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For my friend Giorgio Terruzzi




‘An automobile race in which Stirling Moss drives a car can have one of two endings. Either Moss wins, or Moss breaks down and someone else wins’

—ALFRED WRIGHT, Sports Illustrated, 1959
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CHAPTER 1 THE LAST TROPHY

Shepherd Market is a small village in the centre of London, on the edge of Mayfair, bounded by Curzon Street to the north and Piccadilly to the south, where for a couple of centuries the signs of discreet wealth and loose morals have happily co-existed. On a summer’s day in 2017 I walked up one of its narrow streets with a bag containing a silver statuette, about 18 inches tall: the figure of a racing driver from a bygone era, in helmet and overalls, goggles slung round his neck. I was on my way to deliver it to the house of the man on whom it had been modelled and who, long ago, was known to the newspapers and their readers as ‘The Boy’.

A week earlier I’d been due to accompany Sir Stirling Moss and his wife, Lady Susie, on a trip back to Pescara, halfway down Italy’s Adriatic coast, for the sixtieth anniversary celebration of a famous victory. The race in 1957 had fascinated me ever since, barely ten years old, I read a report of it in my father’s daily newspaper. This was a world championship Grand Prix thrust into the calendar at the last minute, run over a 16-mile course on public roads, from a seaside resort up into the villages in the foothills of the Abruzzi mountains and back again. Moss drove a Vanwall, a British car, beating the powerful Italian teams on their own patch for the first time. Later I’d written a book about it, filled with stories and memories – including his – from a vanished age. After it was published, I was invited to Pescara to take part in a film about the history of racing in the city; now I’d been asked to return for the anniversary, accompanying the guests of honour.

Sadly, Stirling couldn’t make the trip. Six months earlier he’d been taken ill on the way home from visiting Australia. What seemed at first like a straightforward respiratory infection had worsened and turned into something else. After several weeks in a Singapore hospital, he’d been brought back to London by a specially chartered medical aircraft. Now he was at home, receiving permanent twenty-four-hour nursing care. He was eighty-seven years old and, as it turned out, he would never be seen in public again.

I was asked to go to Pescara anyway, suddenly promoted to stand in for a legend whose face was on the posters, the programmes, the VIP passes and the labels on the bottles of red wine produced in celebration by a local vineyard. Sadly, he missed out on the sort of reception normally accorded to royalty during a series of lunches, dinners and parades of old sports and racing cars – Maseratis, OSCAs, Alfas, Fiats – through the town and up into the hills, watched by delighted locals and holidaymakers. That welcome came my way instead, including a room at an elegant beachfront hotel, the Esplanade, where one could easily imagine the likes of Moss and his fellow drivers, the generation of Fangio, Hawthorn, Castellotti and Collins, sitting together in the bar on the night before a race. The disappointment at the absence of ‘Sir Moss’, a man whose reputation in Italy had been established in the days when he was still a teenage prodigy, was intense and widespread, although the organisers were more than generous to his designated substitute.

During the farewell ceremony I was handed the specially commissioned statuette that was to have been presented to him as a permanent keepsake, and asked to take it back to London for him, along with a commemorative plaque and a couple of bottles of the special wine. Then I was shown to the car which had picked me up in Rome two days earlier and in which I was now to be driven back through the mountains to catch a direct flight home to London.

During that four-hour journey across the centre of Italy, I couldn’t help reflecting that this was part of the route on which he had won one of his greatest triumphs: the epic Mille Miglia of 1955, thundering to victory in his silver Mercedes over unprotected public roads and through remote villages. Although some of them had since been smoothed out and bypassed, the scenery was still formidable in its remoteness. By the time he reached the Rome control, halfway around the thousand-mile course, he had a lead of seventy-five seconds and was about to defy an old maxim: ‘He who leads at Rome will never win the Mille Miglia.’

When I rang the bell at his house, a nurse came to the door. Susie sent her apologies. My visit coincided with a moment when she couldn’t leave his bedside. I handed over the trophy and walked away as the door closed on a house full of the memories of his 212 victories from 529 races between 1947 and 1962: the cups and shields, the models of his cars, the diaries recording the events of a racing career, the carefully compiled scrapbooks, and the bent steering wheels from his two biggest crashes, at Spa in 1960 and Goodwood in 1962, mounted and hung on the walls like stags’ heads, symbols of his courage in the face of danger. Now one more object had been added to the gallery. I had taken the Boy his last trophy.




