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‘You don’t win Le Mans. It lets you win’


—ALEXANDER WURZ


‘I never did feel the same way that my colleagues did, that it wasn’t a real race, because it is. It’s a race against different things, though’


—PHIL HILL


‘It’s not everybody’s game’


—JACK FAIRMAN













CHAPTER 1 Daybreak



In the first light of day a pale mist rises in the far corners of the circuit. The heat of the opening battle is already a distant memory. The strain of the grind through the hours of darkness has begun to fade. A new challenge presents itself. ‘The rising sun brings a sensation of physical frailty. You experience nausea. The smell of petrol becomes unbearable. You feel pain in your stomach.’ The words of the great French champion Jean-Pierre Wimille, a double winner of the 24 Hours of Le Mans in its early years, remind us that the world’s most famous sports car race is not just a celebration but also a test in which the winners’ champagne is often mixed with sweat and tears.


The details may change across a century; the essence doesn’t. In the morning sun, a Dutch camper emerges from his tent to empty a jerrycan of water over his head. A group of Japanese mechanics are going through their martial arts exercises, staying sharp. A sapeur-pompier shaves in the wing mirror of his fire engine. Behind the grandstand, a recruiting station for the Foreign Legion prepares to reopen. Queues begin to form again at the merchandising stands. In those moments, Wimille could feel the nausea and the pain receding: ‘Towards noon, all that fades away. Mental and physical strength return as the spectators come back and the finale approaches.’


Like most French cities of any size, Le Mans has its streets and squares named after politicians, war heroes, writers and artists – Jean Jaurès, Georges Guynemer, Albert Camus, Henri Matisse. But it also commemorates winners of the race that made the city’s name known around the world with a rue Raymond Sommer, a Square Jean-Pierre Wimille, a rue Olivier Gendebien, and others. This is an institution, now 100 years old, that understands, respects and makes every effort to preserve its own history.


A particular French genius for turning sport into mass spectacle is at the root of the 24 Hours of Le Mans, something it shares with the modern Olympic Games, cycling’s Tour de France and football’s World and European Cups. A gift for thinking on a grand scale is in evidence: for devising complex rules, for attracting and organising competitors, for applying imagination and persistence, for moulding and promoting an event capable of capturing the attention of a worldwide audience while strengthening its appeal by encouraging the accretion of myth and legend. And, with the coming of the TV age, for turning the whole thing into a commercial bonanza.


From its necessarily primitive beginnings, the 24 Hours grew into a phenomenon whose possibilities were assiduously cultivated by the race’s organisers and owners, the Automobile Club de l’Ouest (ACO). As with Wimbledon, the name of Le Mans – a generally overlooked medium-sized city in the department of the Sarthe in north-western France – became synonymous with a single event that would stand in the public mind as a symbol of its sport.





It was devised to capture the imagination. When I was a boy it was the race I most wanted to see. Along with the Monaco Grand Prix and the Indianapolis 500, the 24 Hours of Le Mans was one of the three most glamorous fixtures in the motor racing calendar, with a rich history going back to the inaugural event in 1923. On my first visit as a spectator in 1967, it lived up to all hopes and expectations: the tension of the build-up, the colour and chaos of the start, the meandering crowds, dust softening the evening sunlight, the garish fun fair, the incessant roar of cars racing through the night, an hour’s fitful sleep in the seat of a coach, the bleak light of a chilly dawn, the grinding final hours, the mixed joy and relief for the competitors when four o’clock came around. Later visits continued to provide evidence that, despite many changes to the cars and the circuit on which they race, the essential magic survived.


Le Mans was planned from the start as a natural marriage of sporting and commercial values, conceived not merely as a contest in which crowds could thrill to the sight of drivers risking their lives at previously unthinkable speeds, but in which potential customers could evaluate the products of manufacturers competing in a still-new market. Not just makers of the cars themselves, but of the tyres, spark plugs, brakes and lights with which they were equipped, and the fuel and lubricants on which they ran.


Between the wars, in the first two decades of the race, the winners included Bugatti, Delahaye, Bentley and Alfa Romeo. Afterwards its lustre adhered to such names as Ferrari (winners of the first post-war race in 1949), Jaguar, Mercedes, Aston Martin, Ford, Porsche, Matra, Renault, Mazda, BMW, Audi, Peugeot and Toyota. As the currents of history passed through the race, its roll of honour came to reflect changes in the balance of power within the international motor industry. Where France, Britain and Italy shared the spoils of the first four decades at Le Mans, first the US, then Germany and most recently Japan fought and won battles for a dominance that mirrored their success in selling cars to the general public.


In the early days the manufacturers were seizing the opportunity to demonstrate not just the performance but the reliability of the cars they were offering to the public. Those eligible for Le Mans would need sporting characteristics, naturally, but unlike Grand Prix machines they would be obliged to carry all the equipment required by road cars. The race would also provide a punishing test of engines, thanks to the inclusion of an unusually long straight, and of brakes, as well as of roadholding and handling.


To begin with the cars could be of any size, from midgets to monsters. In order to prove that they could be started from the driving seat and that the all-weather equipment functioned properly, the drivers had to line up on the opposite side of the track, run across to their machines, erect and secure the hoods, and only then jump in, start up the engine and race away. (The hood requirement was soon removed, but the famous Le Mans start lasted until 1970.) Strict rules on petrol and oil consumption were enforced by commissaires. If a car broke down on the circuit, all repairs had to be carried out by the driver, using only parts and tools carried in the car; if it became embedded in a sandbank, he or she had to dig it out unaided (and many took to carrying a small shovel in the cockpit for that purpose).


A rich folklore built up over the decades, including stories of leaking petrol tanks being sealed with cork, soap and chewing gum, of drivers hallucinating while hammering down the endless Mulsanne straight in the pre-dawn hours, of one competitor making his last pit stop for a fill-up and a glass of champagne, of the woman who drove through the night hours in a fur coat, of a driver who parked his car in the woods and took a nap before being woken up in time for the finish, and of the man who drove the entire twenty-four hours without leaving the cockpit of his Bentley for anything – anything at all – a month before his fiftieth birthday. Another driver almost succeeded in winning the race single-handed, only for fatigue to provoke a missed gear change and a broken engine with barely an hour to go.


Using public roads, including part of the route départmentale from Le Mans to Tours, the eight-mile circuit retains its basic outline and many long-cherished features, such as the distinctive row of thirty plane trees lining the left-hand side of the track before the start of the main straight and the Dunlop footbridge under which the cars roar soon after leaving the start. Despite the gradual introduction of modern safety features, it remains an example of how the best circuits are based on roads laid out when natural topography and geography were the factors that determined the route of a journey from one place to another, and where those elements remain a visible part of the scenery.


Until Grand Prix racing became so specialised, the very greatest heroes made appearances at Le Mans: Tazio Nuvolari, Rudolf Caracciola, Raymond Sommer and Jean-Pierre Wimille before the Second World War; Juan Manuel Fangio, Stirling Moss, Mike Hawthorn, Jim Clark, Lorenzo Bandini, Jackie Stewart, Graham Hill, Jochen Rindt, Mario Andretti, the six-times winner Jacky Ickx and others in later years, through to the generations of Michele Alboreto, Johnny Herbert and Fernando Alonso. But it made its own legends, too. Woolf Barnato, Luigi Chinetti, Henri Pescarolo and Tom Kristensen – who broke Ickx’s record to reach nine wins – became famous principally for what they accomplished at Le Mans and are as much a part of motor racing history as any F1 world champion.


Aristocrats and playboys – the likes of Earl Howe and Lord Selsdon, Prince Nicholas of Romania, Prince Igor Troubetzkoy of Russia and the Dominican roué Porfirio Rubirosa – queued up to take part. The traditional mix of professionals and amateurs, which arose naturally in the pre-war years, continues to attract competitors from sixteen to sixty-five, a dramatis personae that has included Olympic champions, rock stars, wine growers and even drug smugglers.


Women, too, have been frequent competitors, racing on level terms with the men. The first were Odette Siko and Marguerite Mareuse, who shared a Bugatti in 1930. They were followed in the inter-war years by six fellow Frenchwomen, one Canadian, one Australian and no fewer than fourteen British females, including a First World War ambulance driver and a future motoring correspondent of Vogue. After a fifteen-year ban, the surge in the 1970s resembled that of the 1930s, but no woman has yet matched the fourth place achieved by Siko in her Alfa Romeo in 1933.





Le Mans was the place where champagne was first sprayed from the podium of any sporting event, when an American driver found a new way to celebrate victory in 1967. He did so a few yards away from the spot where, a dozen years earlier, in the greatest tragedy ever to befall motor racing, a burning wreck flew into the enclosure opposite the pits, killing eighty-three spectators, the youngest of them only eleven. The race had continued while the dead bodies and many more injured were taken away, allowed to run to its scheduled conclusion the following afternoon. If that seems unthinkable today, there were sound and sensible reasons behind the decision, as well as the very different attitudes to risk and mortality common barely a decade after the circuit and its surrounding villages had been left in ruins by the battle between occupying forces and liberators.


In all, twenty-two drivers have been killed during the race or its practice and test sessions, along with several trackside marshals and a number of other spectators in the early days. Safety measures for the drivers saw the introduction of helmets, seat belts and flameproof overalls. The primitive early hazard warnings of white rings painted on trackside tree trunks extended over the years to the introduction of safety barriers and gravel run-off areas, warning lights, safety cars and slow zones, and the addition of chicanes to break up the long flat-out Mulsanne straight once cars had begun taking off and flying into the trees at 230mph. Spectators were gradually moved further back, protected first by earth banks and then by steel barriers and debris fencing.


For all its legendary status inside and outside the sport, not everyone loved Le Mans. Some who drove there found it both boring and dangerous. They disliked the need to nurse a highly tuned, highly stressed engine through the full twenty-four hours and, even more, the difficulty of judging speed differentials separating the biggest and the smallest cars and the variable skills of the amateur drivers who flocked to the race, creating a potential hazard that was particularly pronounced during the endless hours between dusk and dawn. Although Wimille loved the race, he could vividly evoke the anxiety they all felt: ‘You fear that a backmarker won’t leave the line open for you. And as soon as you’re past, it’s the same thing again. You grow very tired of sustaining this level of attention and your own race is more difficult to conduct.’


Some drivers noted a kind of mental torpor that can descend while running through the night at high speed, but Wimille found satisfaction in the need to rely on his racing instinct: ‘Those who don’t have that instinct lose their bearings, lose time and get very tired during the night. You need perfect self-control to eliminate emotion. I like this very much.’


The romance of the race attracted leading filmmakers. They included Claude Lelouch, who used it as a setting in the worldwide hit Un homme et une femme (A Man and a Woman, 1966), Steve McQueen, who conceived and starred in Le Mans in 1971, Luc Besson, who directed a film based on the popular cartoon character Michel Vaillant, a champion driver, shot during the 24 Hours in 2003, and James Mangold, who made Le Mans ’66 – about the ferocious battle between Ford and Ferrari, starring Matt Damon and Christian Bale – in 2019.


