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‘All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake up in the day to find it was vanity, but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dreams with open eyes, to make it possible.’


T.E. LAWRENCE, Seven Pillars of Wisdom


‘Though the machines themselves are interesting beyond belief, it is knowledge of men that counts.’


S.C.H. DAVIS, Motor Racing













LE MANS CIRCUIT (1923–28)


Lap length 10.726 miles
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PROLOGUE DUEL ON A GOLF COURSE



On the 28th of July 1998 at the 19th hole on a golf course outside the Bavarian city of Ingolstadt, two of Germany’s most powerful autocrats met to settle a dispute – which of them would take control of Britain’s automotive crown jewel, Rolls-Royce.


Ferdinand Piëch was the grandson of Ferdinand Porsche, designer of the Volkswagen. Bullet-headed, with ice-blue eyes, famous in Germany for fathering thirteen children by three wives, Piëch was also a formidable engineer. He had designed the Le Mans-winning Porsche 917 as well as the rally-conquering Audi Quattro. And, having rescued Volkswagen from near bankruptcy, he was now on a buying spree, bent on building the biggest car maker in the world. Only the previous month he had acquired Lamborghini and Bugatti.


His rival for the hallowed British brand was Bernd Pischetsrieder, the softly spoken, goateed boss of BMW. A confirmed Anglophile and cousin of Alec Issigonis, designer of the original Mini, he had already scooped up a handful of British brands by buying the remnants of British Leyland.


As a sign of the magnitude of what was at stake, Piëch had brought along the premier of VW’s home state, Lower Saxony, and alongside Pischetsrieder was the prime minister of BMW’s Bavaria, the future Chancellor, Gerhard Schroeder.


All this for a tiny, struggling company with a clapped-out factory that the year before had made only 1,900 cars – at a loss.


By the time they emerged from the clubhouse, they had a deal that neither party expected, for there had been an eleventh-hour intervention. Although Rolls-Royce Aerospace had severed almost all their links with the car business, they still controlled the trademark. And having built the Merlin engine that supercharged the Battle of Britain, they were not about to let their name be associated with the producer of Hitler’s ‘People’s Car’.


The consequence was a carve-up: BMW would get the Rolls-Royce name only, a brand with a reach out of all proportion to its output and a reputation for excellence unmatched by the current product. Piëch and VW, for a cool billion Deutschmarks, got Rolls-Royce’s antiquated factory in the Cheshire city of Crewe. His consolation prize – another piece of British automotive heraldry: Bentley.





Many thought the acquisitive Piëch had finally lost his head. Ever since Rolls acquired it in 1931, Bentley had been little more than a product of what the motor industry sneeringly calls ‘badge-engineering’ – the famous ‘flying B’ grafted on to a slightly rounded-off version of the Grecian Rolls-Royce grille. But Piëch was doing something he rarely ever did; he was smiling. He had forced his board into letting him make an offer no one could refuse. ‘One billion marks is cheap,’ he insisted.


What did he think he was buying?


Being a details man, Piëch could answer that question with typically withering precision. He could point to an exact moment – not just a year or a day, but an exact time – 9.28 p.m. on 18 June 1927. And a location, between the villages of Arnage and Pontlieue in the Sarthe region of France, a whitewashed single-storey building known as Maison Blanche. For it was at that place at that time that a motor car designed by Walter Owen Bentley found fame. And that is where this story begins.










1 DANGEROUS MEN



The race had been underway for six hours: another eighteen to go. Dusk settled over the Le Mans circuit. Behind the pit counter, Walter Owen – W.O. – Bentley glanced again at the stopwatch hanging from a leather strap around his neck, then stared back to where the empty stretch of track disappeared into the darkness. Apart from the dull thump inside his head, there was nothing but silence.


They were late – all of them. All of his cars.


One of the three timekeepers looked up at his boss, perched on a stool just behind them. W.O.’s lips were pressed tightly together, his face white in the ghostly glow of the French army arc lights that illuminated the darkening pits. He was a man of few words at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. His mind raced, but he said nothing.


His first thoughts were for his drivers, Callingham, Duller and Davis. There had already been one fatality and four injuries that weekend. As the seconds climbed towards a full minute, the enormity of what was happening started to sink in. For one car to be overdue was not unusual, but for all three…


The Bentleys had led from the start. The latest model, the 4 ½ Litre, had smashed the lap record at a commanding 73.2 mph, while the two 3 Litre cars kept close. W.O.’s machines were fast but durable, his drivers prudent and drilled not to cane the vehicles, in the hope that they would last the full twenty-four hours – an awesome feat in 1927. But now, along with his fears for the drivers, back came his misgivings about being there at all.


The previous two years’ events had been pure humiliation; none of the Bentleys finished either race. In 1926 S.C.H. Davis ploughed car number 7 into a sandbank just minutes from the flag. After that, W.O. vowed to give up racing and put the team cars up for sale. But Davis’s co-driver Dudley Benjafield was determined to have another go. He bought ‘Old No. 7’ and put his name down for the 1927 event, as a privateer. In the end W.O. succumbed, unable to resist one more crack at Les Vingt-Quatre Heures du Mans, like a gambler pushing all his chips onto one number. And once again he was staring into a void.


In its eight years of existence, Bentley Motors had yet to make a penny. Only a last-minute bailout had saved it from collapse. Common sense should have told W.O. to focus on building and selling more cars to turn that elusive profit. But other forces were at work.


W.O., Davis and Benjafield, born in the reign of Queen Victoria, enjoyed a lifestyle undreamed of by their ancestors as Britain crested the wave of imperial prosperity and industrial progress. But that carefree life had been vaporised in the cataclysm of world war.


In August 1914, each had seized the chance to serve their country; to do otherwise would have been unthinkable. Their duty to King and Country had been drilled into them at their public schools. But nothing in their history textbooks had prepared them for what was coming – W.O. neck deep in a freezing canal as the Red Baron Manfred von Richthofen’s Fokker Triplane strafed a Dunkirk airfield; Davis marooned in his armoured car in the mud of Ypres as the Kaiser’s chlorine gas rolled over them; Benjafield, aboard his mobile laboratory in the ferocious Palestine sun, grappling with another enemy, the terrifying virus yet to become known as Spanish flu.


