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Foreword


‘If I have to explain why we are doing this – you will never understand.’ As usual, ThrustSSC driver Andy Green hit the nail on the head. Why was the ThrustSSC website the largest in the world in 1997, why did literally thousands of people take part in the electronic fundraiser which finally got the ThrustSSC team to Black Rock? It can’t possibly be about one man’s obsession – there has to be much, much more to land speed racing and to speed.


We live in a risk-averse world – whilst extraordinary achievements are being made with electrons and synthetic biology, they lack the sheer raw team spirit and personal risk of pushing the world speed record into speed regions which are unknown. The visual image of the high speed achievement is so divorced from current lifetime experience that the extraordinary image remains with the viewer for all time. It is easy to surmise that everyone has their personal ambition to leave a tombstone legacy – perhaps not to drive a supersonic LSR car, but at least to have a claim to have been a part of such a massive team achievement.


The 1000 mph Bloodhound project took this to extraordinary levels of public benefit. Einstein had explained that the biggest hindrance to his learning was his education: current technology had advanced so quickly in his lifetime that he was constantly updating his early educational knowledge. There is a valid argument that today’s educational process should make the latest educational experience immediately available to schoolchildren – and this is what Bloodhound sought to achieve by making the experience and project understanding available to millions of schoolchildren in 200 countries.
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Richard Noble and his team celebrating breaking the land speed record on 4 October 1983, when Thrust2 hit 633.47 mph.





We believe that such enthusiastic interest or inspiration leads to personal aspiration and enhanced educational focus. And there is plenty of precedent – back in the 1960s the US Apollo moon programme spawned a dramatic increase in STEM PhDs in the USA and most probably across the world.


Richard Noble








Author’s Note


It is fair to say that the modern world celebrates speed – not just in terms of vehicles and travel, but in nearly every facet of life: rushing to work, walking up quick escalators or shooting up skyscrapers in record-breaking elevators to get to meetings to write fast reports and ‘make a quick buck’, earning a fast-track promotion to qualify for instant credit card decisions or quick mortgages, spending that fast cash on same-day delivery items, next-day returns, fast food, fast diets, fast fashion, speed dating, instant fame… speed is everywhere. In modern life, speed is a positive, a preferred state of being, a desirable commodity.


It was speed that opened up modern society, shrunk the globe and eventually, via the internet, opened up the world at the click of a mouse. Consequently, there is now a haste to how we receive information, scrolling, liking and clicking as quickly as allowed by our broadband (a personal slice of the information superhighway that will have been sold to us on the basis of its speed). Popular culture also champions this rapidity, and is inseminated with fast car chases, fast action, fast adverts, fast music, fast lyrics… we are essentially taught to embrace speed by a society that is obsessed with doing things quickly. Even a leisurely reading of a weekend edition of The New York Times presents us with more information than a thirteenth-century person would have been exposed to in a lifetime. Psychologists and counsellors quote one of the biggest single reasons given for why people need their help is: ‘I never have enough time.’ In George Simmel’s The Metropolis and Modern Life, the writer goes as far as to state that speed has challenged time as the prime mover of modern life. There is a certain irony that, as the world gets ever quicker, many people feel they are never moving fast enough.


Set against this cultural backdrop, this book is a chronicle of the cars, land speed vehicles and, perhaps above all, the characters who find moving at high speed so utterly invigorating. Time and again, there are tales of speed that are most remarkable for the human narrative rather than the miles per hour on the time sheet. This book is not just about a foot-to-the-floor mentality and top speed records. Speed as a furnace of glamour, as well as its ability to bestow celebrity status, is a crucial part of the tale. The technological advances that speed has bequeathed on both automobile manufacture and society in general are also pivotal. Likewise, the gender of speed and the complex psychology of moving quickly are subjective but essential elements of the story. Necessarily, as this is absolutely not an attempt to glamorize speed, the dark side of the experience is also discussed. Finally, it must be noted that across all these historical accounts are a multitude of evolutions in society and culture, significant moments of note that have all been indelibly affected by speed.