A strong British presence since the very beginning transforms Le Mans into an outpost of empire for one weekend each summer. After the high-living bunch known as the Bentley Boys started it all with five wins between 1924 and 1930, the successful Jaguars and Aston Martins in the 1950s sustained a tradition whose continuing vigour can be seen every year, not just in the entry list for the race but in the queues of British-registered cars heading for the car parks around the circuit. Of today’s average attendance of 250,000 at the circuit, a large proportion – usually around a fifth – will have crossed the Channel.


Also intact is the race’s long tradition of encouraging the sort of innovation that can be passed on to more conventional forms of motoring. Self-starters were mandatory from the beginning, at a time when most cars were still started by handles. A Frenchman used Le Mans to prove the reliability of his front-wheel-drive system in the 1920s. Disc brakes were a novelty that, after well-publicised successes with the winning Jaguars at Le Mans in the ’50s, eventually became standard equipment for all cars. Occasionally something revolutionary would be allowed to enter in a class of its own, from the exotic twin-boom Nardi of the 1950s through the Rover-BRM gas-turbine cars of the early ’60s to the bizarre Nissan DeltaWing of 2012. In 2019 Le Mans saw its first quadriplegic driver take part in a specially modified car.


This embrace of innovation breeds a richness of cast and crew that has helped carry the race through periods of dominance by single teams, from Bentley in the 1920s to Audi and Toyota most recently. As with the Tour de France, something is always going on somewhere, whether at the front, in midfield or among those struggling simply for the satisfaction of getting to the finish.





Its early success meant that the format of Le Mans was soon copied. A year after the first edition, full twenty-four-hour races were held at Spa and Monza in 1924. At Pescara, on Italy’s Adriatic coast, the Targa Abruzzo was run in 1934 and 1935 as a twenty-four-hour race for sports cars. In Florida, the 24 Hours of Daytona was first held in 1966 over an artificial track combining road circuit and banked oval; it remains the US’s most significant annual sports car race. The 24 Hours of the Nürburgring began in 1970 for a field of GT cars and touring cars, mostly driven by amateurs. There were scaled-down versions, too. Day-into-night twelve-hour races took place at Pescara in 1952 and 1953, at Reims from 1953 to 1961, and at Sebring in Florida from 1952 to the present day. The best Britain could do before the war was the Brooklands Double 12, run between 1929 and 1931, each race split into two daylight twelve-hour sessions in order to placate the circuit’s neighbours in suburban Surrey. In the mid-1950s a nine-hour race – from 3 p.m. to midnight – took place on the converted aerodrome at Goodwood in West Sussex.


Le Mans, however, has remained first among equals in sports car racing, an event on a grand scale but drawing its special allure from a certain informality in the atmosphere for competitors and spectators through the week of the race. No longer, of course, will a latter-day equivalent of the Marquis de Portago drive his Ferrari from the factory in Italy to the circuit in the week of the race, or the Porsche mechanics ferry their cars from their rented garage through the country roads to the circuit. But the scrutineering – the elaborate process of verifying the cars’ conformity to the regulations – is still carried out in the public space beneath the Gothic cathedral that dominates the city, and the drivers now take part in the Friday night Parade des pilotes through the centre of the city, enjoying the proximity to the fans.


The Grand Prix d’Endurance is a gruelling experience for the competitors – the sort of event, increasingly rare in modern sport, in which time and the weather play a significant part – but it also finds space for things that charm. The race itself has never been just about Bugatti versus Alfa Romeo, Ferrari versus Ford or Audi versus Toyota. It’s also the machinery on the margins, the Salmsons, OSCAs, WMs and Paganis, and even more the people who enrich the supporting cast, from Hollywood actors to those lurking, for a variety of reasons, behind pseudonyms: ‘Sabipa’, ‘Eldé’, ‘Beurlys’, ‘Pierre Levegh’, ‘John Winter’ and the two Frenchmen who shared a car and, desiring anonymity, called themselves ‘Ano’ and ‘Nimme’.


The legends, great and small, are intrinsic to the race’s appeal. The myths, too. An example: over many years, Nescafé sold a brand of instant coffee called Blend 37, designed for those with more sophisticated palates. According to the company’s promotional material, the name came from the story of a racing driver named Didier Cambreson who, in 1937, completed the 24 Hours of Le Mans single-handed at the wheel of a car carrying the number 37 in which, while consuming only a cup of coffee during his pit stops, he finished 37th. A nice story, even a superficially plausible one. But in 1937 the number 37 was carried by the car (an Aston Martin) that finished fifth. And among the hundreds of drivers competing at Le Mans between 1923 and today, there is no sign of a M. Cambreson. Blend 37 was discontinued in 2021. The race goes on.










CHAPTER 2 A festival of speed (1906−22)



The idea of a motor race at Le Mans lasting twenty-four hours belonged to Georges Durand, a child of an age when France could glimpse the past and the future waving to each other. He was born in 1864, a year in which the country still had an emperor – Napoleon III, Bonaparte’s nephew – and Jules Verne published Journey to the Centre of the Earth, a pioneering work of science fiction. Durand’s birthplace was Fresnay-sur-Sarthe, a farming community north of Le Mans, the best part of a day’s ride on horseback from the city. At twenty he left the old world of rural France in search of the promise of modernity. In Le Mans, where the industries of textiles, tobacco and railway equipment manufacturing flourished, he found a position in the bridges and highways department of the local council.


Le Mans had been an important settlement of a Gallic tribe known to the Romans, who seized it in 47 BC, as the Cenomani. The invaders named the town Vindinium and stayed for 500 years. As their empire collapsed, the legions returned home down the arrow-straight roads that were Rome’s enduring legacy to its outposts, like the one that led due south through pine forests from Le Mans towards Tours.


Durand’s job at the Départment des Ponts et Chaussées brought him into contact with the technology that would be a defining feature of the next century. Le Mans, a city of 65,000 people, was becoming a cradle of the infant motor industry, in large part thanks to the presence of the Bollée family. Amédée Bollée, born in 1844, had worked in his family’s bell foundry before branching out to manufacture his first steam-powered vehicle, a twelve-passenger bus, in 1873. Two years later a smaller, lighter vehicle was so well received that fifty examples were built, making it the first series-production car. In 1895 Amédée and his son Léon – a precocious young engineer who had already invented a calculating machine – competed in the Paris−Bordeaux−Paris race, the world’s first major event of its kind; they came last of the nine finishers, taking ninety hours, almost twice the time recorded by the fastest car, Émile Levassor’s petrol-engined Panhard & Levassor. The following year the first of the Bollées’ own petrol-engined cars was entered in the Paris−Marseille−Paris marathon. The son set up a new company, Léon Bollée Automobiles, whose products built a reputation through winning competitions, including the Paris−Dieppe race in 1897.


When Orville and Wilbur Wright visited Le Mans to demonstrate their flying machine in the summer of 1908, Léon Bollée invited the American brothers to use the facilities of his factory. A series of flights, first from the Hunaudières racecourse, south of the city, and then from the Camp d’Auvours artillery field a few kilometres to the east, were enough to convince the sceptical French nation of the viability of heavier-than-air flying machines.


Durand had been observing all this activity with great interest and a growing desire to play a part in it. In 1897 he joined the committee of the Union Auto-Cycliste de la Sarthe, of which Léon Bollée was the founding president, and was an interested observer as European motor sport experienced its early growing pains. In 1905, dissatisfaction with the organisation of the Gordon Bennett Cup, contested by national teams each entering three cars, led the Automobile Club de France (ACF) to put up 45,000 francs – a Grand Prix, or grand prize – to the winner of a race between eighteen cars from France (reflecting its superior number of motor manufacturers), six each from Germany and Britain and three apiece from other nations. This would be a race over a closed circuit, a format pioneered in Belgium in 1902; the ACF ran a competition to host the event through L’Auto, the daily sports newspaper that in 1903 had created the Tour de France.


Of the seventeen local authorities showing an initial interest in tendering for the Grand Prix de l’ACF, which required them to pledge a 100,000-franc budget for organisation and infrastructure, only Brie and Le Mans were left to fight it out by the start of 1906. Durand, by this time a member of the city and departmental councils, took charge of the bid prepared by the renamed Automobile Club de la Sarthe. After raising the required budget from the municipal authorities and local hotels, restaurants and other businesses which could be persuaded to see the commercial possibilities, he and his colleagues invited the ACF to inspect their course. They had planned a triangular sixty-three-mile anticlockwise circuit over mostly straight public roads between villages to the east of Le Mans. The race would take place over two days in late June, the competitors setting out at ninety-second intervals to complete six laps on each day, a total distance of 769 miles. The lowest aggregate time would determine the winner.


Tens of thousands descended on the course, many arriving on special trains from Paris. They were entertained by a fête in the town centre before thronging the specially built grandstands, serenaded by bands and kept in order by 7,000 military personnel from the Camp d’Auvours barracks as they watched the contest between teams from French, Italian and German manufacturers, including such names as Renault, Fiat and Mercedes. Newly developed Michelin wheel and tyre equipment, reducing the time spent dealing with the many punctures caused by the roughly surfaced roads, helped the Renault of Ferenc Szisz to victory at an average of 62mph.


In competitive and promotional terms, the race was a success from which motor manufacturers, local businesses and the wider reputation of Le Mans all benefited, although the size and geographical layout of the circuit meant that a large proportion of those who turned up to watch were able to do so without buying tickets for the enclosures and grandstands. Surveying a loss of 50,000 francs, the ACO was happy to transfer the responsibility of the following year’s race to a new bidder, the town of Dieppe. In every other way, the foundations of something called Grand Prix racing had been satisfactorily established.


Motor sport continued in Le Mans, with Durand now acting as secretary-general of a revised regional body called the Automobile Club de la Sarthe et de l’Ouest. In 1911 the society ran a race over a completely different and much shorter circuit of thirty-four miles, starting at Pontlieue, just south of the city, and running down through the town of Mulsanne – the first competitive use of a section of what would become established as the Circuit de la Sarthe – to Écommoy and Le Grand-Lucé.


They called it the Grand Prix de France, but it was poorly supported and featured Le Mans’ first fatality, when an axle broke on Maurice Fournier’s Corre La Licorne, killing the driver, a local man, as the car somersaulted and caught fire outside Mulsanne. The winner was another local driver, Victor Hémery, in a Fiat. The following year, run over the same circuit in the opposite direction, the renamed Coupe de la Sarthe went to Jules Goux in a Peugeot. In 1913 the last race at Le Mans before the Great War was won by Paul Bablot, an aviator as well as racing driver, in a Delage.





For the next four years the actual fighting would always be far away. But although Le Mans was more than 100 miles from the slaughter at Ypres and twice that from the charnel house at Verdun, the city functioned as a base for the British Expeditionary Force and a reception centre for casualties from the Western Front. In the months that followed the armistice, as France’s economy struggled to recover, the organisation in which Georges Durand took a leading role simplified its name. Henceforward it would be known as the Automobile Club de l’Ouest, under the presidency of Gustave Singher, a director of an insurance company, the Mutuelle du Mans. Keen to recommence their activities, the officers of the club decided to start again with a much shorter circuit, not least because a more restricted area would make it easier to control spectators – and to charge them for admission. They drew up a layout that would remain recognisable in its essential outline for the next 100 years.