None of what they wrote afterwards dwells on the impact of what they saw and did. Benjafield’s account in the June 1919 British Medical Journal is a model of clinical reportage. And Davis’s enthusiasm misfires only fleetingly as he records the fates of all the other men in his family in 1915 and makes the all-too-brief admission that he ‘cracked up entirely and went to live in hospital’. W.O., by far the most tight-lipped of the trio, captured some of the madness, witnessing five pilots from one flight on the Western Front ‘spiralling down in flames’ and the ‘grief, courage and fear thrown together in hectic drunken parties among the survivors in the evening’. But his own very personal loss of his young wife to the pandemic, just days after the Armistice, is dispatched in a single line.


Only by reading between the lines these men wrote can the pain and emotion behind their monstrous losses be detected. It was a legacy that left them less biddable, more stubborn, more committed to living by their own rules, with no thought of danger. As survivors, they carried the burden of responsibility to do something of value, to find some restorative nobility. For years after they didn’t discuss it because they didn’t need to – they all felt it. Fellow veterans Robert Graves and T.E. Lawrence, friends since school, made a pact never to speak of it.


Instead, Davis, Benjafield and W.O. found an outlet in racing cars through the night. Tim Birkin, former RFC pilot and fellow Bentley driver, broke ranks and tried to shed some light on this choice for future generations in a memoir he dedicated ‘to all schoolboys’:




Motor racing provided the energy, adventures and risks most like those of the battlefield. It had, moreover, the promise of a great future, and there was the same chance of unexpected disaster, the same need of perfect nerves, with a presence of mind that must never desert you, the same exhilaration of living in the shadow of death that often came so suddenly and gloriously, that it seemed to have no shadow. There was, besides, the peculiar delight of being responsible for your own calamities, since, once off the mark, you were at liberty to take risks or avoid them as you pleased, a state of independence few individuals enjoyed in the war.





But as night shrouded the Le Mans circuit, there was little of that sense of glory in the Bentley pit.


Out of the darkness came a single headlight beam and the unmistakable thump of a four-cylinder engine struggling at low revs.


The crew leapt to their feet. It was a Bentley! But which one?


The grandstand lights swept across a familiar bonnet. One wheel, badly bent, wobbled as it turned, a mudguard pointed skyward and the driver’s-side headlamp was completely crushed. On the mesh of the radiator grille the white ‘3’ was still clear.


W.O. surveyed the wreckage as Davis, haggard and still in shock, climbed out from behind the wheel to face his boss. He coughed out the words, a crash at Maison Blanche like nothing he had ever seen, five, six cars, piled on each other, the other two Bentleys utterly destroyed. Under the arc lights Old No. 7 looked like it had been savaged by some metal-eating monster.


All eyes were on W.O. Was this how it would end – in the dark, in a trackside pit in France?










2 SEVEN TONS OF COAL



Walter Owen Bentley was sixteen years old before he got his first ride in a motor vehicle. He was in no hurry; like many growing up in the last days of the nineteenth century, he had already dismissed the automobile as ‘a slow, inefficient, draughty and anti-social means of transport’. What fascinated him from as far back as he could remember were steam locomotives. ‘They filled my dreams and ambitions.’


From the family home in Avenue Road, just north of London’s Regent’s Park, it was a fifteen-minute walk to the point where Loudoun Road spanned the northerly portals of Robert Stephenson’s Primrose Hill tunnel. With careful timing, his long-suffering governess in tow, the infant enthusiast could hail the Flying Scotsman as it blasted out of the darkness and streamed past them towards Willesden and points north.


Born in 1888, he was the youngest of nine – three girls and six boys. He hated the name Walter and always preferred ‘W.O.’, but as a child, on account of his round face and dark eyes, was known as ‘The Bun’.


His affluent circumstances came courtesy of family money. Father Alfred was a painfully shy man who liked reading his bible and according to W.O. was not much good at business. He retired early from his family’s wool and silk firm. What powered the Bentley family was his mother Emily’s inheritance from her father, Thomas Waterhouse, who had made a fortune in Australia from copper mines and banking. From childhood, W.O. exhibited the defining characteristics of both his parents: his father’s diffidence and his mother’s passionate determination. As the youngest, W.O. was doted on.


His boyhood coincided with the arrival in England of the first clockwork model railways from Märklin in Germany. One of these sets, along with a model steam stationary engine, were treasured gifts which consumed his waking hours. And his favourite activity was taking them apart to find out how they worked.


This charmed life hit the buffers when, at ten, W.O. was packed off to Lambrook Preparatory School near Ascot. Public schools at that time prioritised discipline and obedience and learning by rote, with the emphasis firmly on the classics, not science. Used to getting his way, W.O. did not take to this regimen and was frequently caned. ‘I didn’t like doing things I didn’t like and that was that.’


A stubbornness was emerging which would become a key characteristic. But even in the lessons he did like, physics and chemistry, he also got into trouble. Methodical and meticulous, he refused to accept the word of his teachers or take things as read, and had to be convinced by every argument or statement of fact.


‘I had to know I was getting somewhere and I had to know why I was going and this made for slow progress and frequent canings.’


He enjoyed cricket and was at The Oval on 13 August 1902 to witness history being made when Gilbert Jessop scored the fastest-ever Test century for England – ‘slashing and stroking 104 in 75 minutes’.


Inspired, W.O. made it into the Lambrook First XI and at an away match in Reading he went out first and scored 79 not out. It was a rare high point which ‘gave me more satisfaction than anything that happened at Le Mans thirty years later’.


From Lambrook he followed his five brothers to Clifton College in Bristol, but for W.O. this was just a waiting room. After three undistinguished years there he made his escape and, having at last turned sixteen, realised his dream: a place at the Great Northern and Eastern Railway engine sheds in Doncaster, where they were building the fastest machines on earth.