CHAPTER 2 UNSPOILT

‘Heroes were in short supply in 1947,’ a Derbyshire doctor wrote in a letter to the Guardian during the coronavirus spring of 2020, commenting on a nostalgic article about a season illuminated by the exploits of the cricketer Denis Compton, a dashing figure whose endless flow of runs kept the nation enthralled. As the long years of war began to recede, sport in Britain was getting moving again. Compton and the mesmerising footballer Stanley Matthews were in their pomp, playing to packed houses after picking up the threads of careers that had begun in the 1930s. But Stirling Moss was a fresh face.

The Boy made his competition debut on 2 March 1947 in the Harrow Car Club Trial. He was seventeen years old, his shock of dark hair uncovered as he took the wheel of a BMW 328, a strikingly handsome two-seater sports car. Before the war, this had been a potent machine. Its two-litre straight-six engine had been powerful enough to carry it to a class win in the 1938 Mille Miglia. The car Stirling drove was a right-hand-drive model acquired by his father from a fellow dentist and amateur racer.

In the late 1930s, German racing cars had become unbeatable. Curiously, only a year or two after the end of the war, there was no stigma attached to them among most British car enthusiasts, even though their manufacturers had also made engines for the Messerschmitts and Focke-Wulfs that did battle with the RAF’s Spitfires and Hurricanes – an attitude of reconciliation that would be underlined when Moss joined the Mercedes-Benz team a few years later. Now, in his BMW, Stirling won something called the Cullen Cup, which happened to have been donated by his mother.

Compton had just finished punishing the South African bowling with a double century in the second Test, with thousands unable to get into a packed, sun-baked Lord’s, when Stirling entered the BMW in his third event. The Junior Car Club rally in Eastbourne included various forms of test – among them parking, steering and acceleration – on the resort’s seafront promenade. He was named first in class.

Soon, while still in his teens, he would be winning trophies from Goodwood to Lake Garda and an eager nation would be applauding a prodigy. At twenty, he was presented to the King and Queen before the British Grand Prix. Too young to have served in and been scarred by the war, he was exhibiting the combination of skill, courage and panache celebrated in the generation that had fought in the air and on land and sea. Their youth had been stolen; his was new and unspoilt.

He was the first of his contemporaries to stir the emotions, taking on the continentals in a very modern sport, flying the flag for a country in recovery – material and spiritual – from the damage of war. He was a prodigy whose skills and energy held out the promise of a glorious future. Less obviously to his early fans, he was already taking a professional approach to the job of driving racing cars – and of turning himself into a public figure. ‘I was the first professional in England since the war,’ he said, ‘and the reason that I wanted to become professional was that I couldn’t afford to race all the time without making enough money.’

But the romantic image was the one that prevailed. The public saw a young man who loved to fight, often from the underdog’s position. Once cast, the spell was never broken. And if he sometimes seemed obsessively restless, even exhaustingly hyperactive, it was explained by his motto: ‘Movement is tranquillity’.

His popularity made him almost ubiquitous. It was Moss, rather than others with prominent roles in the rise of Britain in the post-war world of international motor racing, who was chosen for the cover of the men’s interest magazine Lilliput in the summer of 1951, at the age of twenty-one, and who was regularly featured in the Eagle, a comic for middle-class boys, alongside others – like Compton, Matthews and the cyclist Reg Harris – who acted as one-man emblems of their sport. When the Eagle’s cartoon detective Harris Tweed became entangled in a plot involving motor racing, the fictional driver was named ‘Merling Stoss’. In 1958, Peter Ustinov would affectionately parody him as ‘Girling Foss’ in his satirical recording The Grand Prix of Gibraltar.

He was the first racing driver to be the subject of This Is Your Life, to be interviewed on Face to Face, and, in 1956, to become a guest on BBC Radio’s Desert Island Discs. (His choices – clearly those of a man who liked a smooch – were Dave King’s ‘Memories Are Made of This’, ‘The Charleston’ by the Joe Daniels Jazz Group, Nat King Cole’s ‘Unforgettable’, ‘You Talk Jus’ Like My Maw’ from the soundtrack of the musical Carmen Jones, Frank Sinatra’s ‘The Tender Trap’, Lorrae Desmond’s ‘Hold My Hand’ from the film Susan Slept Here, Glenn Miller’s ‘A String of Pearls’ and Eartha Kitt’s ‘Let’s Do It’.) Eventually he became the only racing driver in history whose manager, mechanic and personal secretary all published memoirs of their time with him.