The new Circuit de la Sarthe would have its start and finish line and its embryonic pits, grandstands and scoreboard on rue de Laigné, the direct road heading north from the village of Arnage to Le Mans, close to the airfield where Wilbur Wright had made his first flight in 1908. Run in a clockwise direction, the track rose after the start before plunging more than a mile down a straight and narrow road towards Pontlieue, named for the bridge over the River Huisne that led into Le Mans itself. At Pontlieue, the only built-up section of the circuit, the cars slowed for a hairpin bend that would send them back up the long incline of rue de Tours and down to a tree-lined kink called Tertre Rouge before the long, straight drag through pine woods to the right-angled Mulsanne corner, representing almost five miles of barely interrupted flat-out running. Another high-speed section led to a right−left combination, followed by a sharp right named after the adjacent village of Arnage and a fast run to a tricky double swerve at Maison Blanche, its name referring to a farmhouse at the side of the track, before straightening for a return to the start/finish line.


Measuring 10.7 miles, the circuit incorporated many demanding features. From its inception the circuit at Le Mans required engine reliability at sustained high speeds, powerful braking for the hairpin and the right-angled corners, suspension good enough to ride the rutted road surface and steering sufficiently sensitive and positive to cope with the challenge of the fast swerves. Held in August 1920, Le Meeting de la Reprise was the name given to the new track’s inaugural event, Marcel Violet’s Majola winning the race for cyclecars and Ernest Friderich’s Bugatti leading home a race for voiturettes of up to 1400cc.


The success of the weekend prompted the Automobile Club de France to return to Le Mans for their first post-war French Grand Prix the following year, for which the ACO began work on constructing wooden grandstands opposite the pits. The big news before the race was the arrival of a team of four Duesenbergs, painted in the white racing livery of the United States, two for American drivers and two with Frenchmen at the wheel, facing opposition from the Ballot and Talbot teams. Jimmy Murphy, a 26-year-old Californian, won the race in just over four hours, beating the Ballots of his compatriot Ralph De Palma and Jules Goux. A year later Murphy would win the Indianapolis 500 in the same Duesenberg. He would be killed in September 1924 during a dirt track race in Syracuse, New York, when his car hit a wooden railing, a piece of which broke off and pierced his chest, but his visit to France had opened the way for a long and mutually rewarding American involvement at the Circuit de la Sarthe.


Even more significant for the future of racing at Le Mans were events called the Grands Prix de Consommation run by the ACO in the years 1920−22. These were fuel economy contests in which cars would cover 100 kilometres at a specified speed, after which the quantity of fuel used would be measured. The formula for each car was worked out according to engine size, total weight, body type, cost of fuel used and average speed. Each entrant was provided with a commissaire who would ensure that the petrol tank was drained on the eve of the event, before the car was held overnight in a parc fermé. The official would then supervise the fuelling and travel with the contestants during their run before unsealing the tank for the judges to measure the quantity of petrol consumed. Citroën cars shone in all three years, winning their class on each occasion.


A year after the last of these competitions took place, the philosophy underlying them played a significant part in the shaping of the next and longest lasting great adventure at Le Mans. The men of the ACO loved the colour and excitement of racing, but behind it all was the belief that competition – in a phrase borrowed from the sport that so powerfully influenced early motor racing – served to improve the breed.










CHAPTER 3 Three men in Paris (1923−26)



It was amid the bustle of the 18th Salon de l’Automobile in Paris in 1922, at which no fewer than eighty-one French motor manufacturers exhibited their latest models, that Émile Coquille, the French agent for the Rudge-Whitworth wheel-manufacturing company of Coventry, met Georges Durand of the ACO. They were introduced by Charles Faroux, the editor of the weekly magazine La Vie Automobile. A prominent and well-connected figure in the French motor industry, Faroux listened as Coquille spoke of his interest in promoting an endurance race for production cars. Rudge-Whitworth’s hub design, with a single large locking nut, had revolutionised fast wheel-changing at a time when punctures were frequent on rough road surfaces, and Coquille’s thoughts were on ways to demonstrate its superiority.


Faroux, the son of a sheep dealer, had studied mechanical engineering and spent time working for a tramway company in the United States before returning to France. Switching to journalism, he joined L’Auto to pursue an interest in cars and motor sport. In 1909 he launched La Vie Automobile, to which he returned after war service. Already a friend to the luminaries of the ACO, he had taken a keen interest in their activities before and after the war.


When he brought Coquille and Durand together in the impressive surroundings of the Grand Palais, just off the Champs-Élysées, the three began exchanging ideas for a possible competition. Faroux suggested an eight-hour event: four hours in daylight, four at night. Durand was more ambitious. Why not a full twenty-four hours, around the clock? What could offer a more interesting and rigorous challenge to every aspect of cars and their drivers, contained within a circuit of sensible proportions and with a duration easily grasped by the general public?


This was an era of adventure: of the first non-stop transatlantic flight in 1919, of the first attempts to climb Everest in 1921, of the first motorised crossing of the Sahara Desert in 1922, of ocean liners constantly competing for the Blue Riband. Newspapers and newsreels fed the public’s appetite for stories in which the human race’s abilities were extended, resetting the boundaries defined by speed, distance and endurance, often with the help of new developments in land, air and sea transport.


Durand’s idea was not entirely novel. Earlier that year, on a five-kilometre circuit between villages to the north-east of Paris, a twenty-four-hour race called the Bol d’Or had been held for motorcycles, sidecars and cyclecars of up to 1100cc. Only one rider or driver per machine was permitted, and the fifty-two entrants were given a rolling start behind the organiser’s car. The winning cyclecar covered 900 miles on bad roads in dustbowl conditions, drawing protests from local residents whose sleep was disturbed. Durand’s idea of taking the format and improving it caught the imagination of his companions.


The ACO met to consider and endorse the plan in late October. Immediately Durand and his colleagues began drawing up the regulations for a race to be held the following May. Faroux would take the title of commissaire-générale, the clerk of the course or race director. Invitations were issued to manufacturers, asking them to send their entries by the end of February, along with their entry fees, which ranged from 1,000 francs for cars with engines up to 1100cc to double that for engines above two litres. Crucially, the event would be restricted to cars that could be purchased for road use. There would be no place for pure racing machines like those that had taken part in the 1921 Grand Prix. This was an event in which manufacturers could show the public the qualities of the cars they were putting on general sale: the kind of machines designed for the fast long-distance touring that improved road networks were making possible for those with the necessary means.


A minimum of thirty examples would have to be manufactured before a car was deemed eligible, a process known as homologation. They had to have ‘four comfortable seats’ (except for those under 1100cc, which could have two), and they were required to be fitted with bodywork and equipment that included wings, running boards, headlights, a rear-view mirror and a warning device such as a horn. For those without a fixed roof, a retractable hood would be necessary. Each car’s bodywork would be painted in its national colours: blue for France, white for Germany, red for Italy, green for Britain, yellow for Belgium, white and blue for the United States. Each would carry a racing number, allocated by engine size, in descending order. Two drivers would be named for each car, both to be in possession of driving licences from their national motoring bodies. They could take turns at the wheel as they wished, but only one was to be on board at any time. A 60kg bag of ballast, representing the weight of a passenger, would be carried for each vacant seat.


Every competitor would be required to cover a minimum distance to qualify as a finisher: about 500 miles for a car of up to 1100cc, 750 miles for one of up to two litres, 850 miles for those of up to three litres, and 1,000 miles for cars with engines up to the maximum size of six litres. These represented average speeds of between 24mph for the smallest and 42mph for the largest. The distances were increased by 40 per cent for cars with supercharged engines. Those falling heavily behind their designated minimum speeds would be eliminated on the spot. Since this was intended to be a test of efficiency and reliability as much as speed, the replenishment of fuel, oil and water would be permitted only at minimum intervals of twenty laps. Engines had to be cut during refuelling and restarted using the on-board electrical starter.


Then came the regulation that, as the years went by, would cause so much toil and sweat for luckless drivers. All repairs that might be required would be carried out by the driver alone. Assistance from the car’s other driver or any mechanics would be restricted to placing the necessary tools and spares on the pit counter. It would apply whether the car had made it back to the pits or had stopped out on the circuit.


The ACO, Rudge-Whitworth and L’Auto put their names to the event, respectively as organiser, sponsor and chief publicity organ. Unusually, there would be no official winner or award presented for the first race. Entrants would be competing principally for a triennial trophy – the Rudge-Whitworth Cup, with a prize of 100,000 francs (then the equivalent of about £1,400, or £60,000 today) – which would not be awarded until the third edition of the race in 1925. A manufacturer whose car qualified by meeting its target distance in the 1923 race would be eligible to enter again in 1924, and those who succeeded a second time would go forward to the final round in 1925. In 1924 a second triennial competition would begin, overlapping the first, to be completed in 1926. And so on, potentially ad infinitum. Manufacturers could enter models of different sizes in consecutive years, while retaining their eligibility for the triennial cup.


As an attempt to get competitors to commit themselves to the event beyond its inaugural edition, the Rudge-Whitworth Cup served an initial purpose. But it would soon be eclipsed by the glory attached simply to crossing the finish line first, just like other races. Visionaries though they were, the inventors of the 24 Hours of Le Mans – the Grand Prix d’Endurance de 24 Heures, as it was formally known – would take a while to understand the true nature of their creation.





During the early spring of 1923, the road surface around the circuit was covered and rolled with a mixture of gravel, earth and tar. Then it was sealed with calcium chloride, used to keep dust to a minimum, although in hot weather its fumes could create problems of their own. Footbridges were built for spectators over the track just past the pits, at the Mulsanne corner, and at Arnage. Picket fences were erected to hold back spectators who had bought their tickets from the ACO’s office in the Place de la République. Lights were set up to illuminate the pits, the finishing straight and the most significant corners. In the columns of La Sarthe, a notice was published informing local people of the restrictions on pedestrian movement over the weekend, adding a warning: ‘In the communes of Le Mans, Arnage, Moncé-en-Belin, Mulsanne and Ruaudin, the owners of cattle, horses, dogs, poultry and other animals of all kinds must keep them shut away in stables, kennels and henhouses or tied up from 3pm on May 26 to five o’clock on May 27.’


Seventeen manufacturers were represented in the entry: four cars from Rolland-Pilain, three from Chenard et Walcker, two apiece from Excelsior, La Lorraine, Berliet, Brasier, Corre La Licorne, Georges Irat, Bignan, Bugatti, S.A.R.A. and Salmson, and one from each of Bentley, Delage, Montier, Vinot-Deguignand and Amilcar. Of the thirty-three starters, thirty-one were convertibles. All the entries were French, bar three: the pair from Excelsior, a Brussels manufacturer whose pre-war cars had attracted the patronage of the Belgian royal family, and a three-litre Bentley, carrying the badge of a company that had delivered its first production car to a customer only two years earlier.


The Bentley, a works-assisted entry, had been driven from the company’s headquarters in Cricklewood, a north London suburb, by John Duff, its owner, and Frank Clement, a Bentley employee, with two mechanics and all their spares and luggage in the rear seats. Taking the four-hour crossing on the Newhaven−Dieppe ferry, they became the forerunners of countless British competitors and enthusiasts making the trip to the race in the decades ahead. Duff had persuaded a sceptical W. O. Bentley, the firm’s founder, to get his staff to prepare the car in the factory’s competitions department. ‘No other British manufacturer was supporting the event and I thought they were very wise,’ W.O. wrote in his autobiography. ‘I viewed the whole thing with the gravest suspicion.’ At the last minute, he made the decision to cross the Channel and take the train down from Paris to Le Mans to observe the car’s performance for himself.