There were two kinds of apprenticeships: ‘trade’, for the sons of GNER railwaymen who were paid five shillings a week; and ‘premium’ for those who could afford the £75 upfront for the privilege, to be paid back as weekly wages over five years. It was not unheard of for public-school boys to join Britain’s great engine sheds. Sir Nigel Gresley, who would design the Mallard, the world’s fastest steam engine, had attended Marlborough before his apprenticeship at Crewe.


Up north, the eager teenager faced a tough regime: sixty hours over five and a half days, with a six o’clock start every morning, and penalties for being even thirty seconds late. At first, W.O. was ragged for his southern accent and being ‘a snob’, but he refused to be cowed. His methodical determination soon began to win him respect; in his words, ‘the barrier dissolved and that was that’.


The work was exhausting, grimy, noisy and dangerous, and he loved every minute. This was just as well, because it was eighteen months before he got near an actual steam engine and another three entire years before he finally realised his ultimate boyhood dream: to ‘fire’ a locomotive.


‘The sensation of being on the footplate of a Great Northern Atlantic, heading an express north out of London, was more thrilling and wonderful than I had ever thought it could have been. I was fascinated by the feeling of power as we pulled out of Kings Cross, up the steep gradients and tunnels of north London, up the steady grind for another eleven miles to Potter’s Bar, and by the sudden irresistible surge of acceleration when the track levelled off and fell away. There is nothing I know to compare with the sensation of rushing through the night without lights and with the soothing mechanical rhythm beating away continuously, even leading to a dangerous tendency to surrender to the power quivering beneath the steel floor. And then the signals flash into view, your absolute guide and master, and from time to time the lights of a town, the searing white flash of a station – and back into darkness.’ Four hundred miles, shovelling what came to seven tons of coal. ‘Not a bad day’s exercise.’


But it was not to last. In the summer of 1910, as W.O. neared the end of his apprenticeship, he woke up one day and realised with a jolt that he’d had a change of heart.


Steam power had transformed the world and powered Britain’s industrial revolution. But by the dawn of the twentieth century the locomotive had pretty much been perfected; there was little scope for innovation. The railway industry was no longer expanding and in the engine sheds the plum jobs were scarce, with long waiting lists. He realised the railway would not be his life after all.


Meanwhile the motor vehicle, which had so failed to impress W.O. as a small boy in the 1890s, was no longer a spluttering alternative to the horse. The internal combustion engine, noisy and temperamental, was compact, adaptable and ripe for development. And for a mechanically minded man on the threshold of his twenties, cars and motorcycles – unconstrained by rails and timetables – promised undreamed-of independence.


In 1906, to get to the locomotive sheds from his lodgings across Doncaster for that early start, he had bought himself a belt-driven Quadrant 3hp motorcycle – the first mechanically propelled vehicle any Bentley had ever owned.


Having quickly mastered it, he decided to forego the train and attempt the entire journey home on the Great North Road, ‘a rough, narrow and second-rate highway’, arriving at the Bentley front door one Saturday evening caked in dust. Although the youngest, ‘The Bun’ was the trailblazer; two of his brothers soon got their own machines.


‘For a brief time motorcycles ruled our lives,’ W.O. recalled as they began to explore further and wider. They signed up for the London to Edinburgh trial, undaunted by the mostly unmetalled roads. For the mechanically resourceful Bentley, this opened up a whole new avenue of discovery – and all on his own terms.


He traded up to a 5hp Rex and did what he’d done with his clockwork railway: pulled it all apart. He then dramatically improved its performance with his own modification – a pipe which fed a film of oil from the crankcase into the carburettor. In the Great Northern sheds, you did exactly what you were told according to time-honoured customs and practices by your elders and betters. But the internal combustion petrol engine was still in its infancy. Trial and error were the order of the day: fertile ground for Bentley to innovate. It also brought him into contact with a similarly eager fellow enthusiast.










3 THE OUTLAWS



Sydney Charles Houghton Davis – ‘Sammy’ to all who knew him – was born in 1897, one year before W.O. He came from a similarly well-heeled north London household, but unlike the more conventional Bentleys, the Davis family were inclined to rebellion.


As a boy, Davis’s maternal grandfather, Arthur Boyd Houghton, lost an eye playing with a toy cannon, which did nothing to deter him from becoming an accomplished artist and illustrator. He spent time in Russia and America, where he painted Native Americans. Back home in Hampstead, he enthralled his grandson with his habit of ‘blow[ing] loudly on a coach horn from his studio window to attract beer from a neighbouring public house’.


Davis’s paternal grandfather, Edwin, was also something of an adventurer. He eloped with his future wife, Sarah Latham, then further scandalised the family by becoming a shopkeeper in Hull. Against their expectations, Edwin Davis became the city’s foremost department store, and guaranteed his descendants a life of leisure.


The family made only a cursory effort at seeming respectable. Davis remembered Grandma Sarah passing her Sundays apparently reading her bible – with a Wilkie Collins novel sewn between the covers. His mother had gone one further and raised eyebrows – in public – as an early devotee of the bicycle when ‘such things were not done’. His father Edwin Jr was, according to the 1901 census, a ‘tea importer’, but this appears to have been wishful thinking. Davis described him as ‘a dandy’ and ‘so much in love with my mother that nothing else really mattered to him’.


So in this apparently carefree household, where they ‘never thought about money’, there was no controversy when Sammy announced that he wanted to emulate his one-eyed grandfather and become an artist.


In contrast with W.O., Davis was smitten by the motorcar almost from birth, at a time when motorists were still widely regarded with hostility – which infuriated him. ‘Persecuted by police, called evil names, assaulted if possible, the pioneers of motoring were a race without the law, untouchables, tinkers – people who were not – repeat not – gentlemen.’


The incident that fired his passion was an encounter with a Mercedes. The racing car was a reserve machine for the 1903 Gordon Bennett Cup race in Ireland, standing stationary on the Finchley Road, shrouded in steam. The desperate driver was calling for water to anyone who would listen. Davis seized the moment, procured a pailful from an astonished nearby householder and was rewarded with a ride all the way to Barnet.