Also, to clarify the parameters of this study, I have chronicled the active experience of speed where it is pursued as a thrill or achievement rather than a commute or base practicality. When you ask someone, ‘What is the fastest you have ever been?’ they will invariably mention a speed reached in a car or on a motorbike; yet if they have been in an aeroplane, then the answer is more in the region of 500 mph. However, that is a passive experience, and as such is an example of the types of speed that fall outside the criteria of this book.


I would like to add one personal note by way of explanation: cars are my passion, so that is the prism through which I view speed; therefore this book is focused on cars or car-based vehicles, with a few necessary diversions into the world of water speed records and also motorbikes (the latter justifying a stand-alone study).


As I was completing the writing of this book in the summer of 2019, within the space of a few weeks two very significant moments in the history of speed occurred. On 27 August 2019, the fastest female on four wheels, the racer and TV personality Jessi Combs, was killed in a horrific crash in a desert in Oregon, trying to beat her own speed record and possibly eclipse the long-standing overall women’s record of 512 mph set back in 1976. Jessi was due to be interviewed for this book, having become my friend in 2017 when she stayed at my home with her pals on a visit to the UK. The shock of her death was deeply felt around the world of speed.


The tragic and long list of fatal incidents in the pursuit of speed illustrates that travelling across the surface of the earth at ballistic speeds is inherently and extremely dangerous – yet there is a seemingly endless queue of people lining up to take speed to the next level, sometimes at an horrific cost.


Yet at the start of the very same month, the Bugatti Chiron had become the first ever road car to pass 300 mph, when their test driver Andy Wallace hit 304.77 mph at VW’s Ehra-Lessien test track. The very fact this speed attempt was sanctioned by the biggest car company in the world suggests high speed still has relevance – at least to some – and the way the internet lit up when the news broke, with millions of tweets and reposts within minutes of the news becoming common knowledge, indicates that, to millions of people around the globe, speed matters.







Chapter 1 A Pre-History of Speed





The world is moving so fast these days that the man who says it can’t be done is generally interrupted by someone doing it.


American author and poet Elbert Hubbard





In the natural world, speed is perennially vital as an essential tool of survival. Basic anthropology suggests that any creature which can run faster than its peers is less likely to be caught and eaten by predators; conversely, Darwin states that predators which run, attack, hunt and kill faster evolve more successfully. Congruent with these evolutionary facts, the human experience of speed was limited to how fast a person could run, at least prior to the use of animals and the invention of the wheel around 7000 years ago. Someone who could run faster was perceived as more of an alpha individual. This primal fact sets out speed as an evolutionary advantage across the species.
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This ornate vehicle design by Jean Hautsch dates back as far as 1649.





After these bipedal beginnings, for thousands of years the only way for people to experience faster speeds was using other species as a mode of transport. The earliest known examples of sitting astride animals came on camels, donkeys and horses around 4000 BC. Obviously, the speed of such animals is relatively modest – even though a modern-day thoroughbred race horse might reach 40 mph, such athletic equine performance was not commonplace centuries ago. Also, for a journey of any great distance, horses would need to stop, eat and rest, so even a swift steed might only average around 5 mph on a longer trek. That said, there was an assumption that speed was desirable even back then because, from the earliest times of horses being a primary mode of transport, they were bred to be stronger and faster.


The first known use of wheels can be placed in Iraq around 3500 BC, but in terms of transport (aside from horses), it was early canoes, and then sailing boats in Egypt around 3100 BC, that offered the quickest choices for centuries, particularly with evolving civilizations based around coasts, ports and rivers. Even then, the faster vessels were used to carry goods quickly rather than for the sake of speed alone, and were, of course, restricted to the route and extent of each respective waterway.


The word ‘car’ can be traced back to the 1300s, derived from a Celtic word similar to ‘karra’, used to describe a horse-drawn vehicle. By the fourteenth century, historic records contain examples of windmills being strapped to a set of wheels in the hope of travelling on land more swiftly. The seventeenth-century Chinese Emperor Kangxi is said to have commissioned a Belgian missionary to build a steam-powered toy ‘car’, although this was more for entertainment than travel. It wasn’t until the advent of mechanically assisted propulsion that the modern experience of speed began to evolve.


