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PROLOGUE

Saturday, 8 May, 1982

Zolder, Belgium

It was 1.52 p.m. in the pine forests of eastern Belgium. There were just eight minutes to go in the final qualifying session for the Belgian Grand Prix. The sky was dull and grey after morning showers, but the track surface was dry. The drivers were trying to improve their grid positions for tomorrow’s race.

None was trying harder than the French Canadian in the red number 27 Ferrari. He came powering through the chicane on full throttle and disappeared over the hill towards Terlamenbocht, one of the most difficult curves on the Zolder circuit. It was to be his last lap.

The engine noises stopped. An eerie hush spread around the 4.26-kilometre track. Spectators whispered nervously at the unexpected silence. Suddenly the track announcer began screaming hysterically about a huge accident involving one of the Ferraris.

Moments later, the scene at the right-hand Terlamenbocht corner bore awful testimony to the enormity of the crash. Bits and pieces of wreckage of the Ferrari were strewn along the circuit for some 200 metres. There, in the middle of the track, was the utterly destroyed chassis, shorn of all bodywork, with only the right rear wheel remaining and the entire front of the car sheered off at the point where the driver once sat.

Beyond the car, amid the tangled wire of the catch-fencing on the outside of the curve, distraught track marshals stood wringing their hands in anguish. Quickly, they held up a curtain of blankets to shield onlookers from the view. Their agitation increased as running crowds converged on the area and the marshals, joined by police wielding truncheons, began physically to beat back the spectators.

At 2.03 p.m. the track announcer said Gilles Villeneuve was being taken by helicopter to a nearby hospital. Shortly after came another announcement from the organisers. Couched in careful terms, it was given first in Flemish and then in French, the official languages of Belgium, then in English: ‘The front left wheel of the number 27 car hit the right rear wheel of the number 17 car. Car number 27 was then thrown in the air, and having come down several meters further, the driver was ejected from his seat into the catch fences. The driver is very seriously injured.’

In the pits the Ferrari team closed the steel doors of their garage. Personnel on other teams exchanged worried glances. People stood around in small groups, talking quietly. Some, who watched the accident replayed on television monitors, wept unashamedly, as had certain drivers who had stopped at the crash site.

The remaining eight minutes of practice resumed but only six cars went around for a few half-hearted laps. The teams packed away their equipment for the day. The Ferrari team loaded everything, including the twisted pieces of metal that once were the number 27 car, into their transporters and left for Italy.

In the Zolder press room journalists sent the news to a waiting world, updating it with the periodic announcements issued by the doctors attending the accident victim. At 5.40 p.m. it was officially announced that Gilles Villeneuve was unconscious and suffering from severe injuries to his neck and brainstem. His vital functions were being maintained by intensive care.

Then a last bulletin was issued from the University of St Raphael Hospital in Louvain, Belgium. ‘Gilles Villenueve died at 9.12 p.m.’

The members of the international press went back to file their final stories. Several of them were crying. One veteran writer from Brazil spoke slowly: ‘You know, my greatest regret today is that I hardly knew Gilles at all. I couldn’t do anything about it. I was so impressed by him that I hardly dared talk to him …’


1. EARLY TIMES: 1950–1974
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‘It was a clear, hot summer’s day with no one around but us, so my father let me drive. What a thrill!’

–Gilles Villeneuve

JOSEPH GILLES HENRI Villeneuve was not born on 18 January 1952 as most record books show. He was two years older than that but hid it from public view in the belief that his real age might be a barrier to progress in his career. He was a relative latecomer in his chosen profession because, given his unexceptional beginnings, Gilles Villeneuve needed extra time to achieve his extraordinary success.

His father was an itinerant piano tuner. Seville Villeneuve lost his father when still a young boy and left school early to work as a handyman and jack-of-all-trades, picking up the necessary skills along the way. As a teenager Seville was taken in by a married couple, the Montagnes, who had no children of their own, and Seville came to regard them as his foster parents. Monsieur Montagne, a piano tuner, discovered that Seville had an ear for music and for many years the two of them travelled to the far corners of the province of Quebec to ply their trade.