At Westminster School he found himself in the same year as Malcolm Campbell, the future breaker of world land and water speed records, and two other enthusiasts, Roy Geddes and ‘Fatty’ Bowes-Scott, who procured a Rex motorcycle. Budding mechanics all, they eagerly took it apart to find out how it worked. Davis was soon hooked, and it was not long before he encountered another youthful Rex rider on the Finchley Road.


Davis’s and W.O.’s first competitions were just between the two of them, up the unforgiving 1 in 7 incline of a residential side road, Netherhall Gardens, a punishing challenge on their early machines. They’d meet up at Avenue Road for noisy tuning sessions right outside the Bentleys’ front door. This was too much for Bentley Sr. First, his son had wasted a fine public-school education by going into the railway sheds. Then he had abandoned the £75 the apprenticeship had cost them and started messing about with motorcycles. The patriarch made his feelings known with a well-aimed projectile – the family bible.


Turning his back on the Great Northern was not only a risky move for W.O., but to all appearances also something of a step down.


On the streets of London in the 1900s one of several dramatic developments was the advancing motorisation of the cab trade. There was money to be made and cut-throat competition sprang up between firms.


To his family’s dismay, W.O. took a job with the National Motor Cab Company in Hammersmith, west London, which boasted a fleet of 250 French twin-cylinder Unic landaulets. With the rather unspecific job title of general assistant, he had to master the foibles of these modern machines – and their drivers, who had already devised cunning ways of interfering with the taximeters to fiddle the fares. In this new dog-eat-dog world of motorised transport, margins were cigarette-paper thin, and it was one of W.O.’s jobs to catch them out. He also had to contend with the formidable French foreman Hussein, who came with the Unics. Hussein was a good mechanic, though known for periodic absinthe-fuelled benders, during which he would rampage round the workshop brandishing a spanner, threatening to ‘keel you all!’. The next day he’d come into work, as quiet and courteous as ever.


W.O. took all this in his stride. Your average public-school boy from St John’s Wood might have been overwhelmed, but thanks to his stint in the Doncaster engine sheds he was primed. ‘It was no good playing the heavy father, taking a holier-than-thou attitude, or treating obstreperous behaviour in a jocular one-of-the-boys manner.’


Dedicated and dogged, he soon rumbled the cabbies’ scam. They had drilled tiny holes into the glass of the meters through which a pin could be inserted to alter the fare. W.O. observed that ‘labour relations, for want of a better term, can only be learned by experience.’ Although he didn’t know it at the time, this was invaluable preparation for the far more testing challenges he would face later on.


After life on the footplate of the Flying Scotsman, keeping cabs on the road didn’t involve much glamour, but there were compensations, starting with an end to the brutally early starts. Also gone were the lonely nights in his digs in Doncaster, where his only company was his gramophone. Now, back in the comfort of the family home, he was earning good money and had the time to enjoy its benefits: the delights of Edwardian London, with Henry Wood’s Promenade Concerts at the Queen’s Hall, music hall variety bills at the Palace and the Empire, and late suppers at the Piccadilly Grill Room to the accompaniment of David de Groot’s orchestra.


Around this time W.O. was introduced to Leonie Gore, the stepsister of Jack Withers, another motorcycling friend, at their house in Maresfield Gardens, not far from his favourite incline. W.O. was smitten, but the way was not clear; the former railway apprentice had to prove himself both to Leonie herself and her family. He would need all his powers of patience and determination.


As it had for W.O., the motorcycle provoked a Damascene moment for Sammy Davis – and a radical change of direction. In 1908, Davis abruptly abandoned his fine-art degree at the Slade for an engineering apprenticeship with Daimler in Coventry.


The company had been founded by Harry Lawson, originally a bicycle pioneer who presciently secured the rights to make Gottlieb Daimler’s first petrol engine – and the exclusive use of the name in Britain.


The Red Flag Act had come into law in 1865 with the very first steam-driven vehicles, stating that in front of any ‘self-propelled vehicle, a man with a red flag must walk at least sixty yards ahead to warn oncoming horses and foot traffic’.


Concern for safety was only one motive; many parliamentarians held shares in the burgeoning railway companies and were happy to see rival methods of transport given as little support as possible; ideally, in fact, to be strangled at birth.


When in 1896 after much lobbying the Act was repealed, Lawson organised the first London to Brighton run to celebrate the motorcar’s emancipation. Though Lawson himself fell from grace after being found guilty of fraud, Daimler became the nation’s first commercial motor company. It won a Royal Warrant in 1902, securing half a century of customer loyalty from the British royal family.


For Davis it provided an ideal entree into the nascent motor business. As W.O. had found in Doncaster, the initial ribbing for his supposed public-school airs subsided as he proved himself a spirited worker who threw himself enthusiastically into whatever was required of him.


‘When the men went on short time or there was trouble of any kind, I was dispatched to a queer dark cubby hole to help the millwrights, a job of surpassing interest.’


Where others might have been a little nervous of this heavily built fraternity, Davis was in awe of their skills: ‘The tobacco chewing fitters of that section seemed able to tackle any job from repairing a big machine to clearing a suds pipe.’


Never bored, he regarded every move as an opportunity to gain valuable experience. ‘The subsequent white collar jobs in the drawing office and purchasing office vastly improved my education.’ Eventually even his forgotten artistic gifts were deployed, when he was given drawings to do for the advertising department, which led him down another interesting road.


In 1910 he was offered a job as an illustrator on a new car magazine: The Motor Engineer. As it happened, this coincided with a crisis at Daimler. In search of greater refinement to meet the demands of its royal clientele, the company had committed to the development of a sleeve valve engine devised by an American, Charles Yale Knight. But Daimler’s version was trouble; it refused to start from cold – which was still done by a hand crank, and when it did run the sleeve valves tended to seize. Also, the exhaust it produced was horribly smoky. And that wasn’t all. Daimler now had stiff competition in the luxury market from interlopers Rolls-Royce and their imperious Silver Ghost launched in 1906. The future looked decidedly uncertain for Britain’s oldest car company.


This time, the artistic route was the common-sense one. Davis said goodbye to the millwrights and purchase clerks and headed back to London, an artist once again.