Carriages without horses actually pre-date the first motor car by over a century. The Frenchman Nicholas Joseph Cugnot experimented with steam-powered, self-propelled vehicles in the mid-eighteenth century, albeit with limited success; forty years later, the Englishman Richard Trevithick pioneered his London Steam Carriage, which understandably bemused bystanders in the streets of the English capital in 1803, reaching a dizzying speed of 8.4 mph with eight passengers on board. These early attempts at replacing the horse as a chief means of transport were most often foiled by the sheer weight of the steam engines which, although potentially powerful, were essentially a form of cumbersome static technology that had originally been designed for stationary use in the factories and workshops of the Industrial Revolution. In fact, Trevithick ultimately failed to find investment to develop his idea and eventually sold his engine to a man who immediately stripped the mobile machine and installed the power plant in a mill. This deeply unreliable early propulsion technology also used massive wooden wheels with iron tyres, which made the experience far from comfortable, as did the dreadful state of roads at that time. Fuel limitations were also highly restricting – these steam coaches were almost exclusively for carrying upwards of a dozen or more people and, as long as coal was required, the logistics of having a vehicle for individual use were almost impossible. Nonetheless, American inventor Oliver Evans, who had himself created an automatic flour mill before turning his genius to steam travel, predicted that ‘the time will come when people will travel in stages moved by steam engines, from one city to another, almost as fast as birds fly, fifteen or twenty miles in an hour’.


It wasn’t just primitive technology and transportation practicalities that stymied the early evolution of faster forms of travel. Early nineteenth-century society was not exactly receptive to the notion of creating more rapid, artificially powered, individual speed. Commercial politics inevitably played a part – George Stephenson’s Rocket locomotive hit 30 mph way back in 1829, a precursor to mass travel becoming a commodity in the Victorian period. The age of the railways was arriving, and these huge companies were not keen to see any new form of transport offer alternative, bespoke solutions for individual travel. As steam opened up the globe through railways and ships with impressively expansive range and power, vast businesses were investing colossal amounts in establishing a global transport network, and they didn’t want to see this lucrative financial future jeopardized. Some turnpikes even made their tolls prohibitively expensive, to deter these steam coaches.
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Arguably one of the first ever ‘concept vehicles’ – the 1833 three-wheeled steam coach designed by a Dr Church. Said to seat 50 people, this enormous, heavily decorated vehicle was entirely impractical.





The string of new machines that started to arrive throughout the nineteenth century (some more successful than others) was also the subject of much consternation and concern about the effects on the human body of travelling at higher speeds. One common theory was that a human would suffocate or suffer potentially fatal heart failure and respiratory difficulties if travelling quicker than a horse. This fear had been mooted for some time – back in the eighteenth century, Dr Johnson had rubbished predictions of high-speed travel by stating ‘Twenty miles in one hour upon a coach? No man could rush so fast through the air and continue to draw breath!’




One of the most contemptible soul-destroying and devitalising pursuits that the ill-fortune of misguided humanity has ever imposed upon its credulity.


English philosopher C. E. M. Joad, reacting to the early years of the motor car





The cynics were enraged by accidents such as that in 1834, when Scott Russell’s steam coach suffered a collapsed wheel in a street in Paisley, leading to his steam engine exploding. Similar reports of exploding carriages careering around frightened pedestrians were not uncommon, while across in the USA, horrified newspapers detailed how a mother and child had been hit by a similar machine.
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Goldsworth Gurney’s steam carriage from 1827. During one trip two years later, ‘the fair people of Bath set upon it, burnt their fingers, threw stones, and wounded the poor stoker.’





Britain was leading the world into the Industrial Age but, ironically, in terms of the developmental modern experience of speed, the heart of the Empire was to lag behind for some time. The nail in the British speed coffin was the passing of the Locomotive Act in 1865, which limited speeds in the countryside to 4 mph (the same as walking) and around towns to just 2 mph. It is commonly quoted that the law stated each vehicle had to be preceded by a man on foot waving a red flag, but a lesser-known condition also required three people to always accompany the vehicle, including not just the flag waver, but also someone to steer and the third person to stoke the boiler. As a direct consequence of this onerous legislation, the development of individual vehicles in Great Britain was suffocated legally for the next thirty years, as well as being completely overshadowed by the explosion of railways and further undermined by continuing concerns about health and safety. It’s hard to imagine the prejudice and vitriol directed against the early personal transport industry, such as it was, in Britain. There were even sarcastic cartoons in English newspapers mocking the form and function of these prototype vehicles, including one in The Edinburgh Review that featured fantastical inventions such as steam walking boots, steam flying machines and even a teapot on wheels. Faced with such opposition, it is perhaps no surprise that no native-built car of any kind existed in Britain before 1890, meaning Britain was initially lagging somewhat behind much of Europe.
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Some early champions of the motor car suggested that automobiles would help clean up cities, whose roads were coated in a stinking mass of horse manure.