The race began at four o’clock in the afternoon on 26 May. Since the clocks would go forward at eleven o’clock that night, the last occasion on which France would observe a shift to summer time, it was due to finish the following afternoon at five. The date had been chosen in the hope that spring would guarantee good weather, but as the cars lined up on a two-by-two grid the circuit was struck by a sudden and vicious hailstorm. The drivers would endure heavy rain, gloom and gusty winds through the first four hours; none of the entries was equipped with windscreen wipers, an invention already in use in the US but yet to be adopted in Europe. The two 5.4-litre Excelsiors – painted in the yellow of Belgium – started at the front, but they were soon overtaken by the trio of blue factory-entered three-litre Chenard et Walckers and by the dark green Bentley. Within a few laps mud had covered the cars, making their individual racing numbers all but indecipherable to spectators who had braved the inhospitable weather.


The first driver changes took place after three hours, and as the rain eased a Chenard et Walcker and a Bignan were fighting a fierce battle at the front. The Bentley, although handicapped by the fact that brakes were fitted only to its rear wheels, made the fastest lap of the first twelve hours in 10min 28sec, with Duff taking an initial four-hour stint until Clement replaced him. Neither driver wore head protection or goggles.


As dusk fell, the lighting system installed by the Société des Appareils Magondeaux of Paris went into action. Army searchlights mounted on lorries illuminated the corners and lights had been strung above the track between the pits and the grandstand. Facilities in the paddock were primitive, but the French representatives of the Hartford shock absorber company had erected a tent in which to feed drivers and guests 150 gallons of onion soup, fifty poulets rôtis and 450 bottles of champagne. Meanwhile a Grande Fête de Nuit entertained the crowd with an American bar, a jazz band to which spectators could practise their foxtrot or one-step, an open-air cinema, a late-night fireworks display and other attractions, under the direction of Rigollet’s Bar of the Champs-Elysées. Soon after midnight, a second Chenard et Walcker overtook the Bignan to join its teammate at the front, the pair running barely 50 metres apart, with the Bentley also coming through to take third place.


Despite the early conditions, and the deteriorating state of the roads as the cars pounded over the unstable surface, there would be thirty finishers from the field of thirty-three, some of them with interesting tales to tell. When one of the Excelsiors went into a ditch, it took its driver an hour to dig it out before restarting to finish ninth; he could not have known that he was inaugurating a tradition. The Bentley, too, suffered misfortunes. One headlight was smashed by a stone thrown up from the loose surface and the fuel tank sprang a leak shortly before noon on Sunday, bringing Duff to a stuttering halt near Arnage. Stranded, he ran the three miles to the pits, where Clement, his co-driver, borrowed a gendarme’s bicycle and set off to the car with two cans of petrol slung over his shoulders, riding against the oncoming cars until he thought better of it and got off to push his bike the rest of the way. He plugged the hole in the tank with a wooden bung before filling up, restarting and heading back to the pits with the bike across the rear seats. After sealing the tank more effectively, and having lost two and a half hours, in the closing stages he showed what might have been by setting the fastest lap of the race at 9min 41sec, an average of 66mph, while finishing fourth.


The first car home was the Chenard et Walcker of André Lagache and René Léonard, followed by the sister car of Christian d’Auvergne and Raoul Bachmann, with the Bignan of Paul Gros and Baron Raymond de Tornaco in third place. Gros had stepped out of the Bignan just past the finish line and was crossing the track to greet a friend when he was hit by Bachmann’s car and thrown up in the air, breaking his arm on landing. The winners had covered 128 laps, or 1,380 miles – the equivalent, noted the awestruck correspondent of La Sarthe, of driving from Paris to Berlin and back – at an average of 57.5mph. None of those still running at the end of twenty-four hours had failed to reach their target distances, meaning they all qualified to return the following year and continue competing for the Rudge-Whitworth Cup.


And so Chenard et Walcker would go down in history as the race’s first winners. The company had been founded in Asnières, an industrial suburb of Paris, in 1898 by Ernest Chenard, a former railway engineer and bicycle maker, and Henri Walcker, who had trained as a mining engineer. By the time Walcker died in 1912, aged thirty-five, during an operation to remove his appendix, they had become one of France’s ten biggest automobile manufacturers, with agents in London, Vienna, Moscow, Barcelona, Porto and Calcutta. When Chenard also died, after a heart attack, in 1922, the direction of the company was taken over by his sons, Ernest and Lucien, and the design of the cars was placed in the hands of Henri Toutée. When Toutée’s new 15CV Sport model, with a four-cylinder overhead-camshaft engine, won the inaugural 24 Hours of Le Mans, they were making 4,000 cars a year, mostly two-litre family models selling for around 7,000 francs each, much less than the equivalent Renault.


Of the winning drivers, Lagache was the company’s engineer and test driver; he had grown up in Pantin, a northern suburb of Paris close to the factory, where Léonard, a coachman’s son from Pau, had taken a job as a mechanic. The Belgian Baron Raymond Ghislain Victor Adolphe Marie de Tornaco, co-driving the third-placed Bignan, became the first aristocrat to distinguish himself at Le Mans.


Reports of the event took pride of place on the front page of Monday’s La Sarthe, flanked by news of long-postponed German efforts to satisfy the requirements of post-war reparations and of an anniversary march by survivors of the Paris Commune of 1871. Equipment suppliers were eager to respond to success: the Chenard et Walckers had been on Michelin tyres, but the Englebert company of Belgium was able to take out advertisements proclaiming its part in the achievements of fifteen of the thirty finishers. The Bentley was the lone user of tyres from the Rapson company of south London, whose products – advertised with royal warrants granted by King George V and the Prince of Wales – were manufactured to a closely guarded design and declared to be ‘unpuncturable’; they completed the twenty-four hours without needing to be replaced on a car that had covered more than 1,100 miles at racing speed on a rough surface.


On their return home, however, the Bentley team discovered that the event had made little impact on the British public. During the days before and after the race, the sports coverage of The Times was focused on county and public schools’ cricket matches, the polo at Hurlingham and Roehampton, the Oxford summer eights and the news that Suzanne Lenglen, the great French tennis player, was intending to return to Wimbledon in an attempt to win the ladies’ singles titles for the fifth time in succession. The specialist press, however, had taken notice. In The Autocar, a dramatic full-page illustration showed cars racing through the dark and an extensive report by W. F. Bradley praised the Chenard et Walcker’s four-wheel servo braking system, along with the team’s ‘clever and experienced drivers backed up by perfect pit organisation’. The Motor called it ‘an unqualified success’ but noted the ‘atrocious and dangerous’ state of the road surface.





The poster for the inaugural race had shown a painting by one H. A. Volodimer of a car racing through the night, drops of rain glinting in the beam from its headlights as it thundered on. For the second year’s poster, an anonymous artist offered a different vision. It might have been a design for the jacket of The Great Gatsby, then receiving its final touches from F. Scott Fitzgerald’s pen during the American author’s summer of 1924 on the Côte d’Azur, 600 miles to the south. The illustration showed flappers in summer dresses and young sports in black tie dancing under the moon, the stars and a fireworks display; a powerful car racing past the grandstands seemed almost like a sideshow.


In the hope of better weather, the date of the race weekend had been moved to the middle of June. Drivers were asked to wear some form of protective headgear, whether leather or linen wind caps or polo-style helmets made of layers of resin-soaked fabric. Under a new rule, they would have to stop at the pits at the end of their fifth lap, erect their cars’ hoods, and complete at least two laps in that configuration before furling them again. The minimum distances for all classes were more demanding: the smallest cars, for example, with engines below 1100cc, were now required to complete eighty-five laps rather than fifty-two. And, responding to confusion and a lack of interest in the original competition format, the ACO announced that although the triennial Rudge-Whitworth Cup would run to its conclusion in 1925, it would be replaced by a biennial event, the first edition to begin immediately.


A year after their glorious win, the Chenard et Walcker team returned to the Sarthe in a convoy of a dozen vehicles, displaying their racing machines in the Place de la République before installing themselves at Les Pins, a property in the hamlet of Les Hunaudières, near the old racecourse on the circuit’s infield. But this time the Bentley team was ready for them, along with the two drivers who had been unlucky the year before. John Duff’s car was entered again, but now with more wholehearted support from W. O. Bentley. In direct response to the problems experienced in the first race, brakes were fitted to the front wheels as well as the rear, coconut matting protected the vulnerable petrol tank, fuel pipes were doubled up and covered, and stone-guards were attached to the headlights.


Duff, born to Canadian parents in Jiujiang on the Yangtze River, received his education in Canada but was back in China when war was declared in 1914. At nineteen he travelled to England – crossing Russia en route – in order to join up, attained the rank of captain and was wounded at Ypres. In peacetime he set up a Bentley dealership in London and raced at Brooklands, breaking the record for the Double 12. Frank Clement was a test driver who had joined Bentley’s new competitions department in 1921 and had performed well at Brooklands and in the RAC Tourist Trophy on the Isle of Man. W. O. Bentley appreciated his technical knowledge and his pit work, calling him ‘the least spectacular [but] the calmest and fastest’.


On the Thursday and Friday before the race, the forty-one entrants were ordered to report to the Halle aux Toiles, a nineteenth-century market building erected for the city’s successful textile industry on the site of a demolished monastery, where the scrutineering process would take place. Each car was allotted fifteen minutes in which its dimensions and equipment would be inspected for compliance with the regulations and conformity with the specification given in the manufacturer’s catalogue.


The weather was sunny all week and hot by the weekend, pleasing spectators who had pitched their tents on the circuit’s new campsite. Those with tickets for the enlarged grandstand watched a novel method of starting the race: once more the cars were formed up in a two-by-two grid, but this time the drivers stood beside their silent cars until, at the drop of the flag, they jumped in, started their engines and set off. The Lorraine-Dietrich of Robert Bloch, whose mandatory head-covering was a flat cap, got away just ahead of Lagache’s Chenard et Walcker. Duff in the Bentley – again the only British entry – and the Bignans of Philippe de Marne and Jacques Ledure were slow to start but were soon battling at the front of the field, although there was an early double disaster for Bignan when Ledure blew a head gasket and de Marne, his radiator having boiled dry, was disqualified for adding water inside the new twenty-lap limit. Duff had practised erecting his car’s hood, getting it down to less than a minute, earning time back on rivals who had not thought to take the procedure as seriously. His ingenuity extended to arranging for a second set of signals to supplement those being shown by his pit crew. Stationed on the grass verge on the inside of the exit of Mulsanne corner, his helpers were given information via a field telephone connected to the pits.


The power of Chenard et Walcker’s latest four-litre engine appeared to be setting up the previous year’s winners for a repeat victory when, at around eight in the evening, the car caught fire on the Mulsanne straight. Lagache leapt out and watched as his machine, with its new lightweight bodywork, a wooden frame covered with calico, incinerated itself.