4 SMILING THROUGH THE DUST



The National Motor Cab Company had brought W.O. the means to buy his first car, a 9hp Riley, but there would be limits to his appetite for the rough-and-tumble taxi business. Nor was it something that particularly impressed Leonie’s stepfather.


Early in 1912, at the age of twenty-nine, W.O.’s brother Leonard – known as L.H. – had a change of heart about his career choice of farming. Another brother, Horace – H.M. – by now a qualified accountant, decided to help him find a new vocation. Lecoq and Fernie, concessionaires for several French cars based in some old stables in Hanover Court, behind Oxford Circus, were looking for a new director – with money to invest.


Each of the Bentley brothers was due a substantial inheritance from their mother’s side of the family. H.M. went along to vet the company and discovered that Lecoq, also a director of Louis Vuitton, knew a good deal more about suitcases than cars. And behind his military bluster Major Fernie didn’t know much about anything at all, except that he didn’t want the services of an ex-farmer. Instead, they proposed that he – H.M. – take it on. H.M. was intrigued, but knew he wasn’t the brother best suited to the role.


Back at Avenue Road there was a family meeting, where it was agreed that the fairest way to decide which Bentley to offer up was by the toss of a coin.


Suddenly W.O. felt his whole future depended on that spinning coin and fate was on his side. He won the toss, handed in his notice at the cab company and joined Lecoq and Fernie as a director, with a £2,000 stake from his bequest.


With its West End address the position at Lecoq and Fernie sounded good – and more palatable at least to Leonie’s sceptical stepfather. But having signed away his inheritance, W.O. was dismayed to find precious little business actually going on; the lackadaisical proprietors had only wanted the Bentley money to keep the sinking business afloat. And he soon saw that the major’s bullying tone barely masked the man’s fundamental incompetence.


‘A child of five knows more about selling cars than he does,’ he told his brother. After five years in the engine sheds and two more in the cut and thrust of the motorised cab trade, W.O. was not going to be pushed around. He also fastened on the most promising bit of the business: the concession for the little French car: Doriot, Flandrin & Parant, known as D.F.P.


His rapidly developing grasp of automotive engineering told him that this apparently modest machine had real potential. He wasted no time in consulting H.M., then told the other partners his brother would buy them out. With his bold ideas for developing the business he had already made them uncomfortable and, after a few weeks’ haggling and the addition of a few items of luxurious Louis Vuitton luggage, the deal was done. Yet another brother, solicitor Alfred – A.H. – drafted the contract and Lecoq & Fernie was no more; from now on it would be known as Bentley & Bentley Ltd.


It was a huge gamble; the brothers, H.M., aged twenty-seven, and W.O., just twenty-four, had sunk a staggering £4,000 – nearly half a million today – into a company that would quite possibly fail.


W.O. rented an old coach house in New Street Mews, off London’s Upper Baker Street, and threw himself into the task of developing the D.F.P. – and wooing Leonie at the same time. On 8 June 1912 he entered a D.F.P. in the Aston Clinton Hill climb (the event that would give Aston Martin half its name). There was a lot riding on the day; it was the D.F.P.’s first competition and W.O.’s as well. And he invited Leonie along to watch.


The event, a timed three-quarter-mile sprint up a steep, twisting track, was regarded as a great test of pulling power and precise gear-changing rather than speed. W.O. had done trials like this on motorcycles but was dismayed to find the four-wheel crowd was completely different. He recognised no one and they all seemed to know each other. A modest little runabout in a field of sportier machines, the D.F.P. looked as if it had come to the wrong party.


Feeling all the more awkward for having persuaded Leonie to accompany him, he joined the queue behind the other competitors to await his turn. ‘I hadn’t the least idea of the way the corners went beyond the general course described by the succession of dust trails that had succeeded me up the hill. I pulled down my goggles and hoped for the best.’


He had already worked out that the D.F.P.’s gearing meant it needed an early shift from first to second and had practised this until he could shave a few seconds off by doing it without the clutch. When his turn came, the car behaved itself. He kept his foot to the floor through the corners, changing to third as the gradient levelled a bit. It was all over in a just a few minutes.


As he pulled to a halt, he was relieved to see that Leonie appeared to have enjoyed it, ‘smiling through a mask of grey dust’.


Long seconds ticked by as they waited for the commentator to announce his time. To his amazement he was the fastest in Class 2 and had broken the record time for the 2-litre category, which made him the overall winner of the day. No longer the interloper in the wrong car, W.O. was suddenly the centre of attention.


Emboldened by this success, he decided that competition made for good publicity and that meant coaxing more speed out of the French machine. And Britain now had the ideal venue for his explorations.


Unlike in the rest of the Europe, racing on public roads in mainland Britain was banned.


One of those outraged by this abomination was Hugh Fortescue Locke King, a character who could have stepped straight from the pages of a P.G. Wodehouse novel. Born in 1848, he was pronounced too sickly for school or college, yet in his twenties was somehow called to the bar. But he never got round to practising as a barrister, devoting himself instead to the National Rifle Association. Although on the face of it poor marriage material, the weak and suggestible Locke King found himself in the crosshairs of the steely Ethel Gore-Browne, who had ideas but lacked the funds to fulfil them. Sighting the ideal means to realise her ambitions, she married him in 1884, the year before he came into an estate worth £500,000 – £62 million today – which she proceeded to help him squander on a series of hare-brained schemes.


These included the purchase of the Mena House Hotel near Cairo, built for the Ottoman ruler Ismail Pasha, which they equipped with log fires so that Hugh could escape the British winters, and Egypt’s first swimming pool. Back at Brooklands, the Locke Kings’ Surrey estate, Ethel commissioned a fully landscaped 18-hole golf course, motivated by a wager as to whether it could be done on some particularly unsuitable heathland. They topped this with a doomed investment in a new food preservation process, a venture which ended in the law courts as they tried – and failed – to retrieve their money.