Of course, locomotives already offered speed to the masses, but this was a passive experience, a benign journey with no personal control, albeit one that offered immense liberation (the same would later be true, albeit on a larger scale, of aeroplanes, too). In terms of the adoption of individual speed, as Industrial Britain faltered, continental Europe pushed ahead. Although France would come to pioneer speed and racing in the closing years of the century, it was in Germany where the first, and arguably the biggest, individual breakthrough was made.
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The Benz Motorwagen of 1886, the three-wheeled, tiller-driven pioneer of the modern motor car.





The history of the internal combustion engine deserves a book of its own and it should be stated that the technology was not necessarily evolved specifically for going quickly. Nonetheless, it was the pioneering work of engineers such as Gustav Otto, Gottlieb Daimler and, ultimately, Karl Benz (along with a varied cast of non-Germanic European engineers) that made possible the speed feats contained within this book.


The battle to create the first motor car was fierce and complex, but it is generally acknowledged that the very first such vehicle was the Motorwagen produced by Karl Benz in 1885 and patented the year after. This spindly three-wheeled, tiller-steered car boasted just 2/3 hp, and was powered by a four-stroke, single cylinder internal combustion engine running on coal gas. Famously, it was Benz’s wife who would make the world’s very first car journey, not the inventor himself. Convinced of her husband’s brilliant new invention, but frustrated by his reluctance to test it on public roads, Bertha Benz took the car out one night on a secretive 60-mile trip from Mannheim to her mother’s house in Pforzheim. This pioneering journey was fraught with challenges: Bertha had to use a hatpin to clean out a blocked carburetor pipe, a garter to insulate the only electrical ignition cable and even refill with ligroïne (petroleum ether) bought from the shop of a no-doubt bemused chemist. She also stopped off at a shoemaker to get the worn brake pads relined with leather! In so doing, she became the first ever car driver and the first ever car thief, and crucially she set the world’s first ever land speed record for a vehicle.


With his pioneering car suitably test-driven, Karl Benz himself was emboldened to try some adventurous testing of his own. At the time, Germany had a speed limit of 4 mph and, with Benz’s machine easily able to double that, the inventor quickly became frustrated. Craftily, Benz invited his local chief of police out for a ride and cleverly arranged for a slow milk float to happen across their path. Initially excited, but then quickly frustrated by the traffic jam, the police chief immediately agreed with Benz that the 4 mph restriction was inappropriate.
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One of the first Benz catalogues from 1893.





As soon as news of the monumental launch of the Benz Motorwagen filtered out across Europe, rival engineering brains started to create their own competing machines – the speed genie was out of the bottle and there was, quite literally, no turning back. With Europe being the undoubted furnace for the early days of motorized speed, a number of propulsion methods immediately vied to power this new phenomenon of the motor car: traditional, very heavy coal-fired engines; volatile gas-powered engines; electricity, which became the market leader for many years; and, bizarrely, some creative speed pioneers even experimented with clockwork propulsion. The experimental efforts were boosted by a crucial shift in public perception towards these new machines and the potential speeds they could achieve. Whereas steam coaches had been stifled and even ridiculed in earlier Victorian society, by the 1890s times were changing. This social context is important: the Long Peace after the Napoleonic Wars had been complemented by the aforementioned establishment of the railways as a settled, relatively safe and efficient way to travel long distances. By the late nineteenth century, the blossoming of modern cities and, with that, a more widespread affluence meant that the upper reaches of Western society were becoming increasingly open to new, more personal (albeit expensive) ways to travel.