While spectators were entertained by a hunting-horn quartet, a jazz orchestra, a duo of dancing acrobats and a boxing tournament in a ring set up behind the grandstands, on the track a prolonged duel through the hours of darkness between the Bentley and the Lorraine-Dietrich shared by Bloch and Henri Stalter saw the lead changing several times. The battle was still going on as spectators attended Sunday morning mass in a temporary chapel but ended at lunchtime after the Lorraine drivers tried to regain time lost to two punctures and pushed their six-cylinder engine too hard, Stalter bringing the car to a halt in the pits with a broken valve. Duff walked along the pits to commiserate with his rivals and to congratulate them not just on their performance but on their sporting behaviour. ‘With loose stones flying,’ he told the correspondent of The Autocar, ‘it was no easy matter to get by the Lorraine-Dietrich, but the drivers gave me all the room I could desire.’


The British car had endured delays caused by a malfunctioning starter motor, a stray piece of metal jamming the gear-selection mechanism, fractured windscreen pillars and broken rear dampers. Despite all that, and a row over lap-counting with the timekeepers, Duff and Clement entered the final stages of the race with a comfortable lead over the Lorraines in second and third places. But with ninety minutes to go, and the car already having passed its target distance of 120 laps, a precautionary decision to change both rear wheels almost caused disaster when one of them jammed.


Half an hour went by before Clement, who had brought the car into the pits, succeeded in freeing it and sent Duff on his way with his lead cut from nine laps to one by the finish. Afterwards a mechanic examined the damaged hub that had almost cost them the race. He discovered that the broken-off end of a reaming tool had been hammered into the mechanism. But with victory secured, no further investigation of a possible attempt at sabotage was made. Duff and Clement had given Bentley a victory, covering 1,298 miles at an average of 53mph, that would establish the foundation of a legend.


In marked contrast to the previous year, almost two-thirds of the starters had fallen by the wayside. ‘A veritable hecatomb,’ Lucien Cazalis called it in his analysis for La Vie Automobile. ‘It was with stupefaction that everyone – organisers, competitors, spectators – watched the successive retirements over the course of these terrible 24 hours.’


On the Monday morning, a paragraph appeared at the foot of one of the overseas news pages in The Times. Under the headline ‘British motor victory in France’, the paper carried a brief report sent by the Reuters news agency. In The Autocar the following Thursday, an editorial drew a general conclusion from Bentley’s feat, noting ‘the enormous advantage accruing directly and indirectly to motorists from such speed events. The far-reaching effect of racing upon design and progress is not generally appreciated.’ In the following week’s issue of the magazine, those associated with Duff and Clement’s success took out full-page advertisements to advertise their role. Among them were the Price Patent Candle Company, pointing out that the Bentley’s engine had been lubricated by their special racing oil, Peto and Radford, makers of the car’s battery, Rapson tyres (‘Every Rapson tyre is a racing tyre!’), Hartford shock absorbers, KLG plugs, Smith’s instruments, Rudge-Whitworth detachable wire wheels and M-L magnetos. W. O. Bentley authorised an advertisement calling the win ‘a triumphant vindication of the Bentley car and the designing policy that stands behind it’, emphasising that the winning car was as suitable for touring as for racing. Underneath was a list of prices: a chassis and running gear from £895 for those who liked to order their own coachwork, and a complete car from £1,100 (£74,000 today).


On the front page of the following morning’s La Sarthe, a lengthy report concentrated on the speeches made at the ACO’s post-race gala dinner. Georges Durand harked back to 1906, a time when there were only fifteen or twenty motorists in the whole département and it was hard to convince the public of the justification for paying the ACF 100,000 francs to host their first Grand Prix. Now he could proudly announce that the club had just become the first of its kind in France to welcome its 10,000th member. The mayor of Le Mans, Olivier Heuze, proposed a toast to the race organisers for their contribution ‘to the sporting life of the region and to the prosperity of our city by attracting so many spectators from elsewhere’. He had seen nothing yet.





Buoyed by their success, Durand and his colleagues were in the mood to expand. Among the ACO’s principal ambitions was the purchase of the land where the first two editions of the race had started, at Les Raineries, the fields where they had erected their temporary pits and grandstand, and where they now hoped to build permanent facilities. When the landowner refused to accept their price, they called his bluff. For 1925 the temporary pits and grandstands would be moved across to the route nationale 158, to the straight, open stretch of road just after the Tertre Rouge kink, close to the old Hippodrome. The work was completed within six weeks.


A more lasting development was the growth in international participation. Alongside the customary mass of French entries, the forty-nine starters included five cars from the UK – two Sunbeams and a little 750cc Austin as well as two Bentleys – plus OMs and Diattos from Italy and a Chrysler from the United States, entered by a Parisian dealer. Duff and Clement were back in the first of the Bentleys, with Bertie Kensington-Moir, the manager of the firm’s service department, and Dr Dudley Benjafield, a renowned bacteriologist, in a second car. Their principal competition seemed likely to come from the Lorraine-Dietrichs and from the Sunbeams, the latter crewed by Sir Henry Segrave, winner of the French and San Sebastian Grands Prix in the previous two years, the former champion jockey George Duller, the French aviator, submariner and racing ace Jean Chassagne, and S. C. H. ‘Sammy’ Davis, the sports editor of The Autocar.


A new regulation required cars to cross the finish line at the end of the twenty-four hours in order to qualify as finishers. No petrol, oil or water could be taken on in the final hour, and lead seals were introduced for the use of the commissaires who supervised refuelling, and who became known as plombeurs (from plomb, French for lead). Resurfacing of the road from Pontlieue to the Mulsanne corner had improved conditions for the entrants, and the circuit would be closed on the Friday in the morning and the night for two three-hour practice sessions.


It was between those sessions that the Grand Prix d’Endurance claimed its first fatality, when André Guilbert, a mechanic for the Besançon-based Ravel team, went out to test a modification after the roads had been reopened to normal traffic. Accelerating out of the Pontlieue hairpin, Guilbert hit a delivery van head-on. Carried away from the scene on a mattress, he was taken to the clinic of Dr Henry Delagénière, a pioneering gynaecological, facial and gastric surgeon. Founded in 1890 as the first private clinic in France, Dr Delagénière’s establishment would receive many injured drivers for urgent treatment in the ensuing years. The wounds to Guilbert’s chest and legs were so severe that he died there four days later.


In the sweltering heat of the weekend, Charles Faroux’s customary pith helmet was not the only one to be seen. A further change in the starting procedure required the cars to be lined up diagonally along the front of the pits with their engines turned off and hoods furled and strapped down, half-pointed in the direction of travel, the largest at the front. Opposite them were spectators who had paid 40 francs for a grandstand seat and 20 francs to stand behind an earth mound separating them from the track. The drivers would wait on the opposite side of the road until, at the fall of the flag and the command ‘Partez!’ over the loudspeakers, they would run across to the cars, erect the hoods and the side curtains, start their engines and set off. A 500-franc prize would go to the driver who put his hood up fastest and there was a 1,000-franc bonus for the first driver to complete the opening lap. The hoods would have to stay up for twenty laps. Once again, Duff had given time and thought to his preparations and was first away, winning the 500 francs and leading the string of cars breasting the hill and heading off down towards Pontlieue for the first time.


He missed the bigger prize when Segrave overtook him in one of the three-litre Sunbeam Super Sports models, picking up a further 500 francs for leading the race at the end of the first hour. Segrave battled with Kensington-Moir’s Bentley until, after twenty laps, he pulled into the pits, folded the hood away, filled the car up with petrol, oil and water, took off his hard-shelled polo helmet and handed over to Duller. Twelve laps later the car’s clutch burned out and the first of the Sunbeams was pushed away. The second car, being driven more circumspectly, was faring better.


On his first lap, three hours into the race, Sammy Davis saw the evidence of the second fatality of the weekend and the first to occur during the running of the 24 Hours itself. Marius Mestivier had just passed the temporary grandstands in his Amilcar when, for no apparent reason, the little car left the track at high speed and somersaulted three times. Protected only by a linen wind cap, Mestivier’s skull was crushed. He died instantly. Two of his friends were soon making a collection for his young wife; by Sunday night spectators had contributed 15,000 francs.


Davis noted the contrast between the smooth new surface of the long straight, on which the Sunbeam was reaching 90mph, and the roughness of the remainder of the circuit, where ruts and giant potholes were soon appearing and chloride fumes were getting under the rim of his goggles and into his eyes. Pebbles thrown up by rivals’ tyres were another danger; when a particularly large stone glanced off the rim of the steering wheel to hit his head with a bang that left him feeling dizzy for the rest of the lap, he resolved to follow Segrave’s example in wearing a polo-style helmet.


At dusk, Davis found himself falling under the spell Le Mans could cast on the drivers. The stretch between the Mulsanne corner and Arnage was ‘transformed into a scene of extraordinary beauty as the setting sun sent out shafts of blood-red light between the heavily scented pine trees to play in a thousand shades upon the clouds of dust. It almost seemed as though one were utterly alone.’ Less pleasantly, he was also having to cope with the way the dust was making the throttle stick open every now and then, forcing him to switch the engine off while braking and changing down for corners. And when dawn came, he encountered another phenomenon of the Circuit de la Sarthe: ‘Curious layers of white mist made certain corners very deceptive until the sun came out.’ At which point spectators who had slept through the early hours in communal tents behind the grandstands rose and prepared themselves for the day, the women – en déshabillé galant, in the words of La Sarthe – able to use toilet facilities discreetly hidden behind green sheeting.


The other British entrants had been experiencing mixed fortunes. A little two-seater Austin Seven was out with a holed radiator after only nine laps, far too early to be allowed to take on more water. The two factory-entered Bentleys, both with enlarged 3.3-litre engines, made an even worse mess of things. According to the team’s calculations, their tanks were filled with enough petrol to complete the regulation opening stint, but they had failed to account for the increased consumption caused by running with the hood up for the opening session and by the increased speeds reached on the long section of resurfaced road. Kensington-Moir stopped at Pontlieue, out of petrol, and was gone from the race before Benjafield could take the wheel, while Duff’s car, in a similar predicament, was refuelled by nefarious means, the engineer Walter Hassan cycling out to the stranded machine carrying a concealed water bottle filled with enough petrol to get the car back to the pits. Without divulging the reason for a delay of more than an hour, the Bentley was filled up and went out again, continuing to run until its race was ended by damage from a carburettor fire.


After the disappearance of Segrave and the Bentleys, the race became a battle in which the Lorraine-Dietrich of André Rossignol and Gérard de Courcelles, a decorated Great War fighter pilot, held off the second Sunbeam. Chassagne and Davis were gradually hauling in the leader until, with six hours to go, they were forced off the road by another car. Thereafter, with a bent rear axle, their priority was to keep the second Lorraine at bay. De Courcelles and Rossignol crossed the line as winners to great acclaim, having covered 1,388 miles at an average of 57.8mph.


This was a new world record for a twenty-four-hour drive, giving their UK dealers something to shout about in advertisements in the British motoring press for the ‘Silken Six’ manufactured by a company – the Société Lorraine des Anciens Établissements de Dietrich et Cie de Lunéville – founded to make railway engines, branching out into automobiles in 1896. In 1919 a new technical director, Marius Barbarou, supervised the creation of a 15CV car which formed the basis for the winning B3-6 Sport model, its advanced 3.5-litre six-cylinder engine using aluminium pistons and twin carburettors.