His emergence had been perfectly timed. As Britain shook off the memories of wartime austerity and rationing came to an end, the nation sought figures who could become emblematic of a revived optimism. Following the death of George VI in 1952, a new Elizabethan age was declared; to celebrate the coronation of the young Queen, a British-led expedition planted a Union Flag on the summit of Everest. A year later, on a cinder track in Oxford, a young English medical student, Roger Bannister – at twenty-five, Moss’s exact contemporary – became the first man to run a mile in under four minutes. As car ownership spread, motor racing was revived as a sport whose appeal now broadened itself beyond those who had flocked to pre-war Brooklands: in a world where everything new, from jet airliners to fountain pens and kitchen appliances, reflected the fashion for streamlining, it had the excitement of modernity.

In the first years of peacetime a young racing driver could take on the mantle recently worn by the figures who had emerged from the war, dead or alive, with the aura of the knights of old: men like the legless fighter ace Douglas Bader, a byword for mad courage; Guy Gibson, leader of the Dam Busters raid; or Pat Reid, a successful escapee from Colditz Castle, who later reflected: ‘I can think of no sport that is the peer of escape, where freedom, life and loved ones are the prize of victory, and death the possible though by no means inevitable price of failure.’ Moss was risking his life for his country – as some would see it – in a very different sphere of competition but exuding a similar air of courage and chivalry in the proportions that represented the British public-school ideal of sportsmanship.

He was exactly a decade into his career when a British schoolboy sat down with the solemn intention of writing his life story. On the left-hand pages of a green notebook he recorded the significant events of the driver’s career to date – none of which he had actually seen, even on film: the apprenticeship, the growing international reputation, the increasingly important victories, all written out in blue-black ink with a slightly scratchy fountain pen. Opposite the words were photographs cut from the family copy of the Daily Telegraph and from editions of the weekly motoring magazines The Autocar and Motor, passed on by a neighbour. Stirling Moss in a Maserati, jousting with the Lancia-Ferraris in Buenos Aires; in a Vanwall, sharing victory in the British Grand Prix at Aintree with his teammate Tony Brooks; even emerging from a London church with his new bride in a cloud of confetti. And that, in 1957, was how this book began.




CHAPTER 3 HAMISH MOSES

Had his Scottish mother’s wish prevailed, he would have been called Hamish. Instead she was persuaded to name her son after her own birthplace, a historic town on the banks of the Forth in central Scotland, midway between Edinburgh and Glasgow, where William Wallace defeated the English at the Battle of Stirling Bridge in 1297. And it was thanks to a grandfather’s decision in the nineteenth century that his branch of the Moses family of Ashkenazi Jews, transplanted from Germany to London, became known as Moss.

Hamish Moses. What kind of a name for a racing driver would that have been? ‘Stirling Moss’ was perfect: a crisp dot-dot-dash cadence, distinctive, resonant, memorable. Easy on the tongue and with a headline-friendly surname in the bold type of tabloid newspapers: ‘MOSS WINS AGAIN’, ‘MOSS IN A SPIN’, ‘JINX HITS MOSS’, ‘MOSS MORE THAN FRIEND, SAYS JUDY’.

The homophone of Stirling was a word with two related meanings. ‘Sterling’, with origins in Old English, Old French, Medieval Latin and Middle English, was a term for the silver penny of the Norman dynasty; later it was applied to British money in general, and in particular – via ‘a pound of sterlings’ – to the pound itself. In the seventeenth century it was adapted to become a term of approval, meaning ‘thoroughly excellent, capable of standing every test’: sterling character, sterling principles, sterling qualities.