Soon, the engineering brains of Europe were creating a number of early cars, all vying for the attention and wallets of the wealthy elite. It must be noted that these very early machines were not exactly designed for speed. In fact, so unreliable were many of the first motor cars that going fast was always a secondary ambition to simply going at all. For a while, car owners often had servants follow them on horseback, in case their mechanical ride faltered (again), somewhat defeating the object of this new method of transport. However, over time, a generation of brilliant engineers was able to increasingly inject reliability into their machines, meaning their inquisitive minds could start to turn to other matters, such as generating more speed. Moreover, once the public had started buying these vehicles – by 1901, Benz had sold 2300 – the idea of going quicker had started to ferment in the consciousness of the wider population, not just society’s elite. Therein lay the genesis of one of the modern world’s most formative and central impulses: the notion of going more rapidly, not just to get to a destination more quickly… but to be faster than everyone else.










Chapter 2 The Birth of the Motor Race and Land Speed Record





When speed gets in the blood, one must drive to live.


German racing driver Rudolf Caracciola





The early days of the motor car were spent in the pursuit of reliability rather than speed, and as such the first races were in fact endurance trials. The general consensus of automotive sources suggests that the first ever motor race was on 22 July 1894, when the Parisian magazine Le Petit Journal organized an event to run from the French capital to Rouen. This was very much a test of endurance – the competitors even stopped for lunch at Mantes-la-Jolie, where they chatted with spectators and locals – but it is the use of the word ‘race’ in the reporting of the day that seems to have secured this occasion’s status as the first ever such event.


Given the pioneering nature of this moment, one might suspect a scarcity of entrants, but in fact 102 competitors paid the 10 franc fee to enter; sixty-nine cars attempted the 31-mile selection event, and these were then whittled down to the final twenty-five serious competitors who made it to the start line of the main 79-mile race. First past the post was the notorious duellist Count Jules-Albert de Dion in his eponymous car, but vehicles made by Panhard et Levassor and Peugeot were selected for awards to acknowledge their speed, handling characteristics and safety attributes. The top cars managed to average around 12 mph. Interestingly, by way of reflecting that certain elements of society were still divided over the appeal of going quickly, Le Petit Journal later withdrew its backing for any future such events, expressing concerns about its readership’s perception of encouraging excessive speed.
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Early motoring journals did not always enjoy great support: Le Petit Journal championed, then later withdrew its support for, racing due to concerns about its readers’ disapproval. In Britain, Autocar launched in 1895 only to be met by this less than kind review in The Sketch: ‘It is published in the interests of the mechanically propelled road carriage. What next?!’
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The Lohner-Porsche Mixed Hybrid electric car of the late 1890s. By this point, speed was becoming more commonplace, leading to the very first speeding tickets, such as one at 8 mph given to a racer called Walter Arnold, who was apparently chased by a policeman on a bicycle for travelling at the heady speed in a 2 mph zone. Mr Arnold was defended by a Mr Cripps who, according to the court report in the London Daily News on 30 January 1896, argued that the law should not apply to the new transport of horseless carriages. His ingenious defence didn’t work – Arnold was fined a shilling for his recklessness. (Fast-forwarding to 2003, an American man was caught speeding in his hypercar allegedly at 242 mph in a 75 mph zone.)





While Germany had led the way with early engine design, many of the earliest motor car races were centred around Paris. French manufacturers were pre-eminent in both automobile manufacture and racing and, unlike Le Petit Journal, as a general rule the native French media enthusiastically supported such events. Perhaps not surprisingly, many of these formative races were beset with problems, accidents, injuries and even collisions with cattle!


At this point, the quickest early cars were very often electric. In the USA, the Electric Carriage and Wagon Company of Philadelphia ran a fleet of electric taxis in New York in the 1890s. Further, despite the huge weight of their elementary batteries, the immediate torque and simplicity of electric power also proved very popular with a new breed of racer that was emerging – the very first land speed pioneers.