Hugh then went to Italy for the 1905 Coppa Florio motor race, which, true to form, he managed to miss in its entirety. Back home again, he brooded on the generally poor British showing in European motor sport. The nation’s nascent car industry, he divined, was being constrained by the lack of a venue for high-speed testing. It came to him in a flash. What better use of his estate could there be than to turn it into a permanent racecourse for cars, the world’s first?


Ethel shared his new-found passion for cars, so with her encouragement he made a few calculations, which came out at a ‘mere’ £22,000 – around £2.5 million today – and forged ahead.


The plans showed a track 2.7 miles long and an astonishing 100ft wide. When his engineers insisted on banked corners 30ft high so top speeds could be maintained, he acquiesced. But as the banking grew skywards, so did the costs – and Hugh’s anxiety. When it all got too much for him the fearless Ethel took charge. By opening day in June 1907, as she led the inaugural lap of the new Brooklands track at the wheel of her own racing Itala, they were in hock to the tune of £159,000.


The Locke Kings envisaged their events as on a par with Royal Ascot or the Henley Regatta, exclusive gatherings at which to see and be seen. And the Brooklands protocol owed more to horse racing; numbers on cars were not allowed; drivers had to wear colours like jockeys and rode on rather than in their cars. Race days were meetings. With entrance even to the public enclosures at high prices, it was more like a members’ club. And it struggled to make a profit.


There were more expenses, not least lawsuits from their deafened Weybridge neighbours; poor Hugh was cleaned out. But what seemed his greatest folly turned out to be just the ticket for W.O. and his pioneering automotive peers.


Far more than just a test track, Brooklands would for the next thirty years be the crucible of Britain’s racing car and aircraft development. It also became an ‘in’ place for Edwardian socialites to see and be seen: the perfect place for W.O. to show off his cars.


Despite having sunk all their capital into buying out their predecessors, and with sales only slowly beginning to grow, the Bentley brothers decided to go all out and head-hunted a specialist mechanic, Jean Leroux, from the D.F.P. factory in France.


The pretext was servicing customers’ cars, but the Frenchman’s role was primarily to implement W.O.’s engine modifications. They also ordered a bespoke lightweight body with a long, pointed tail from coachbuilders Harrison & Son in Stanhope Street off the Euston Road. With W.O. at the wheel, this stylish machine, tailor-made for Brooklands’ high-speed conditions, snatched the 2-litre-class record at a tidy average of 66.78 mph. Bentley & Bentley had taken their first step from selling and servicing cars to re-engineering them. W.O. was on the way to finding his true vocation.










5 THE PAPERWEIGHT



Convinced that there was even more performance to be wrung out of the D.F.P., W.O. took a boat train to Paris to visit the factory on the outskirts of the capital at Courbevoie. He wanted to persuade Auguste Doriot – the D in D.F.P. – to incorporate some of his own modifications. Twice W.O.’s age, Doriot was one of the true automotive pioneers.


In 1891 he had made headlines for the then longest automobile journey in the world, 1,375 miles in a Peugeot, by following the Paris−Brest−Paris bicycle race – following in every sense, since he arrived six days after the winner. He then played a central role in developing Peugeots before going his own way in 1902. Few people anywhere – and none of W.O.’s own countrymen – could in 1913 boast a quarter of a century’s worth of top-class automotive experience.


In his office, Doriot listened stonily as the 25-year-old W.O. reeled off the improvements he wanted to see on the D.F.P. engine, chiefly better carburetion and a raised compression ratio. According to his son Georges, Doriot Sr was a hard taskmaster, not to be crossed. ‘His cool stare was worse than any punishment.’


While he was in full flow, W.O.’s eye fell on a piston-shaped paperweight on Doriot’s desk. ‘Pretty, isn’t it?’ said Doriot. W.O. picked it up; it was wonderfully light – aluminium. It had been made as a novelty by Corbin, the foundry contracted to cast the D.F.P.’s iron pistons.


At that moment, W.O. was focused on winning Doriot over to his modifications, but on the journey home his thoughts kept returning to the aluminium paperweight. The modest changes to the D.F.P engine which he had requested could only add one or two miles an hour. Pushing any harder was sure to cause the iron pistons to overheat and crack.


Back in London, he confided in his brother H.M. who, lacking W.O.’s engineering nous, urged caution. But W.O.’s curiosity had been fired. He was convinced that what would take the D.F.P. to the next level had been sitting right there on Doriot’s desk. Within a few days he was back in Courbevoie.


With the full force of his considerable experience, the Frenchman poured scorn on the idea. ‘They will break up and seize before you are doing 2,000 rpm,’ he pronounced. ‘Aluminium’s not suitable for the strains and stresses of that sort of work.’


How on earth could a metal that melted at 659 degrees Centigrade ever work when combustion occurred at 2,000 degrees? W.O. thought he knew better. Though he couldn’t begin to match Doriot’s years of experience, his time in the engine sheds of Great Northern had given him something that would prove equally valuable: a thorough working knowledge of how different metals behaved when hot and under stress.


Not only was aluminium less than half the weight of iron, its heat conductivity was more than four times as good. And the speed at which it could disperse the heat of combustion made the lower melting point irrelevant. W.O. pressed his point; the stubbornness that had made him such an awkward pupil at school was being repurposed as a useful adjunct to his engineering convictions.


Doriot began to come round, his own position melting in the heat of W.O.’s passion. He took the young Englishman to Corbin, the foundry that had made the aluminium paperweight.


Corbin agreed to produce an experimental set of pistons to W.O.’s formula: 88 per cent aluminium and 12 per cent copper, the latter for additional strength. A few weeks later they arrived at W.O.’s workshop in New Street Mews.


He and Leroux fitted them to a modified car and put it to the test. The effect was dramatic. The D.F.P.’s top speed was now an incredible 80 mph, unheard of for a 2-litre car, the lighter pistons enabling the engine to reach much higher revs without destroying itself.


W.O. took the modified D.F.P. down to Brooklands and, one by one, broke the 50-mile, 100-mile and one-hour Brooklands records, all previously held by Humber. The British king of the 2-litre class had been abruptly deposed.