His full name was Stirling Craufurd Moss: the middle name also came from his mother, the former Aileen Craufurd, who had married his father, Alfred, in 1927. Following Stirling’s birth on 17 September 1929 at 10 Westbourne Grove Terrace, in Bayswater, his parents took him to live in Thames Ditton, Surrey. His father, having given up an early venture into co-owning a garage in south London, had established a chain of dental practices around the city; its success enabled them to move to a farm called Long White Cloud outside Bray in Berkshire, with a handsome half-timbered main house, where Stirling was joined by a sister, Pat. From his fifth year onwards, Stirling was encouraged by his father to pursue a physical fitness regime that involved boxing, rope-climbing, gymnastics, swimming and rowing, under the supervision of an instructor. For both children, the advantage of living on a farm was the scope for keeping pets of all shapes and sizes, for riding ponies and horses – under the supervision of their mother, an expert horsewoman – and eventually in Stirling’s case for learning to drive at the age of nine or ten away from public roads, in an old Austin 7 bought by his father for £15 and modified for use as a kind of pickup truck on the farm.

By that time he was already winning trophies in pony club gymkhanas, soon emulated by his sister. Stirling and Pat inherited their competitive instinct from both parents, who had met at Brooklands, where Alfred was a regular competitor. While studying dentistry in Indianapolis, he became the first British driver to enter the 500 Miles race, finished fourteenth in a Frontenac-Ford in 1924, and went on to compete in dirt-track racing, a world in which an Englishman was something of a novelty and a crowd-puller. But he was back in England, trying to make the garage business work, when he met Aileen in 1926; a keen showjumper, she switched to motor sport and would go on to compete in trials and rallies in Squire and Marendaz sports cars with considerable success, becoming the English ladies’ trials champion.

With their parents’ encouragement, Stirling and Pat began amassing an enormous collection of cups and rosettes from their showjumping victories. But Stirling’s real interest, from the start, was in cars. He was five years old when his father drove him around Brooklands, and the outbuildings at Long White Cloud were full of interesting vehicles: a supercharged Alfa Romeo, a V12 Lagonda, an old Rolls-Royce, two Lancia Aprilias for daily use, one for each parent, and several machines, mostly Marendazes, driven in trials by both of them.

Stirling’s early schooldays were spent at Shrewsbury House primary in Surbiton and at Clewer Manor, a prep school linked to the Imperial Service College. By the time he was ready for secondary education, at the age of thirteen, the ISC was being merged with Haileybury College, a public school set in 500 acres of Hertfordshire countryside. His predecessors at the school included the artist Rex Whistler, killed by a mortar round soon after the D-Day landings in 1944, and Clement Attlee, a future prime minister. He enjoyed games – he ran and boxed and played rugby (on the wing), although he hated cricket, which was too slow for his taste – but his academic success was limited and his years there were by no means happy ones. Various illnesses – scarlet fever, appendicitis, chronic earache and, most serious, nephritis, an inflammation of the kidneys – cost him, he later estimated, several terms’ worth of education, leading to a failure to pass his matriculation exam. And he was frequently caned by his housemaster, one Major Nicholls, for minor infractions and insubordination.

It was also at Haileybury that he became aware of anti-Semitism and first heard the term ‘Yid’, employed as a casual insult by his schoolmates. ‘Catch the Yid,’ they would shout as he flew down the wing in a rugby match, which only encouraged him to run faster. In later years his British rival Mike Hawthorn would sometimes refer to him as ‘Moses’, the sort of joshing that was deemed acceptable in the 1950s but, whether intentional or otherwise, necessarily contained a darker undertone.

When the war came, according to the family legend, Alfred Moss invented an indoor air-raid shelter: a tent-like structure made from steel and wire mesh, intended to protect the occupants against falling masonry. Such devices became known – after Herbert Morrison, the Minister of Home Security – as Morrison shelters; more than half a million were provided free to households whose income was less than £400 a year. (The official history says that its designer was a Cambridge professor named John Baker.)

In the last year of the war, the 15-year-old Stirling was registered as a motorcycle dispatch rider. At the Royal Windsor Show, a few weeks after VE-Day, both Moss children won showjumping prizes, presented to them by King George VI; it was just about Stirling’s last competitive outing on horseback. He left school at sixteen, in the summer of 1945, and sold his possessions – including his radio, his tent and his bicycle – to his father in order to raise £140 for a Morgan three-wheeler, which he was allowed to drive using a motorcycle licence. His first four-wheeled car, acquired in 1946 after selling the Morgan, was an MG TB drophead.