As far as the organisers were concerned, however, the winners were Chenard et Walcker, following up their 1923 victory by capturing both Rudge-Whitworth trophies, triennial and biennial, with a new and strikingly different 1.1-litre model, the Z1 Spéciale. Again from the drawing board of Henri Toutée, the cars had caused a stir when they appeared for scrutineering, their two-seater chassis covered in all-enveloping bodywork of futuristic design, inspired by a Bugatti which had appeared at the 1923 French Grand Prix. One of the cars took the first and last triennial cup with the drivers Robert Sénéchal and Albéric Loqueheux, while the inaugural Biennial Cup went to their teammates Raymond Glaszmann and the Spanish driver Raphaël Manso de Zúñiga. The two cars crossed the line almost abreast, tenth and thirteenth overall, in what may have been the first example of a celebratory formation finish at Le Mans.


Whereas sports models with separate mudguards had been given the generic name ‘Torpedo’, cars with bodywork fully enclosing the wheels would be known as ‘Tanks’ for their superficial resemblance to the fighting machines introduced during the Great War. Since no such Chenard et Walcker was made available to the public, their appearance at Le Mans could be taken as an early sign of the event’s move away from a strict concentration on series-production touring cars towards what would become known as prototypes.


The lone Chrysler emerged safely from an excursion into a ditch but could only finish two laps short of its target distance. A consolation for the first entry to compete in the Grand Prix d’Endurance in the colours of the United States was a 500-franc prize for the quietest car in the race – ‘as silent at the finish as at the start’, its advertisement in La Vie Automobile boasted. There was a special award of 2,000 francs for the Italian driver Tulio Vesprini, who had seen Léon Saint-Paul’s Lorraine-Dietrich crash heavily at Maison Blanche soon after midnight. Leaping from his own Diatto, he carried the injured driver to safety by the roadside, waiting with him until medical help arrived.


The drivers of the surviving Sunbeam pressed on to the end in a successful effort to split the Lorraines and secure second place, despite the bent axle. The sense of satisfaction, Sammy Davis reported, was extraordinary. The finish was ‘the most wonderful thing in the world as the car carried its complete crew slowly past the cheering pits and grandstand to receive a bouquet of flowers and the fervent felicitations of perfect strangers and to walk, for a short span, with the gods on earth’.





The ACO’s bluff had worked, and the owner of the 175 acres at Les Raineries accepted their price for the site of the original starting area in time for new pits, grandstands (with seating reserved for a growing press corps), a more comprehensive scoreboard and a large hangar-like restaurant for the public to be in place, along with a car park for 3,000 vehicles, for the race’s fourth edition in 1926. In the days before the race, twenty-seater buses took spectators paying six francs each on a tour of what was now officially named the Circuit Permanent de la Sarthe. To go with the new facilities, the whole circuit had been resurfaced, some of it matching the previous year’s work on the section from Pontlieue to the Mulsanne corner in its use of limestone bound with sodium silicate, the rest using slabs of porphyry bound with tar and water. Signs had been erected to tell the drivers when they were 200 metres from each corner.


In the Halle aux Toiles, a new layout greeted the forty-one competitors as they arrived for scrutineering. At twelve separate desks, commissaires would check the cars for conformity to the rules on bodywork, lights, self-starters, correct paintwork and race numbering, and tanks for petrol, oil and water. In an attempt to simplify the complexities attached to the Rudge-Whitworth competitions, while maintaining the philosophy of rewarding cars of all sizes for performance against targets, a new Index of Performance award was created. The actual distance a car had covered during the 24 Hours would be divided by its target distance. In various forms, this would be a lasting feature of the race.


The personnel of the two most likely contenders for overall victory, Lorraine-Dietrich and Bentley, were quartered at the Hôtel Moderne on rue de Bourg-Belé, where the patron proudly remembered that the winning teams had been garaged during the Grands Prix of 1906 and 1921. They were joined by a new arrival: Peugeot, whose management had already provided red-painted course cars to the ACO. Another first-time entry, the Willys-Knight-Overland team from Toledo, Ohio, entered by their French dealer, set up camp in the village of Écommoy.


Bentley had recently come through a financial crisis which saw the original company wound up and a new one established with backing from Woolf Barnato, a 30-year-old playboy and sportsman whose vast fortune, made by his father, a one-time second-hand clothes dealer in London’s East End, had come from South African diamond and gold mines. Educated at Charterhouse and Trinity College, Cambridge, ‘Babe’ Barnato had received the first tranche of his inheritance in 1914, when he turned nineteen, shortly before going off for wartime service as a captain in the Royal Field Artillery. Investing an initial £100,000 in Bentley, he took over the chairmanship of the company.


The weather was poor in the week leading up to the race and at ten o’clock at night during a wet practice session, flames rose high from the curves between Mulsanne and Arnage. Gabriel Aladame had lost control of an Overland coupé and hit a tree, without serious injury to himself but destroying the car. For the race, however, the rain mostly held off, and it was dry if cold for mid-June when André Boillot took an early lead in a 3.8-litre Peugeot, the Bentleys and Lorraine-Dietrichs fighting it out behind him. Duller took his Bentley past Louis Rigal, Boillot’s co-driver, before putting the car into a sandbank and losing two laps while extricating it. The Peugeot was lying second when, in a decision that brought anger from spectators, it was disqualified for a broken windscreen support, the team unable to produce a spare screen to replace the one that had fallen out and smashed. The team’s other car was also eliminated after its driver broke the rules by bump-starting it after the battery had lost its charge.


At night in the Hartford company’s bar and restaurant, white-coated waiters plied competitors and their associates with champagne, pâté de foie gras, roast chicken and sliced ham from Austria and Italy. But attention was held by a race of attrition, with barely half the field still running by mid-morning. Three Lorraines and three Bentleys were occupying the top six places when the British team’s effort began to fall apart. First the car of Clement and Duller retired with a broken valve, then a second car, finished in pale green and owned by Arthur ‘Scrap’ Thistlethwayte, a young landowner, went out with a broken rocker arm, and finally the third ran out of brakes while fighting for second place with Davis at the wheel and ended its race stuck in the sandbank at Mulsanne corner with only half an hour to go. Not even the surreptitious provision of a spade could help the driver dig it out in time to complete a final lap as the clock passed four o’clock. Despite having covered 1,477 miles – 137 laps, well over the target distance – before the mishap, the dark green car bearing the No. 7 was classified as a non-finisher.


Bentley’s failure handed their French rivals the first clean sweep of the top three places in the race’s short history, with André Rossignol and Robert Bloch in the winning car. If that made it seem easy, the impression was wrong: only thirteen cars qualified as finishers, but the race had been fiercely contested from first to last. On a fast new surface, using the same set of Dunlop tyres throughout, the winners had covered 1,583 miles at an average of 66mph, setting another world record: the first to average more than 100kph for the full twenty-four hours. ‘Un triomphe pour l’industrie française’ was the front-page headline of La Sarthe’s Monday morning edition.


The 1925−26 Biennial Cup was initially awarded to the first-placed Lorraine-Dietrich, but an objection by the OM team forced a recalculation which gave the win to the first of the two-litre Italian cars, driven by Nando Minoia and Giulio Foresti, who also became the first winners of the Index of Performance. Of the American starters, the Willys-Knight retired with a broken fuel line while the open-bodied Overland, with streamlined headlamp brackets that made the front of the car resemble a sculpture by an Italian Futurist, reached the finish but not its target distance. When the Willys company returned to France, it would be as the manufacturer of Jeeps used by the US Army after the D-Day landings in 1944.










CHAPTER 4 Racing green (1927−30)



Nine years after the end of the Great War, Europe was suffering from political turmoil and economic uncertainty. In France, a weakened franc meant high inflation and a sharp drop in automobile sales, including exports, which had been running at 30 per cent of production but were now down to around 6 per cent. Just twenty-two cars made it to the start of the 24 Hours of Le Mans in 1927; barely half as many as had competed a year earlier. Most of the starters were in the small-capacity classes, hoping for success in the Rudge-Whitworth Cup, run on a handicap system, rather than overall victory.


In an attempt to stem the arrival of prototypes, the organisers now insisted on written assurances that thirty examples of each entered car had been produced. Cars of between 1100 and 1500cc were permitted to have three seats instead of four, thus relieving them of 60kg of ballast. Standard Oil’s ‘Eco-Essence’ petrol was supplied to the teams by the organisers and carefully monitored, preventing the use of special racing mixtures. Another new rule stipulated that all tools and spares had to be carried in the car.


Among the absent teams were France’s big guns: Lorraine-Dietrich, Chenard et Walcker – both former winners – and Peugeot. From England, Sunbeam did not return. Only four cars, all with engines bigger than 2000cc, were in serious contention for the overall victory, and only one of them came from France: a single three-litre Ariès for Robert Laly and Jean Chassagne. One Bentley stood out: a car with a new 4.4-litre engine for Frank Clement and Leslie Callingham, a former Napier car salesman, alongside the two three-litre models, one for George Duller and Baron André d’Erlanger, a French banker, and the car that Sammy Davis had failed to dig out of the sand a year earlier. Dudley Benjafield had bought it in the meantime and invited Davis to share it with him. Although it now bore the No. 3, the Benjafield/Davis car was about to enter history under its nickname of ‘Old No. 7’. All the Bentleys were on Dunlop tyres.


Although thin, the field was not devoid of interest. Jean-Albert Grégoire and Pierre Fenaille, two young engineers, had entered a pair of cars under the name of their new company, Tracta, derived from traction avant, referring to the use of front-wheel drive in their low-slung two-seaters, powered by supercharged 1100cc SCAP engines. Front-wheel drive had been used by the Indianapolis 500-winning Millers in America and by Alvis on Grand Prix cars in 1925; its debut at Le Mans was prompted by the insistence of Fenaille’s father, who had made a fortune from petroleum, that his financial backing for their project be used to create something original, with commercial possibilities.


Grégoire, Fenaille and their co-drivers, the aviator Etienne Boussod and Roger Bourcier, Fenaille’s chauffeur, were staying in a château in Angers during the week of the race, with their mechanics quartered more modestly in Mulsanne. On the Saturday morning the four of them piled into Fenaille’s Panhard and set off on the sixty-mile journey to the circuit, with Bourcier at the wheel. They were almost there when the driver missed a bend near Arnage and crashed into a ditch. Fenaille suffered severe head injuries, Bourcier a crushed knee and Boussod and Grégoire were bruised and shaken. All four were taken to Dr Delagénière’s clinic. Ordered to stay there and rest for forty-eight hours, Grégoire instead dressed, left the clinic without attracting the nurses’ attention and made his way to the track, where he found the mechanics puzzling over the absence of their drivers. Now needing a co-driver, and with time running short, he made an appeal over the public address system for anyone with the necessary qualifications. The call was answered by a mechanic named Lucien Lemesle, who offered his services and was told to get himself ready.