Seville was 23 when he married Georgette Coupal, whose family owned a small construction business. Their wedding took place on 21 June 1947 in Chambly, Georgette’s home town on the Richelieu River about 30 kilometres east of Montreal. For several years they lived just across the river in the town of Richelieu. At six in the morning on a frosty 18 January in 1950, Georgette gave birth to Gilles in the Saint-Jean-Sur-Richelieu hospital. Another son, Jacques, was born on 4 November 1953, and the Villeneuve family was complete.

The Villeneuves were close but Georgette and the boys were often left alone for lengthy periods of time as Seville’s piano-tuning took him hundreds of miles away to such places as the Gaspé Peninsula. Her husband’s income was modest but Georgette was a good mother and homemaker and their household was a happy one. Little Gilles was fascinated by anything mechanical, particularly the construction equipment operated by his uncles. His favourite toys were bulldozers and lorries but they had to be realistic, with exactly the right number of wheels and axles, or he wouldn’t play with them. He would take them apart and put them together again, no matter how complicated they were. Seville built him a sandbox in the backyard where Gilles amused himself for hours on end, painstakingly building miniature roads and bridges with his toy machines. When his roads were built he pushed the machinery around the curves as fast as he could, accompanying them with high-pitched noises in imitation of engines being stretched to their limits.

A quiet but adventurous small boy, he showed high degrees of courage and determination from the beginning. Too soon, he asked his father to remove the training wheels from his first small bicycle and Gilles promptly fell over. He persevered and, after a few spills, mastered the technique of two-wheel travel. Learning came easily to him in elementary school, where he entered the first grade in 1955. He took his studies very seriously then and, while there was no real pressure from his parents, he felt he had to be the best. If he didn’t come first in his class he would rush home in tears.

He wasn’t a precocious child, but he was very bright for his age and competitive beyond his years. Though he was something of a loner, his playmates tended to be older children and he enjoyed the stimulation of having to work harder to keep up with them. These associations developed an aspect of perseverance in his budding character as Gilles continually pushed himself to improve. When he challenged a naturally faster friend in a foot race, he delighted in coming closer each time they ran.

He set unusually high standards and continued to test himself as if searching for something in which to excel. There was always a piano at home and with his father’s help he soon became quite proficient at the keyboard. Flushed with that success he decided he wanted to become a professional musician and became obsessed with learning to play the trumpet. Schoolwork and playtime played second fiddle to this new passion. Determined to master the technique, he practised five and six hours a day until he became quite accomplished. When he gave it up, several years later, he said it was because the shape of his upper lip changed as he grew older and it hurt his mouth to play. Given his penchant for perfection, he may have set the trumpet aside when he realised his skill level would never meet his own high standards.

When Gilles was eight the family moved to Berthierville, where the Montagnes were living. Here, about 70 kilometres northeast of Montreal on a quiet tributary of the St Lawrence River, Gilles spent the formative years that were to determine his future. The first settlers had come to this part of New France to farm the surrounding flat and fertile land and today Berthier, as the French Canadians call it, is a sleepy town of about 4,000 people, the kind of place where the inhabitants stare curiously at strangers. The townscape is dominated by the large Roman Catholic church, Sainte-Genevieve-de-Berthier, and the sturdy, square frame houses are brightly painted in the Québécois tradition.

The Villeneuves moved into an old farmhouse on the outskirts of the town, where Seville set about rebuilding the interior and Gilles delighted in helping him, pounding away with a hammer and nails. As he grew older, he much preferred physical activity to scholastic tedium. When his parents enrolled him at the Seminaire de Joliette, where he was to be educated by the religious brothers, he was only home at the weekends and holidays. Joliette is only about 25 kilometres away but Gilles was a boarder and had to eat at the school. He detested the regimented institutional discipline – and the food.