Since following his father into dentistry was not an option, thanks to his failure to pass the necessary exams (even after a few months spent at a crammer), it was thought that hotel management might be a suitable career option. He worked as a junior chef at the Palmerston restaurant in the City of London, followed by spells at the Bayswater Hotel, near Hyde Park – where he called himself ‘Toni’ because he felt that ‘Stirling’ was an unsuitable name for the job – and behind the bar at the Eccleston Square Hotel in Pimlico. It was there, he told the motoring historian Doug Nye, that he learned to collect the dregs from splits of bitter lemon and tonic water in fresh bottles and resell them to unsuspecting customers for a bit of freelance profit.

But by the time he was seventeen, his mind was made up. His head was full of cars. He was going to be a racing driver.




CHAPTER 4 THE WHITE HELMET

In the 1940s, Grand Prix aces still wore thin linen wind-bonnets offering no protection at all against impacts; anything more substantial was deemed to be for amateurs. Hard-shell helmets would not be compulsory for racing drivers until 1952. But as soon as Stirling progressed from speed trials to hill climbs, his parents insisted that he protect himself with the sort of headgear worn by polo players, as used before the war by a number of prominent British racing drivers. His first, on loan from his father, was dark leather. But in September 1948 he appeared wearing a lid of his own: a pure white helmet with white leather earpieces and chin strap, and a small peak around which he could attach a visor to replace his aviator’s goggles in bad weather.

Moss’s helmet came from the hatter Herbert Johnson, of 38 New Bond Street; it was made of cork, papier-mâché and an outer shell formed from several layers of laminated resin-soaked linen, and cost five guineas. Slightly tilted as he leaned back in the cockpit, the white helmet became his visual signature in an era when racing drivers were easily identified by their individual headgear: dark brown for Fangio, pale blue for Ascari, black with a white-peaked visor for Hawthorn, tan for Peter Collins, and so on. When Herbert Johnson produced a model with a fibreglass shell in 1958, the price went up to six guineas. Later he used similar helmets from Les Leston, a former driver who had established himself as an equipment supplier.

In the final years of his career he wore pale blue two-piece Dunlop overalls; before that his kit had been mostly white, occasionally British racing green. For races in high temperatures he usually wore short-sleeved polo shirts, including a pale blue one with a waffle pattern – made by Suixtil, a manufacturer based in Buenos Aires endorsed by the great Juan Manuel Fangio and other Argentinian drivers – that he believed was more effective at dispersing the kind of extreme heat encountered in places like Sebring and Pescara; he probably acquired it in Buenos Aires after suffering heatstroke during a non-championship grand prix there at the start of that year. Like most drivers of his generation, he wore string-back gloves with leather palms. His watch, worn on his right wrist, had a distinctive bracelet formed from two thin steel bands; unlike leather, it would not absorb dirt and sweat. On his left wrist he wore a silver identity bracelet. He wore ordinary socks and shoes, usually slip-on loafers.

None of his garments offered any significant protection against fire, although by the end of the ’50s the drivers were being offered a preparation that was supposed to provide some sort of flame-proofing to standard cotton overalls. The danger of fire was why he and his contemporaries disdained the idea of seat belts: they preferred to be thrown out of the car in a crash rather than risk being trapped in a blazing wreck.

Eventually he sold the white helmet in which he won the 1957 British Grand Prix to the British Oxygen Company, who had it covered in gold leaf to be preserved as a trophy. In 2009 it was auctioned for £23,000.
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At Silverstone on 13 May 1950, the day of the first F1 world championship grand prix, Moss and his Cooper-JAP competed in the support race for 500cc cars, winning their heat but finishing second in the final when a piston failed on the last corner (Klementaski collection).





CHAPTER 5 THE 500 CLUB

He had paid his first visit to a motor-racing circuit at the age of five, when his father strapped him in for a lap around Brooklands. (That day, while peering into a car’s cockpit, he leaned against the hot exhaust pipe and burned his stomach, an incident he later credited for giving him a high threshold of pain.) At the end of the war, however, it became clear that the track in the Surrey stockbroker belt was lost to racing for ever. The Byfleet banking had been breached to make a larger entry road to the factory where Hawker Hurricanes were being manufactured, while the Luftwaffe’s visits had left a number of craters. The whole site was about to be sold to the Vickers aircraft company.