At that stage, the secret of the D.F.P.’s success remained just that. It wasn’t so much that W.O. went out of his way to hide his cunning innovation; at that time no one imagined such an innovation could work.


But having made his mark at Brooklands, even though his business was really no more than an agency for a French car, W.O. was beginning to develop a reputation as a motor engineer. With the solid but inflexible Victorian values of the engine sheds firmly behind him, the Edwardian era promised opportunity. And 1914 could not have got off to a better start.










6 LE VIRAGE DU MORT



Now back in London, Sammy Davis was lodging on the edge of Richmond Park at the home of his boss Arthur Clayden, editor of Automobile Engineer. On this new magazine, a more technical companion publication to The Autocar, his duties had grown from technical illustration to journalism. His social life improved, too; Clayden’s vivacious wife Emmie Kate was an enthusiastic hostess and the personable Davis soon found himself rubbing shoulders with the great and good of Britain’s burgeoning motor industry: Herbert Austin, Frederick Lanchester, Lawrence Pomeroy and Louis Coatalen, the Breton expatriate behind the Sunbeam racing machines, all passed through the Clayden drawing room.


It was a good time for motor magazines, with a lucrative two-thirds of their pages devoted to advertising from car and component makers jostling for attention in what was now a booming market. By 1914 there were 113 car makers in Britain. An estimated 90,000 workers produced 34,000 vehicles, but with prices starting at around £300, about £35,000 today, they were still the preserve of the affluent. There was even enough revenue for the entire editorial staff to visit the world’s biggest motor exhibition, the Paris Salon d’Auto, showcase of the technological spirit of the Belle Époque. Evening entertainment came at the Moulin Rouge cabaret and nightclub, which included partying with the dancers after the show. Like many well-bred young men of his time, Davis had already been sent by his bon-viveur father to the French capital to be shown the ropes by its famously experienced courtesans, and had no inhibitions about making the most of his assignment.


The French capital hummed with the sound of modernity. Although the motor car was a German invention, and Daimler-designed engines powered many of the world’s first vehicles, France in the 1890s was where it acquired vital innovations like the gearbox and steering wheel. It was where it became a viable – and world-changing – commercial proposition. The Système Panhard, a front engine driving a rear axle with the passengers seated in between, became the template for the modern automobile. As a result of this early superiority, the majority of motor car terminology was French: automobile, garage, chauffeur, carburettor, chassis, piston, grille, tonneau, berline, sedan, limousine, cabriolet.


Pioneers Panhard, Renault and Peugeot rapidly moved into large-scale production. And although the pneumatic tyre was invented elsewhere, it was the Michelin brothers, Edouard and André, who created the detachable version that did not need to be glued onto its rim, one of the great leaps forward that made the motor car the future of wheeled transport. By the dawn of the twentieth century, France was building nearly half the world’s cars.


The French were also ahead in the other key area: aviation. When Louis Blériot’s monoplane crossed the English Channel, powered flight ceased to be a passing novelty and promised to shrink the world. This technological breakthrough piqued German sensibilities in particular. Prussian army officers attending an air show outside Reims in 1909, where twenty-eight of the thirty-six aircraft were French-built, were disappointed to report how little Germany had to show in the face of the vastly superior French achievements.


France had also been the birthplace of motor sport, with a race in 1894 between Paris and Rouen, and was home to the very first Grand Prix.


In the summer of 1914 Davis was back in France for the Grand Prix, and his first taste of top-flight international motor racing. The event was held on 4 July outside Lyons on 23 miles of closed public roads that included long straights and perilous sharp turns, one of them dubbed Le Virage du Mort – ‘the death turn’.


Peugeot’s Georges Boillot, winner of the previous year’s race, was a national hero. A flamboyant exhibitionist whose skills had been honed on the lethal multi-litre monsters of the early 1900s, he liked to perform an early version of a handbrake turn as he parked outside his favourite Paris bar. He was also part of the Peugeot design team that had created its all-conquering twin-camshaft racing engine with four valves per cylinder.


Davis was in awe of Boillot, and in admiration of his panache and chivalry at the wheel likened him to D’Artagnan from The Three Musketeers. The year before, the Grand Prix field had been almost all French. But this year the Germans were there in force, with a team of five Mercedes created especially for the event. The stakes had been raised; it was clear to Davis they meant business.


The atmosphere was already highly charged. Just six days earlier, Austria’s Archduke Ferdinand and his wife had been assassinated in Sarajevo. The news plunged Europe into crisis. Never before had national pride counted for so much in a motor race, Davis noted.


‘There was something stirring in the difference between the two cars of the rival teams, the Peugeots being big, bluff machines, direct descendants from the finest days of racing. The Mercedes were lower, looked lighter, had a shark-like character and engines more of aircraft type than those of the French cars.’ In fact they were a variant of the aero-engines Daimler had been commissioned to build for the Kaiser’s war ministry to catch up with France.


At the wheel of the lead Mercedes was Christian Lautenschlager, an unassuming mechanic who had exhibited a flair for steady driving. When the flag fell, his teammate Max Sailer set the pace, with Boillot going flat out to hunt him down – an aggressive manoeuvre which hugely pleased the crowd. To their further delight, Sailer’s Mercedes expired after just five laps, putting Boillot’s blue Peugeot in a commanding lead.


But Davis noticed the Frenchman was not getting away from the Mercedes as he carved away at the laps. ‘There was something remorseless in that formation of German cars.’ Boillot clung on, driving right on the limit, while the Mercedes team followed, biding their time like a pack of wolves wearing down their prey.


On the eighteenth lap Lautenschlager pounced, taking the lead, and quickly put a minute between his Mercedes and the Peugeot. Boillot went all out with a tour de force display, pursuing him right up to the last lap. Just before Le Virage du Mort, he slowed to a halt; his engine had finally given in. His head dropped to the wheel as the tears flowed.


Lautenschlager and his Mercedes teammates took the first three places. The crowd was stunned. The only applause came from the Mercedes pit.


Not usually a master of understatement, Davis was moved to note that ‘curious as it may seem, the effect of that sudden German victory was not as pleasing as it should have been… there was something more than motor racing in the atmosphere as the crowds made their way dustily from the course.’