The decade after Benz’s 1885 Motorwagen had seen the engineering impetus behind motor cars fragment, with the majority pursuing reliability while a smaller, but nonetheless sizeable, element began to prioritize speed above all else. This was an important moment of distinction in the history of speed, mechanically propelled machines now being perceived as a means of creating pure speed (previously unheard-of speed, in fact), rather than merely engineering a reliable new method of transport. As already noted, going fast – or faster than the next person – is certainly a basic human instinct, but add to that base impulse the excitement and draw of new technology, and with it the accompanying glamour and social admiration, then it is easy to see why, once reliability and decent endurance were an engineering staple, the speed-freaks came out to play. And there are no more remarkable early speed merchants than two charismatic rivals, the Frenchman Comte de Chasseloup-Laubat and his arch-nemesis, the Belgian Camille Jenatzy, otherwise known as the Red Devil, so called because of his flaming red beard and hair.


On a cold and wet 18 December 1898, the Comte de Chasseloup-Laubat climbed on top of his electric car, known as the Jeantaud, on a road in Achères near Paris. Powered by heavy lead-acid Fulman batteries, the Jeantaud had the first-ever use of a steering wheel, which quickly became the preferred option compared to the previously commonplace, but hardly easy-to-use, tiller.


The stage was set on a timed 2-kilometre flat road, with the car travelling in one direction only. The first half of the run was intended for standing start times, the second half for flying start records, both of which were overseen by no less than six timekeepers. The dusty road was pocked with ruts and loose gravel, and there were no safety barriers or driver protection. Safety was almost non-existent, with the Comte perched precariously on top of the low, boat-shaped vehicle, with only his legs actually inside the car. He wore a basic leather skullcap helmet, as his huge, heavy and hard-to-control beast of a car thundered along the uneven road, teetering on painfully thin and unreliable pneumatic tyres.


Using the car’s 36 hp to its full capacity, the Jeantaud ran for just 57 seconds over a flying kilometre, reaching 39.24 mph and in doing so setting the first universally recognized world land speed record. As the Comte rushed past the dozens of bewildered spectators, fellow early racers and marshals, his car was said to be ‘trailing a few blue sparks and [have] a slight tang of ozone’. Notably, at that point in time the speed record for a push bike across a flying kilometre was actually slightly quicker!


Across in Belgium, the fierce patriot Red Devil Jenatzy was perturbed by the idea of a Frenchman being the fastest person on earth. Jenatzy had been the only notable absence near Paris when the Comte set the first ever speed record, and the two rivals would go head to head several times over the coming months and years. These remarkable early days of brutal speed chasing saw international competition become a constant feature of speed records, as rival individuals battled to secure the crown not just for themselves but also for their country.
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Camille Jenatzy – the Red Devil – the first person to reach over 60 mph and one of the greatest mavericks in the history of speed.





As a child, Jenatzy had competed in bicycle races but constantly craved greater speed and so threw himself into the world of electromechanical engineering, designing electric vehicles and numerous early hybrid systems. He even won a renowned hill climb in a self-built electric dog cart, and soon after started competing in speed trials. Thus he came to battle with the Comte, in a rivalry that is the stuff of legend in speed circles. Time and again these two opponents would fight against each other for the top speed mark, sitting atop immensely dangerous cars that were attempting to reach speeds no human had ever previously achieved, with no apparent fear of their seemingly imminent death. All that mattered was being quicker than their rival. Most famous of all these trials was the notorious speed duel between these two on 17 January 1899, using a civilian road just west of Paris, prompted by Jenatzy actually penning a letter to the Comte, challenging him in person.
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The Association Générale de l’Automobile in Paris (later known as the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile, FIA) took it upon itself to be the overseer of many aspects of motorsport, including speed record runs. Over a decade after Jenatzy set his records, they later decreed that in future a record would only be acknowledged if two runs were made, in opposite directions and within an hour of each other, in order to take into account the benefits of gradient and wind.





Determined to emerge as the ultimate victor against his French adversary, Jenatzy designed a 4-metre long, cigar-shaped, tiller-steered electric vehicle by the name of Jamais Contente, using a pair of 25-kilowatt electric motors fed by batteries delivering approximately 68 hp. The car was part-built in partinium, a light alloy combining aluminium, tungsten and magnesium. Jenatzy’s logical and scientific brain was paired with an unquenchable thirst for speed, and he was often quoted as saying, ‘Nothing is as exciting as racing’. Clearly his wife was not so taken; ‘Jamais Contente’ translates as ‘Never Content’, which some sources suggest was a nod to his partner’s dissatisfaction at his constant travelling to, and competing in, international speed competitions.