It was in France that proper racing first restarted after the war. In September 1945, a crowd estimated at 200,000 thronged the Bois de Boulogne on the western edge of Paris to watch a day of races contested by carefully preserved pre-war Maseratis, Delahayes, Alfa Romeos and Bugattis. Three events – their titles reflecting the agony of the preceding six years – were held that afternoon: the Coupe Robert Benoist, dedicated to the former French champion and Resistance martyr; the Coupe de la Libération; and the main race, the Coupe des Prisonniers, won by Jean-Pierre Wimille, another Resistance hero. Continental racing was back, and the following year competitions would be held on road circuits in Nice, Marseilles, Geneva, Turin, Milan, Barcelona and elsewhere. The classic endurance races were also on their way back: the Mille Miglia would return in 1947, the Targa Florio in 1948 and Le Mans in 1949.

In the UK, the resumption of activity was hindered by a law that since 1925 had prevented racing on the public roads of mainland Britain. As well as Brooklands, the other two purpose-built tracks were out of action. Donington Park in the East Midlands, also scarred by military use during the war, had been returned to its civilian owners, who showed no signs of inviting the racing world back on to their premises. At Crystal Palace, the local council had declined to permit the reopening of the circuit, claiming that the noise would upset the residents of the surrounding south London suburb.

Speed and consistency trials and hill climbs were the first competitions to reappear. The Cockfosters Rally, held on 14 July 1945, was a reunion of the tribe: various Bugattis and Alfas were disinterred, even a 1914 Grand Prix Mercedes, some of them driven by men still in uniform – a squadron leader in a Railton, a flight lieutenant in a BMW, and Major Tony Rolt MC, liberated from Colditz before he could escape in the glider he had built in the castle’s loft, and now at the wheel of an ERA. A month later came the first genuine speed event, a hill climb organised by Bristol Motor Club. ‘Arranged primarily for competitors, with spectators tolerated rather than encouraged, the event gave some hundreds of people their most enjoyable afternoon in a very long time,’ Motor Sport’s correspondent wrote.

A yearning for proper racing had been expressed as early as 1941 in the letters column of the same magazine, where a reader presciently pointed out that the end of the war would leave an abundance of redundant military aerodromes, with their runways and perimeter roads offering ‘ideal sites for minor sprints and road races’. Five years later those words came true when, on 15 June 1946, Britain’s first post-war circuit race took place at Gransden Lodge, 10 miles west of Cambridge, on land from which Mosquito pathfinders and Lancaster bombers had only recently been taking off. Organised by Cambridge University’s motor club, the meeting consisted of a dozen short races for racing and sports cars of various sizes. Victory in the event’s big race went to the Bugatti of George Abecassis, who had been shot down and captured while dropping supplies to Danish resistance fighters in 1944.

There was no sign at Gransden Lodge that day of a revolution that would profoundly influence the whole of international motor racing, and which had begun with a debate about what form racing might take when the war had been won. A series of articles in Motor Sport proposed basing a new single-seater formula on the international Class I, for cars with engines of no more than 500cc. This would appeal to impecunious enthusiasts who could use motorcycle engines and components from small saloon cars to create their home-built ‘specials’.

The idea caught on, and the entry for an early post-war hill climb at Prescott in the Cotswolds included two examples of the new 500cc racing cars: the Strang, named after its creator, a New Zealander with a garage business in Harrow, who fitted a Vincent engine behind the driver on a chassis using pre-war Fiat Topolino parts; and the Tiger Kitten, built by Clive Lones around bits from various Austins and powered by a single-cylinder JAP engine, conventionally mounted in front of the driver. ‘These cars proved conclusively that 500cc cars are amply fast enough to hold the spectator’s interest,’ Motor Sport noted.

By the start of 1947 a 500 Club had been formed, a set of regulations had been drawn up and the organisers of race meetings were beginning to include events for those who saw the new formula as a cheap and interesting way to go racing. Soon the cars of Colin Strang and Clive Lones were joined by other home-built specials – the Iota, the Spink, the Fairley, the ASA, the Wharton, the Aikens and others – among which the cars built at Charles Cooper’s little garage in Surbiton, south-west of London, quickly became pre-eminent.