On New Year’s Day 1914, W.O. and Leonie were married. The bride’s stepfather had doubted the suitability of the railway-apprentice-turned-taxi-mechanic; now he approved of the proprietor of a West End motor business and rising star of the fashionable Brooklands set. The happy couple moved into a smart house in Netherhall Gardens, Hampstead, the very hill where W.O. and Sammy Davis had practised on their motorbikes, and the perfect place to embark on family life. Now, finally, W.O.’s future looked set. He had found his vocation, his business was thriving and he was making a name for himself in motor racing. Nineteen fourteen was the high-water mark of British imperial and industrial affluence, and even the moderately affluent were now living the dream. The economist John Maynard Keynes, just a few years older than W.O., wrote that by 1914 for the middle-class Londoner:




Life offered, at a low cost and with the least trouble, conveniences, comforts and amenities beyond the compass of the richest and most powerful monarchs of other ages. The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the whole Earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep. He would consider himself greatly aggrieved and much surprised at the least interference. But most important of all, he regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain and permanent – except in the direction of further improvement. Any deviation from it would be seen as aberrant, scandalous and avoidable.





Now that they’d discovered the publicity value of record-breaking, the Bentley brothers decided to enter their car in the June 1914 RAC Tourist Trophy. This event on the Isle of Man had acquired international standing and attracted heavyweight foreign competition. But with a car half the size of the rest of the field, they had no expectation of winning.


In fact they came last – in sixth place – but seventeen of the starters had failed to finish. As W.O. noted: ‘So long as you stayed the course, the innate British sympathy for the “little man” who bravely battles against the odds ensured the publicity.’


A special Tourist Trophy version of the D.F.P. was planned, featuring the secret pistons. New catalogues were printed. Bentley & Bentley were now ready to reap the commercial benefit of their racing exploits.


In July 1914, the Bentley newlyweds set off on their delayed honeymoon. They would take a tour of the West Country in one of W.O.’s D.F.P.s, calling in on Leonie’s family yacht, which was berthed at Southampton for the Cowes Regatta.


But what focused everyone’s attention on the Solent was not the yacht race but the frantic work taking place on Royal Navy destroyers at the Thorneycroft shipyards, which, according to W.O., ‘killed stone cold the gaiety of the occasion’. He decided the situation was serious enough to abort his honeymoon. Leaving Leonie with her family, he drove back to London with her brother, Irwin. When they stopped at the Bear in Farnham for lunch they learned that Britain and Germany were at war.


Twenty miles away, Neville Minchin, a keen spectator at Brooklands, was trying to come to terms with the news as it filtered through the crowd. ‘While the races were run no one, not even the utmost enthusiast, paid the slightest attention to them. Eyes were turned to watch the trainloads of troops passing every few minutes along the embankment above the railway straight… What did it all mean: ultimatums and mobilisation? A continental war in which we were involved was something belonging to history. People quietly melted away and before the meeting was due to finish hardly a soul was left at the track.’


The heady days of racing cars and regattas would be no more. And the Bentley brothers’ D.F.P. Tourist Trophy Special never reached the track. It would remain forever only a glossy image in the pages of the specially printed catalogues.










7 A SAVAGE ELATION



No one, W.O. included, could have envisaged the scale of destruction that lay ahead, but he knew that Bentley & Bentley, as purveyors of automobiles to the leisured classes, was doomed. Overnight, the demand for cars evaporated.


News of the first casualties soon followed. Within just ten days of the declaration, Jean Leroux, the talented French mechanic who had coaxed the maximum speed out of W.O.’s record-breaking cars, lay dead in the Flanders mud.


Although he was just turning twenty-eight and recently married, doing anything other than enlisting was unthinkable for W.O. And it was more than mere duty. For Davis, now twenty-nine, stories of the German regular army’s prowess ‘begat a certain savage elation at the prospect of fighting them. That we might lose never crossed my mind.’


H.M. Bentley joined up immediately; W.O. was less successful. He heard about an armoured car brigade being formed but was told to come back in a few months. For the first time in his life, he was at a loss. His money and his future were tied up in a business that suddenly had no reason to exist. And he had just embarked on the next stage of his life, married with a smart new house and perhaps the expectation of junior Bentleys to fill it. What he did know was that this would be the first war in which the internal combustion engine would play a vital role.


One month in, the German army was poised at Meaux preparing its advance on Paris; only a swift counter-attack could save the capital. General Gallieni requisitioned all the taxis in Paris. Six hundred cabs ferried troops to the front and their surprise attack at Nanteuil repulsed the enemy. In November 1914, London ‘B’-type buses shipped over to France transported the Royal Warwickshire regiment to the First Battle of Ypres. But W.O. was only half right. This would not be a mobile war on the ground; in the vast, muddy quagmire of the front, the motor vehicle was still no match for the horse. The truly historic change would be in the air. This was where the internal combustion engine would transform twentieth-century warfare.


After Louis Blériot’s 1909 Channel crossing, Britain could no longer rely on its sea defences. Its airspace had been penetrated. It was a warning, but one that went unheeded since France was regarded as an ally and Britannia still ruled the waves. But Germany, shocked by French air superiority, had been stung into action.


To mark his birthday in 1912, Kaiser Wilhelm had offered a prize of 50,000 marks for the best aeroplane engine. Forty-four German firms entered designs. Yet by August 1914 there was still not a single British aero-engine in production.


W.O.’s thoughts turned to his own innovation. The aluminium piston had transformed the D.F.P.’s performance. In aircraft engines, weight and top speed was even more critical. Where best could he deploy his secret weapon?


His enquiries brought him to the door of a wooden hut perched on the roof of the recently completed Admiralty Arch on the western side of Trafalgar Square. As First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, a champion of the aeroplane’s military potential, had instigated the Royal Navy’s own ‘Air Service’, separate from the army’s Royal Flying Corps. The wooden hut was the office of Engineer-Commander Wilfrid Briggs, tasked with liaising between the new Service and the nation’s builders of aircraft and engines.
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