On the mid-January 1899 day of the duel, Jenatzy fired the first shot, hitting 41.42 mph, breaking the speed record on his first attempt; the Comte duly responded with 43.69 mph, burning out the motor of his Jeantaud just 200 metres from the finish in the process! This classic speed battle was followed by a sequence of rival record attempts by the two arch-enemies over the coming weeks, which saw the top speed jump up to 57.6 mph by the start of the next month, a significant percentage increment. In so doing, and with no sign of these two speed obsessives stepping back from battle, the Automobile Club de France became involved, leading to many of the early regulations and rules for land speed record attempts being hastily put in place.


Both men were constantly updating their cars. Jenatzy created an engine using secondary coils that was capable of revving at 900 rpm, considered quite remarkable at the time. Yet another challenge was issued for 1 April, but a mix-up meant that Jenatzy’s run was not timed correctly. Returning to the same road near Paris at the end of the month, this time accompanied by ever-growing crowds of fascinated spectators (dangerously) lining the course, Jenatzy completed a solo run timed at 65.79 mph. That equates to comfortably more than a mile a minute, making him the first person to ever drive at more than 100km/h. This was a record that would stand for three years. The speed mark achieved by this pivotal twin electric motor vehicle led to the notion of 0–60 mph becoming a staple measure of how fast a car is able to accelerate.


The Red Devil would ultimately break the land speed record three times before hanging up his racing gloves for good. Reflecting on what it felt like to travel at a speed that contemporary science originally believed was too quick for the human body to survive, Jenatzy said: ‘The car in which you travel seems to leave the ground and hurl itself forward like a projectile ricocheting along the ground.’


Jenatzy had once prophesied that he would die in a Mercedes. He was understandably drawn to the likes of that German marque’s 50 mph Simplex 35 bhp as the forefather of the fast car. The Simplex is considered by many to be the first ever supercar, not least because early aeroplanes would not travel this fast for another ten years. However, the Grim Reaper caught up with the speeding Devil in somewhat less velocious circumstances. Out hunting with his pals in Africa, Jenatzy hid behind a bush and made animal noises to startle his co-hunters for merriment – suitably alarmed, they promptly shot him. He made his final automotive dash on the way to hospital but ran out of time, bleeding to death on the back seat… of a Mercedes.










Chapter 3 The Speed Kings Gather





To rush through the air at the speed of a torpedo boat destroyer, down a narrow, curving road enclosed with hedges and without being able to see what was in front of us, was a novel and thrilling experience.


Reporter for The Automotor Journal, writing about his experience as a passenger on the London to Brighton race of 1896





While Germany had made the breakthrough and 1890s France proved to be a hotbed of automobile innovation, across in Britain it wasn’t until 1896 that the debilitating Locomotive Act was repealed – this apparent moment of motoring liberation wasn’t exactly a mandate for land speed records, but the newly set limit of 14 mph did at least mean the previously stillborn British car industry could at last get off the ground. The instant and rabid interest that quickly followed this repeal seems to suggest that there was a significant pent-up British demand for this new chance to go fast.


Within a few years, Britain became fully immersed in the new science of speed, as demonstrated by the first ever motor car run from London to Brighton in 1896, including a ceremonial tearing up of a red flag at the start line (the annual London–Brighton race is now the oldest surviving motoring event in the world). Similar events in Europe and also across the Atlantic (such as the Gordon Bennett Cup) would quickly grow in popularity, although it should be noted that many of these events were still essentially endurance races.
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Cars being tested at Crystal Palace in 1902.





Inevitably, as safety was almost non-existent, with these early cars hitting ever quicker speeds with little thought for the consequences of a crash, there were many terrible accidents. The science of automotive speed was effectively being made up as each year went by, so it was no surprise that the first fatality of a pedestrian came in 1896, when a Mrs Bridget Driscol was hit and killed by a car while crossing the street in Crystal Palace, south London. The first British fatality of a car driver was recorded in February 1898, when Henry Lindfield of Brighton died from shock the day after losing a leg underneath his overturned car. This first car death was attributed in the press to excessive speed. Unhelpful media hysteria occasionally fuelled the remaining pockets of paranoia, but the scaremongering reports about early car crashes and fatalities was disproportionate to the facts – in France in 1900, 150 people were killed by horses and trams in Paris, but only 2 by cars, the same number as by bicycles.