Stirling Moss was on the way home from one of his outings in the BMW towards the end of 1947 when he persuaded his father to stop at that nondescript building just off the Ewell Road, where the dimensions of chassis frames for new racing cars were drawn in chalk on the brick walls and the concrete floor. The owner’s son, 24-year-old John Cooper, and his friend Eric Brandon had designed and built a car to compete in the new low-cost formula. Like Strang, they had put the engine – their first one was a single-cylinder JAP, made in north London and mostly used after the war in speedway machines – between the driver and the rear axle, saving weight and allowing the driver to sit low in the cockpit, between suspension units scavenged from a pair of Topolinos, the two front ends welded together.

The mid-engined layout had been used occasionally before the war, most spectacularly in the Auto Union cars designed by Ferdinand Porsche. But those were big and complex cars, rugged enough to race in Grands Prix on long road circuits where the surface was often rough and uneven, and their rearward weight balance presented an unfamiliar and fiendishly difficult challenge for all but such virtuosos as Bernd Rosemeyer and Tazio Nuvolari. The first Coopers, by contrast, were lightweights, perfectly suited to the new environment in which they were being raced: the smooth, flat asphalt perimeter roads of old aerodromes.

The success of the Coopers paved the way for a generation of cars that would go on to dominate the highest levels of the sport, resetting the prevailing design philosophy – of circuits as well as cars – for generations to come. But when Stirling Moss drew his father’s attention to their existence, he was simply looking at an affordable way to take the next step in racing. The new Cooper Mk II – one of a dozen being built for customers – would cost £575.

There had been an awkward exchange in the Moss household a year earlier when Alfred discovered that his son had sent off a £50 cheque as a deposit to the maker of another 500cc machine, the Marwyn, made in Bournemouth and offered as a complete car with a JAP engine for £445. That payment was stopped. But now he could see that Stirling was serious about making progress in a pursuit for which he was already showing not just keenness but aptitude. Alfred could even use his own friendship with Stan Greening, the man who made JAP engines, to get a decent unit at a favourable price. There would also be help from Don Müller, one of many German prisoners of war who had stayed behind to work on British farms. Müller had been a fitter at BMW in his native Bavaria; now, in addition to his duties as a farmhand on Long White Cloud, he was enlisted to help prepare and run the car.

As usual, Alfred insisted that Stirling should contribute some of the cost of the car himself. But, basically, the cream-painted Cooper-JAP came as an eighteenth birthday present. When Stirling briefly tried it out on the roads of an unfinished housing estate, he discovered that the very rudimentary seat and the cutaway cockpit offered an alarming lack of support when cornering. He would need to develop a technique of steering with one hand while clutching the side of the bodywork with the other.

After an attempt to enter a hill climb at Shelsley Walsh was rebuffed on the grounds of his inexperience, he gave the little car its debut at Prescott. Packed into one of the family’s horseboxes, it was towed behind Alfred’s old Rolls-Royce to the Gloucestershire venue, where Stirling finished fourth in the 500cc class. A month later at Stanmer Park, a hill climb in the grounds of a stately home outside Brighton, he beat several of the same opponents, including Eric Brandon, to take his first victory in the car.

On 4 July he entered his first circuit race, at the Brough aerodrome in the East Riding of Yorkshire. There were already signs that this was becoming a serious little operation: they took the car and its methanol fuel up north on the train, and flew it back. The track was tiny – barely two-thirds of a mile – and the fee for his entry was five shillings. In heavy rain, a win in the heat was followed by first place in the final and a third win of the day in a handicap race. The day produced prize money of £15 and an approving mention in the Daily Mail. Further hill-climb wins at Bouley Bay and Prescott provoked Raymond Mays, a senior figure in British motor racing, to describe Moss in the Daily Graphic as ‘the most promising of our young drivers’.

The little team at Long White Cloud had spent time working on the car, drilling components for lightness – as the Germans had done before the war – and experimenting with gear ratios, spark plugs and tyre pressures, and on 18 September they travelled to West Sussex for the day on which the old Westhampnett fighter base was to be transformed into the Goodwood racing circuit – as yet lacking grandstands, paddock shelter or a scoreboard, but already a fast and challenging track. Despite starting from near the back of a grid whose composition was decided by ballot, Stirling was in the lead by the time the field came out of the first corner and won easily, almost a minute ahead of Brandon at the end of three laps of the 2.4-mile track, so dominant that his father was able to put out a signal to slow down. Thirty guineas was his prize, along with his first interview, given to a local paper. It was the day after his nineteenth birthday, and his cake was cut on the bonnet of his car as the family celebrated.