A second victory seemed to be in Bentley’s pocket when Clement took the lead soon after the start and eased away from his pursuers. As he came round for the fifteenth time he had lapped the entire field, including his teammates, and had set a new lap record of 8min 46sec, an average of just over 73mph. So it continued until half past nine that evening, when dusk was falling as Davis approached the Maison Blanche curves at high speed in the third-placed Bentley.


What he found there was the Th. Schneider of Pierre Tabourin stationary across the track, having hit a wooden hut and bounced back onto the road. Close by it were the No. 1 Bentley of Callingham, which had rolled into a ditch while trying to avoid Tabourin’s car; a second Th. Schneider, which had hit its stranded sister car; and the No. 2 Bentley of Duller, who had slammed into his teammate, the former jockey leaping out of the cockpit at the moment of impact as though escaping from the saddle of a falling horse.


Davis, alerted before he reached the scene by the sight of loose stones thrown up by the cars as they slewed off the track, stamped on his brake pedal and managed to cut his speed, but not by enough to avoid hitting the No. 1 Bentley, breaking his own right front wheel, bending the axle, twisting the mudguard back and destroying a headlamp. Miraculously, the only casualty among the drivers was Tabourin, whose car had initiated the incident and who was taken to the clinic with a dislocated shoulder and two broken ribs.


The race had been turned on its head, to the immediate benefit of the lone Ariès of Chassagne and Laly. But although two Bentleys were eliminated on the spot, Davis managed to restart the No. 3 car and limp back to the pits, where the officials, in a generous gesture, allowed him to fit a new wheel, since the accident had not been his fault. Having lost six laps while the bent bits were straightened out, Benjafield took over and set off into the night in a car with only one headlamp and held together by cords and leather straps, facing the apparently hopeless task of catching the new leader.


Heavy rain began just before midnight but had cleared by dawn. At eleven o’clock in the morning the Ariès held a four-lap lead. But the Bentley was pressing on, and three hours later the advantage was down to half a lap. Chassagne speeded up, stretching his lead to seven minutes, but the strain told on the French car and with just over an hour to go its engine failed. Benjafield was suddenly in the lead for the first time in the race, twenty laps clear of his nearest pursuers, a pair of 1100cc Salmsons. In a gesture that recognised his co-driver’s ordeal of the previous year, the owner of Old No. 7 came into the pits with two laps to go and gave Davis the final brief stint and the honour of taking the victory.


Only eight cars were running at the end. A race most notable for what The Autocar described as ‘one of the most sensational accidents ever recorded in connection with the history of motor racing’ turned out well not just for the winners on overall distance but for the two little Salmsons, Georges Casse and André Rousseau winning the 1926−27 Biennial Cup while André de Victor and Jean Halsey collected the Prix Saint-Didier for the Index of Performance.


In a remarkable seventh overall came the Tracta. Grégoire, his head bandaged following the pre-race crash, did the lion’s share of the driving, handing over to Lemesle, the emergency stand-in, only when he needed a brief break. Having achieved their target of ninety-four laps with a couple of hours to go, but aware that he needed to complete a final lap in order to qualify, Grégoire stopped on a remote part of the straight section between Les Hunaudières and the Mulsanne corner, parked between the trees and took a nap. When Charles Faroux sent out a course inspection vehicle to look for a car that appeared to have vanished with no explanation, the driver was discovered lying beneath the pines, and was woken up in time to finish the race.


A second overall victory for Bentley confirmed the young company’s rise to prominence, the heroic nature of the win for Davis and Benjafield adding to the romance of their exploits on foreign soil. W. O. Bentley had long abandoned his initial reservations about Le Mans. ‘I don’t think many companies have built up during such a short period a comparable fund of legend and myth, story and anecdote,’ he wrote. ‘The company’s activities, particularly in its racing, attracted the public’s fancy and added a touch of colour, of vicarious glamour and excitement to drab lives.’ Nothing would be more emblematic of that glamour and excitement than the illustrations in the motoring press of Old No. 7 emerging, bruised but triumphant, from the great pile-up at Maison Blanche.





In preparing for the sixth edition of their race, the ACO at last officially recognised its true essence by creating a Coupe à la Distance, awarded to the car covering the greatest number of kilometres – in other words, the overall winner. There would still be a Biennial Cup, for now, and an Index of Performance award, but first and foremost there would be a car whose manufacturers could declare it to be the undisputed winner of an event growing in international prestige. The organisers’ decision would be rewarded with the most exciting head-to-head battle to date.


The entry for 1928 was up 50 per cent on the previous year’s dismal showing. Of the thirty-three cars that started the race, ten came from Britain (Bentley joined by three newcomers: Alvis, Aston Martin and Lagonda), five from the United States (four Chryslers and a lone Stutz) and two from Italy, although the pair of Italas should have been joined by a single Alfa Romeo, rejected by the scrutineers on the grounds that it had been too heavily modified. New rules from the Paris-based Association Internationale des Automobile Clubs Reconnus (AIACR), the world governing body of motor sport, laid down minimum dry weights – without liquids, tyres and tools – for cars from the smallest (501−750cc, which had to weigh at least 330kg) to the largest (over 8000cc, 1,800kg). At Le Mans, passenger ballast would be added to those weights. Hoods would still be required, and had to be shown to work, but there would no longer be a requirement to erect them during the race. Cars failing to meet their target distances would be eliminated only at half-distance, rather than every six hours.


With its 4.9-litre straight-eight engine, the Stutz Blackhawk was the biggest car in the race and came to Le Mans with a background of success for the marque at Indianapolis – where its factory was located – and elsewhere. The two-seater Bearcat had been popular with wealthy young Americans before and after the Great War but the Blackhawk, produced after a change of management, was intended to showcase more advanced design ideas and to promote a combination of performance with reliability.


Its entry at Le Mans was made under the name of Charles Weymann, the pioneering manufacturer of fabric-covered ash-framed bodies. An American based in Paris, he had been encouraged to transfer his commercial success in Europe across the Atlantic by the recently installed president of Stutz, Frederick Moskovics. As their drivers for Le Mans, they engaged two Frenchmen formerly with Lorraine-Dietrich: Robert Bloch, the 1926 winner, and Édouard Brisson, who had finished third twice and second once. Brisson was summoned from his home in Buenos Aires, where he was a friend of Luis Ángel Firpo, the local Stutz concessionaire, who had achieved a different kind of fame five years earlier when he was knocked out by Jack Dempsey in a torrid battle for the world heavyweight title.


After a lone entry in 1925, Chrysler’s French importer arrived with four 4.1-litre machines and a team of star drivers including Henri Stoffel, André Rossignol, the winner in 1925 and ’26, and Louis Chiron, a Monégasque who had made his name with Bugatti in Grand Prix racing. They had recruited a young Calabrian aristocrat, Count Goffredo ‘Freddie’ Zehender, at the start of a career that would see him race for the works Alfa Romeo, Maserati and Mercedes-Benz Grand Prix teams.


Bentley brought three 4.5-litre cars, one being the rebuilt chassis with which Clement and Callingham had led the race a year earlier. This was to be driven by Woolf Barnato with his Australian-born, Eton-educated friend and Grosvenor Square neighbour Bernard Rubin, whose personal fortune derived from his father’s success as a pearl trader and who was in his first season as a driver. Clement and Benjafield were in a second car, while the third was to be shared with Jean Chassagne by its owner, Sir Henry Birkin, the latest recruit to the small group of wealthy men who would become known as the Bentley Boys. The son of a Nottingham lace manufacturer, ‘Tim’ Birkin had served during the war as a pilot with the Royal Flying Corps before contracting malaria in Palestine; his nickname, borrowed from Tiger Tim, a plucky cartoon animal from a popular weekly children’s comic, had been bestowed by a sister during childhood.


Lagonda entered three two-litre cars, one to be co-driven by Baron d’Erlanger. The other two British newcomers were both in the 1500cc class. Aston Martin included the world speed record breaker George Eyston and Augusto Cesare ‘Bert’ Bertelli, the company’s chief designer, among their drivers (it was said to have been at the behest of the Genoa-born Bertelli that Aston’s works-entered cars were painted Italian racing red). Alvis arrived with two examples of their new front-wheel-drive model.


From behind an earth bank, a shallow ditch and a fence of white palings opposite the pits, spectators watched the drivers sprint across the track, leap into their cars and roar away – all except d’Erlanger, unable to start his Lagonda and forced to get out and embark on the chore of changing the plugs. From the start the principal focus of attention was the contest at the front between the three Bentleys and the black Stutz, with Birkin taking the initiative. Barnato’s efforts to prevent Brisson from forcing his way past attracted the interest of the commissaires, who issued a formal warning.


When a rear tyre punctured on Birkin’s car in the third hour, the wheel collapsed as the driver tried to complete the lap and the car slid into a ditch at Arnage. After spending time freeing the jammed hub, Birkin realised that it would take two jacks to lift the car enough to change the wheel and made his way back to the pits on foot. Chassagne, his co-driver, set off back to the car with an extra jack hidden under his overalls. The incident cost them three hours and put them out of contention for victory, although they were able to make up enough ground to finish fifth the following afternoon.


Night fell over a scene described by a correspondent for The Motor as ‘like a visit to a country fair, but for the thunderous exhausts of powerful cars rushing by every two or three minutes’. The Stutz and the Barnato/Rubin Bentley fought each other throughout the night, Brisson at one point getting his own back on Barnato by driving on the verges and kicking up stones. But by Sunday lunchtime the Stutz had lost its top gear and the Bentley had taken a lead that survived handling problems caused by a flexing chassis and a last-minute scare when a radiator hose broke at the start of a very tense final lap. There was a lap between the two cars at the finish, with two Chryslers a distant third and fourth, prompting The Motor to observe that ‘a good-class American car can now be driven hard for long periods without suffering any ill effects’.





After resisting complaints about the noise, in 1929 the ACO finally gave in and the Pontlieue hairpin was cut off. Now the cars would hit the brakes several hundred yards earlier along rue de Laigné, taking a ninety-degree right-hander onto a specially laid short straight – to be known as rue du Circuit – before another right-hander returned them to the Route de Tours. The total length of the circuit was shortened by just over half a mile. If the residents were happier, photographers mourned the end of an opportunity to capture the cars as they rounded the apex of the distinctive bend at a speed low enough to provide the skilled user of a 4×5-inch Speed Graphic press camera with a crisp image.


At the other end of the circuit, where a right–left combination interrupted the road between the Mulsanne corner and Arnage, the slightly cambered left-hand turn was resurfaced with bricks and rechristened Indianapolis, since the famous American banked circuit had originally been brick-paved. There and elsewhere, the lower trunks of trees close to the edge of the track were painted white to help the drivers.


The race’s growing prestige had brought more interest from newspapers and magazines, in France and abroad. In the press box, journalists were delighted to find six telephone boxes and a telegraph machine installed for their use. But uncertainties surrounding the international economic situation – the Wall Street Crash was only four months away – reduced the entry once again. Only twenty-five cars lined up for the start, and of those a mere ten were from French manufacturers, none of them larger than two litres and including all seven entries in the under 1000cc class. ‘It’s a disgrace,’ Faroux told a British journalist. ‘I am ashamed for my country.’