Despite these remaining doubters, by the end of the nineteenth century public cynicism towards speed had begun to morph into fascination. By the first years of the new century, gone were the fears and doubts of the previous decades; instead, enthusiastic crowds flocked to any motor car race that was staged. One example was the Southport Speed Trials, as this extract from the 5 October 1903 edition of the Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser shows:


No local [event] has attracted such enormous crowds as the motor speed trials which were successfully concluded today. The weather in the morning was wet and cheerless; but, despite this, at an early hour heavily laden trains arrived from all quarters… the barriers along the whole length of the promenade track were thickly lined by spectators… by half-past two it was estimated that 50,000 spectators were present. The grandstands erected in front of the hotels and principal houses were packed with fashionably dressed ladies and gentlemen whilst behind the stout barriers along the roadside, thousands of men, women and children struggled to catch a glimpse of the competitors as they flew past on their machines.



[image: Image]

Brooklands became an early and world-famous hub of speed obsessives and racers after its 1907 opening.





By this point in the story, the allure of speed was simply proving too enticing to be ignored. In 1902, the (later Royal) Automobile Club of Great Britain organized what is considered by many to be the first race on British soil, at Bexhill-on-Sea, attracting thousands of spectators. As it became apparent that city and public road racing was inherently very dangerous for all concerned, purpose-built circuits began to spring up. At huge personal cost, British entrepreneur Hugh F. Locke King created Brooklands in 1907, the world’s first purpose-built racing circuit, in the grounds of his estate, measuring 2.75 miles long, 100 feet wide and manufactured from concrete, complete with two long straights and 30-foot-high banked curves. The endeavour almost bankrupted him. The circuit did, nonetheless, allow the British contingent of early race drivers and speed merchants such as Selwyn Francis Edge, George E. Stanley and L. G. Hornsted to respond to their European rivals more frequently. Across in the USA, the first purpose-built race track was created by motoring entrepreneur Carl G. Fisher at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway in 1909. The international speed stakes were entering a new adversarial era.



[image: Image]

This 1906 brochure was aimed at early petrolheads – initially christened ‘Autocarists’.





To be a land speed record holder (then, and now) is to know that there is always someone else waiting in the wings to snatch away the title. Jenatzy and the Comte (who died aged just 36) had barely turned their engines off when Frenchman Léon Serpollet took his fantastically named Œuf de Pâques (Easter Egg) ovoid steam car to 75.06 mph in 1902. This was helped in part by his unique flash boiler system, which made steam a much more usable source of power for automobiles. In newspaper interviews afterwards, Serpollet acknowledged that the naysayers predicting certain death if human bodies were put through such speeds had been on his mind, admitting that he had held his breath for the entire 30-second run and had eventually turned his head to the side to inhale.



[image: Image]

One of ‘the most amusing sights the track can offer is to watch anybody attempting to climb the banking on foot. They start so boldly, and usually finish by turning hurriedly round and slithering down again… I should say it would be practically impossible for anybody to climb the banking at its steepest point unless equipped with rubber soles, and even then it would be no easy task.’ Extract from Motorsport magazine about Brooklands.





In these very early days of the pursuit of being the fastest on earth, more speed required more power, as early aerodynamics was primitive and, at times, completely self-defeating. A classic example of this brutish approach was when mass-market automotive pioneer Henry Ford joined the fray, aiming to promote his new cars to the public at the New York Motor Show. The car he used had actually previously been wrecked during a race, claiming the life of the driver, but Ford rebuilt it, this time with a colossal power plant named after the famous Arrow train, which boasted a frankly bizarre capacity of 16,708 cc. In 1904, Ford would actually surpass the world speed record on an ice track carved into the bay around the frozen Lake St Clair in Michigan by hitting 91.37 mph in this inline four-cylinder, 72 hp car. But, unlike many of his peers in the speed world, Ford later said that he had been so frightened by the experience that he would never get into a racing car again. Worse still, his efforts were not officially ratified, as the French ACF had not sanctioned the timing equipment.
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