There was a disappointment in the 500cc race at the first post-war British Grand Prix meeting at Silverstone in October, when 100,000 turned up at the Northamptonshire aerodrome. Colin Strang led from pole position in his own car but retired with a seized engine, leaving Moss to take over until an engine drive sprocket failed. But for the first time the teenager had rubbed shoulders in the paddock with the continental aces featured in the main event, including Luigi Villoresi and Alberto Ascari, who finished first and second in the latest Maseratis. A distinctive figure in the paddock was that of the portly Alfred Neubauer, the legendary manager of the pre-war Mercedes racing team, visiting England for the first time since the funeral of his English driver Dick Seaman in London a few weeks before the outbreak of war. The Germans were still excluded from motor sport, but Neubauer was thinking ahead to his team’s return.

The following week’s win at Dunholme Lodge in Lincolnshire, another former aerodrome, closed a season in which Stirling had won eleven of the fifteen events he entered, ending the year with only a small financial loss. He had caught the eye of many observers, including the members of the British Racing Drivers’ Club, who welcomed the precocious teenager to their exclusive circle; at their annual dinner he was introduced to the Duke of Edinburgh, who showed a keen interest in his progress.

Now his father could see that this was definitely more than a young man’s passing fancy, and together they agreed to take the next step. For 1949 they bought John Cooper’s latest design, the Mk III, and a new Bedford van to go with it. To replace Don Müller, who had returned home to Germany, they hired a permanent mechanic, Rex Woodgate, who came to live in a caravan on the farm. The new car could be fitted with a choice of 500cc and V-twin 1000cc JAP engines, capable of being swapped between races, enabling Moss to race in two categories on the same day. Its body panels anodised in a shade of pale metallic green, the car had a seat that gave much better support for Stirling’s back and thighs; nevertheless he was also now wearing a corset-like kidney support belt, 5 or 6 inches deep and with three buckles, of a kind that some top drivers, including Nuvolari, used to counteract the effect of high cornering forces.

At Goodwood in April the bigger engine provided the first win of the season in the Easter Handicap. That was an hors d’oeuvres to the support race at the 1949 British Grand Prix, now held in mid-May. In front of another huge Silverstone crowd, many of them watching from temporary grandstands, the pale green Cooper led the thirty-six entrants in the 500cc race by the end of the first lap. With an emerging young national hero at the wheel, it was never seriously challenged for the rest of the fifty-mile race. ‘Another great victory for Moss,’ Motor Sport concluded. ‘Nothing, one feels, could have been more popular.’

A fortnight later, with the bigger engine installed, he travelled to the Isle of Man for the Manx Cup over the 3.8-mile circuit in Douglas, the island’s capital. It was his first experience of true road racing, and in a seventy-mile contest for Grand Prix cars he put the Cooper on pole position and was soon leading by such a distance that his father was again signalling him to slow down and save the car. But with victory almost in sight, the magneto drive failed. What the day had taught him, however, was that racing on public roads offered a much more compelling challenge than dicing on a strip of tarmac around the perimeter of an old aerodrome.




CHAPTER 6 VOYAGE TO ITALY

In July 1949, accompanied by two friends, he set off in the Bedford transporter for his first taste of continental racing. His destination was Salò, on the shore of Lake Garda in northern Italy, where Mussolini had led his final attempt to cling on to power only six years earlier. The town was now the base of the 9th Circuito del Garda, a race on local roads running into the hills above the town, and he made his way to the organisers’ headquarters to pay the £50 entry fee.

With the 1000cc engine still fitted and with special long-range fuel tanks slung alongside both sides of the bodywork, the air-cooled, chain-driven Cooper was initially the object of derision from local enthusiasts. They took one look at the funny little machine – one of only four non-Italian entries in a field of thirty-seven – and, having compared it to their own shapely Alfa Romeos and Maseratis, nicknamed it ‘the jukebox’. They were examining it through different eyes after the practice sessions, in which Moss set a time that split Luigi Villoresi and Mario Tadini in the latest works Formula 2 Ferraris, each with twelve cylinders to his two, two litres to his one and getting on for twice his horsepower.

He was discovering a different world, one to which he responded immediately and instinctively. The ten-mile Garda circuit was on public roads, mostly narrow, bounded by walls, banks and ditches. If you went off, you might hit a house or a telegraph pole or tumble down
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