Clearly the battle at the front would be between Britain and America. A squad of five Bentleys consisted of four 4.5-litre models and a new Speed Six: a 6.6-litre, six-cylinder machine built at Barnato’s request, for him to drive. The larger engine had been improved by the engineer Harry Weslake in response to the growing use of superchargers by other manufacturers. The three Stutz Blackhawks, for example, now had supercharged 5.3-litre straight-eight engines, as well as a team of drivers strengthened by the presence of George Eyston and Louis Chiron. W. O. Bentley believed that supercharging put too much strain on an engine intended for endurance events, leading him to a disagreement with Tim Birkin, who went off to prepare his own team of supercharged 4.5-litre cars. Birkin persuaded Barnato to manufacture the number of cars that it would take to enable the ‘Blower Bentley’ to compete at Le Mans, but the first example was not ready in time for the 1929 race. Instead, Birkin was invited to share the Speed Six.


Barnato completed his opening lap in 7min 57sec at an average of 76mph, the fastest yet, albeit on a circuit now minus the slow hairpin. At the end of the second lap the five Bentleys led the field, clearly outpacing their American rivals. Although the car shared by Bernard Rubin and Earl Howe retired in the evening with a broken magneto, the remaining quartet commanded the top four places. Encouragement came from the grandstand opposite the Bentley pit, where, according to The Motor’s report, ‘a strong contingent of Britishers called out at intervals, not unmusically, B-e-n-t-l-e-y!’.


Just before four o’clock they gathered quietly on the Mulsanne straight to co-ordinate a triumphant formation finish, first the Barnato/Birkin car with the No. 1 on its big, bluff radiator grille, followed by those of Kidston/Dunfee, Benjafield/d’Erlanger and Clement/Chassagne – ‘unhurried, dignified, superb, disposed in line ahead like a squadron of battleships’, in The Motor’s words. ‘This slightly theatrical finale created an enormous impression.’ As well as the new Coupe à la Distance, they had scooped up the 1928−29 Biennale Cup and the Index of Performance trophy: a clean sweep for the British teams.


There were only ten finishers, including a Stutz in fifth and Chryslers in sixth and seventh. One of the fifteen retirements was another American entry, the 5.3-litre DuPont, built in Wilmington, Delaware, by an offshoot of the giant chemicals manufacturer. The team’s effort was subsidised by a New York lawyer, Charles Moran, as a gift for his 25-year-old son, who had just graduated from Columbia University. A spectator at the race a year earlier, now Charles Jr became the first driver from the United States to compete in the 24 Hours. He had intended to drive the whole distance himself, with the firm’s New York distributor, Alfredo Miranda, held in reserve, but that brave ambition was foiled when the 180kg of compulsory ballast, carried in the rear footwell, became dislodged and bent the prop shaft, ending the car’s race.


As soon as the Bentley team got back to London, four cars and eight drivers – with Sammy Davis in place of d’Erlanger – were lined up by the kerb outside the entrance to Mount Street Gardens in the heart of Mayfair for a victory photograph. The cars were the winning Speed Six and the second-placed 4 ½, joined by Old No. 7, the 1927 winner, and a saloon. The stylish insouciance of the drivers, their brutish cars and the elegant setting in London’s most opulent quarter summed up the new, all-conquering cult of the Bentley Boys.





From Brooklands to Montlhéry, female racing drivers were an established presence at European circuits by the end of the 1920s. The Baroness Hélène van Zuylen, a member of the Rothschild family, had been the first woman to enter an international event, the Paris−Amsterdam−Paris race of 1898. Muriel Thompson, the daughter of a Scottish Member of Parliament, won her first race at Brooklands in 1908 (and would be decorated by Belgium, Britain and France for her courage as an ambulance driver in Flanders during the Great War). Baroness Maria Antonietta Avanzo began her career in 1920 with a class win in the Giro di Lazio and famously put out a fire in her Packard by driving it into the sea during a sand race on a Danish beach. Lili Álvarez of Spain, three times a Wimbledon women’s singles finalist, won the Catalan automobile championship in 1924. Violette Cordery, a Londoner, set world average speed records over 5,000 miles and 10,000 miles at Monza and Montlhéry in the late 1920s, driving an Invicta. But it was not until 1930 that women were admitted to the 24 Hours of Le Mans.


Marguerite Mareuse and Odette Siko were the pioneers. Mareuse, a wealthy 41-year-old with origins in Bordeaux, provided the 1.5-litre Bugatti for the two of them to share. Siko, born Odette Séguin in Paris in 1899, obtained her driving licence at seventeen. Four years later she married Robert Coville, an industrialist with whom she played high-level competitive tennis at the Sporting Club de Paris and elsewhere. Her pseudonym appears to have come from a merging of their two surnames.


The cartoonist of The Autocar noted the combination of women and motor racing in a page of drawings celebrating British participation at Le Mans. ‘The distractions begin when you get to Paris’ was the caption to a drawing of a driver turning his head to admire a young woman showing her legs in a tight-fitting dress. Another, nothing to do with women, showed English drivers clutching their arms after the vaccination, mandatory on entry to France, against a Europe-wide epidemic of psittacosis, also known as ‘parrot fever’.


The fully vaccinated Bentley team returned to Le Mans in the hope of extending their golden era, but a large white car was the centre of attention when the entrants turned up for scrutineering in the Halle aux Toiles. With the world still reeling from the effects of the Wall Street Crash, the race needed something remarkable to offset the presence of only seventeen cars. Mercedes-Benz’s supercharged 7-litre SSK, based on a design by Ferdinand Porsche, had won the Tourist Trophy in the hands of the brilliant young German driver Rudolf Caracciola towards the end of the previous season, outpacing Tim Birkin’s Bentley in vile conditions, but the dire economic situation in Germany had forced the company to curtail its racing activities. Only the pleading of Alfred Neubauer, their team manager, persuaded the directors to provide the funds for a four-race programme, including Le Mans.


Lined up against Caracciola and his co-driver, Christian Werner, a Mercedes test driver, were five Bentleys: three Speed Sixes entered by the factory and two supercharged 4.5-litre cars subsidised, at Birkin’s behest, by the Hon. Dorothy Paget, an Anglo-American heiress with a love of sport who would go on to own winners of the Derby and the Grand National. The engineer Amherst Villiers had designed a supercharger, located in front of the four-cylinder engine and sticking out of the bottom of the radiator grille between the front wheels in a visual statement of intent that made the ‘Blower Bentley’ instantly recognisable. While Birkin planned to mount an immediate challenge to the Mercedes, the works team hoped that the lower-stressed Speed Sixes, with Barnato and Glen Kidston paired in the lead car, would profit from the battle between competitors trying to push one another to breaking point, a tactic that would become a regular feature of the 24 Hours.


Caracciola took an early lead but refused to respond when Birkin howled past, setting a new lap record of 6min 48sec in the process. The Mercedes, with a switchable supercharger, was playing a longer game and Birkin’s effort took a toll when his overheated tyres began stripping their treads. The chase was taken up by Sammy Davis in a Speed Six, but after Jack Dunfee took over the car was soon helpless in a sandbank.


It was Barnato’s turn to make a challenge, and Mercedes reacted. Finally, the German car’s supercharger could be heard emitting its distinctive wail as Werner and Caracciola swapped the lead with Barnato and Kidston, their powerful headlamps cutting paths through the darkness of the tree-lined roads. But at around midnight, making a pit stop after completing eighty-five laps, the Mercedes could not be restarted. Its electrics had completely failed. Although a new battery would have solved the problem, the latest regulations permitted the use only of spare parts that were carried on board. Neubauer ordered the car to be left on the pit apron for the rest of the race, a reminder to spectators in the grandstands of what might have been.


Now the race belonged to Barnato, the first man to complete a hat-trick of wins at Le Mans, and Kidston, a wartime naval hero and noted big-game hunter and aviator. The wealthiest and in some ways most archetypal of the Bentley Boys, Kidston was ‘the beau idéal of a sportsman’ in W. O. Bentley’s words, with a list of lovers including the Hollywood actress Pola Negri and the novelist Barbara Cartland. This would be his final victory before his death the following year, aged thirty-two, when his biplane crashed in a dust storm over the Drakensberg Mountains in South Africa.


Behind the winning car came the Speed Six of Clement and Dick Watney, a future managing director of Lagonda. A second Bentley sweep of the top four positions seemed likely until the two Blower 4 ½s retired around midday on Sunday. Their engines had succumbed to the stress, just as W. O. Bentley had warned. But the two Speed Sixes made a handsome sight as they finished together, albeit separated by half a dozen laps, while also securing the Biennial Cup for 1929−30.


Third and fourth places were impressively filled by the pair of works-supported 2.3-litre Talbot 90s. Designed by Georges Roesch, a French engineer who had settled in England in 1914, the cars were built in London and entered by a racing team based in Tolworth, Surrey, run by Arthur Fox and Bob Nicholl. In the first of them, the Hon. Brian Lewis, the 2nd Baron Essendon, the son of a shipping magnate, and his co-driver, Hugh Eaton, an Australian sportsman who had flown Sopwith Camels off ships’ decks during the Great War, also took the Index of Performance award. Talbot’s French concessionaires celebrated the achievement in the pages of La Vie Automobile with an advertisement proclaiming their car to be the choice of ‘connoisseurs, of people of refinement and of the elegant woman’.


In fifth place came the first Alfa Romeo to appear at Le Mans: a supercharged six-cylinder 1750cc model owned by Francis Curzon, the 5th Earl Howe, a former naval officer and Member of Parliament for Battersea South before inheriting his father’s title in 1929. The car was going well until it oiled its plugs for the first time early in the race; prudently, Howe was carrying a spare set in his overalls and was therefore allowed to fit them, and also to refit the dried-out first set when the same thing happened again. In seventh place came Mmes Mareuse and Siko, who completed 132 laps in their Bugatti, bettering their target distance by two laps at an average of 56mph after a trouble-free run that opened the way for women to take on the challenge of Le Mans.


Although Bentley’s chairman had just become the first driver to win the race three times, this would be the company’s last pre-war triumph at Le Mans. The financial crisis had made the factory’s racing programme an unaffordable luxury and a takeover by Rolls-Royce was only two years away. But across eight years and five victories at Le Mans, the Bentley Boys had helped give Britain – a country where racing on the road was banned – a significant presence in international motor sport, laying a foundation on which others, inspired by their example, would build.


The Bentley Boys, Birkin wrote in his memoir two years later, had combined in themselves so many attractive aspects of the sport: ‘its courage, its patriotism, its humour, and its adventurous, never bored, never insincere spirit. We were always seen together. We had the same manner of speech, the same jokes among ourselves.’ All this, he admitted, ‘might seem childish to those who cannot see how precious was that spirit of gaiety when we went together to Le Mans or wherever it might be to pit the green Bentleys against the foreigners. But a few, who can imagine the common interests and diversity of character in our team, the friendships formed with other teams, the endless discussions and the dinner parties, will understand how changed the time seemed when all of it was past.’


W. O. Bentley relished their part in the aura that had been created around his drivers. ‘The public liked to imagine them living in expensive Mayfair flats,’ he wrote, ‘with several mistresses and, of course, several very fast Bentleys, drinking champagne in night clubs, playing the horses and the Stock Exchange, and beating furiously around race tracks at the weekend. Of several of them this was not such an inaccurate picture.’
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