen. Finding that no words could make his parents understand the wonder of the great rushing machine, the noise, the dust, the smell, he wept.

The Monday papers brought nothing but horror stories. The Race to Death! screamed the headlines, over violent illustrations of burning bodies, scattered limbs. Hundreds killed! Hundreds had not died, but the truth was bad enough. Marcel Renault was dead (a camera snapped his brother Louis in the moment of pushing back his ear-flaps to learn the news).* An amateur English driver had burnt to death when his car overturned on a corner and caught fire. Lesna, the great champion cyclist, had been injured so badly that he would never be able to race again; Lorraine Barrow, swerving to avoid a dog, hit a tree and killed his mechanic while he himself lingered for a painful few hours. Another driver managed to avoid a child on the road before he lost control and rumbled into the crowd, killing three and scattering injured bodies, too many for the local hospital to cope with. Camille du Gast, gallantly renouncing her own chance of victory, briefly withdrew to nurse another De Dietrich driver before racing on to take 45th place.

From Châtellerault to Bordeaux, the journalists reported, the road was littered with wrecked machines. Six of the 224 cyclists and drivers who set out from Versailles had been killed outright; ten more had been injured beyond hope of recovery. News that the winner, France’s champion Fernand Gabriel, had maintained a remarkable average speed of 105 kph, was diminished by the sense of a national tragedy. The level of catastrophe was too great for there to be any question of continuing with the race beyond Bordeaux; in Madrid, the garlanded pillars which should have welcomed the victor down a triumphal avenue of flowers were silently dismantled. There would be no more town to town races. The cost had proved too high.

Two months later, the first Tour de France took place and was greeted as an unprecedented success. Nothing now would halt the advance of the car, but the spectacle of roads that hummed with spinning wheels and pumping thighs was welcomed by spectators as a less dangerous celebration of speed.
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LOSS AND LEARNING


Quand tu reverras ton village

Quand tu reverras ton cloche

Ta maison, tes parents, tes amis de ton age . . .

CHARLES TRENET



‘Ton village’ was noted down by the old lady in Nice as one of her favourite songs, but she seems never to have returned to the house at Aunay, or to the church where, as a small girl, she knelt beneath a pink vaulted roof and joined in prayers for the restoration of her father’s health.

Léon Delangle died in the autumn of 1904. The funeral took place in his father’s village, Lèvesville-le-Chenard, out in the heart of the Beauce. We can imagine how, kneeling on stone slabs from which a damp chill brought a smell of the underworld, they prayed for his soul. Tasting her first glass of cider at the lunch which followed the burial, the child looked up and noticed an old man glowering down the table. This was her grandfather, angry today because the occasion had forced him to come into the house of his son-in-law, the ploughman; they hadn’t spoken to each other for quarter of a century. Saying his goodbyes to the widow and her children outside the house – he had kept his honour by saying nothing at the table – Frédéric Delangle glanced at Hélène and remarked that Léon had produced at least one child who didn’t look half-witted; just as well Alexandrine had a government pension to help her bring them up. It was his way of making it clear that his daughter-in-law could expect no generous gesture from him.1

The Delangle children have a desolate air in the only photograph to have been preserved from this early period of their lives. Lucien stands tall, large hands hanging loose at his sides. He is not a handsome boy. Studying his build and square stance, you might suppose that he had learnt to defend himself with his fists. Henri, a small curly-headed child in crumpled shorts, peers anxiously at the camera, seeming on the verge of tears. Solange and Hélène are dressed like twins, neat clips pinning back their heavy brown curls. Solange is perched on a stool, ankles crossed, feet swinging clear of the floor. Hélène is holding on to her. There’s no sign in this formal pose of the radiant smile which made Hélène the centre of attention in later photographs; even so, you can appreciate the strength of character in her face.

This is the only family photograph which the old lady kept from her early years. It may have commemorated some special event, such as the annual visit to nearby Auneau, for the three-day fair held there every summer in honour of Saint Jean. Did it bring back memories of the few sous she was given by her mother to spend on riding a flared-nostrilled wooden horse on the carousel, or on a miniature box filled with sweet jam which a child’s careful tongue could lick out, clean as a cat’s? Perhaps she carried home a trophy from one of the stallholders, a gift for a pretty child, a butterfly flapping bright paper wings on the crest of a stick. Jolting home to Aunay on the cart past a moon-bleached expanse of cornfields, a determined little girl might hold her prize fast, clasped so tightly that not even in sleep could her fingers be prised apart.
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