‘I hated it. I hated the fact that when the meal bell rang, everybody ran to get into the line. I hated the idea of waiting in line, especially the idea of waiting in line to eat this awful, disgusting, inedible food.’ Ever resourceful and independent-minded, Gilles solved this culinary catastrophe by smuggling in food from Georgette’s kitchen, mainly cakes and jars of peanut butter. He said he survived on one meal a day, breakfast, when he would hide his precious peanut butter beneath the table and surreptitiously slather it thickly over slices of toast when the brothers weren’t watching. When he went home, he gorged himself on his mother’s cooking. ‘But even then I was a picky eater. Meat, especially hamburger, and chicken with potatoes were OK. But no fruits, vegetables, or fish. I must’ve driven my mother crazy. Stranger still, I was never sick.’

He got plenty of fresh air and exercise. In the summers he and his friends rode around the streets of Berthier on their bikes or played tag and hide-and-go-seek when the hay was high in the farmers’ fields. In the winters they cleared rinks on the frozen river where they skated and batted around hockey pucks or they skidded down snow-covered hillsides on sheets of cardboard. He made the best of the harsh climate in this part of the world where the year is said to be ten months of winter and two of poor sledging. His idea of a good time was to bundle himself up against the cold and run out into a raging blizzard. ‘I loved winter storms. There was always someone to dig out, or snowbanks to crash through to get to my grandparents’ house. The sheer excitement, the sheer challenge of getting through, or going where they said you couldn’t go, was a real thrill.’

For a while music helped distract Gilles from the boredom and ritual of school. He studied classical music and played trumpet in the marching band at the seminary in Joliette. In his spare time he played improvisational jazz on his trumpet and occasionally performed disc jockey duties, choosing and playing records at school dances. But a new passion had taken over his life – cars, especially cars driven quickly. He came by it naturally. As a passenger in his father’s car he was seldom driven slowly.

Seville Villeneuve was in many ways a methodical and meticulous man. He took pride in his work and would labour diligently over the most neglected and out-of-tune piano until he was satisfied that it was absolutely perfect. When he took up golf he was dismayed at his lack of ability and would endlessly practise his swing and spend many minutes positioning himself perfectly over the ball. Though he was prepared to exercise infinite patience in his pursuit of perfection, the elder Villeneuve was always in a hurry behind the wheel of a car and was noted for it in the community.

Jacques Villeneuve, who also inherited the family taste for speed, recalls those early days on the roads around home. ‘Our dad was a very fast driver. He was a high speeder, always overtaking people and always in a rush. And he had some big crashes, like at over 100 miles an hour. It’s hard to say if we got our driving skills from our father but for sure we got the feeling of speed and driving fast from him.’ Their age difference meant Jacques and Gilles were not particularly close in their formative years, though Jacques followed a very similar development pattern to that established by his older brother. Later, when racing took over their lives, they became good friends.

Before his boys could see over the dashboard of the family Ford, Seville let them sit on his lap behind the wheel. Gilles was to say, ‘I loved it when the tires squealed. I can remember yelling, “Faster, Daddy, faster!” or “Pass him, pass him!” Maybe that is why he was always being caught for speeding!’

Shortly after moving to Berthierville, Seville and Georgette set up a small women’s clothing business they called Industrie Seville. It evolved from Georgette’s working at home sewing women’s clothing as part of a local cottage industry that supplied larger Montreal manufacturers. The Villeneuves organised their own work force of neighbouring women and as it prospered Seville was able to join his wife in the enterprise. One of his duties involved driving into Montreal to get fabrics, and when their financial circumstances improved Seville bought a new Volkswagen van to ferry the materials. This was to be the first vehicle Gilles drove by himself and it remained his most vivid childhood memory.

‘It was in 1959 or ’60. We were driving down one of those long, straight country roads near Berthierville. It was a clear, hot summer’s day with no one around but us, so my father let me drive. What a thrill!’
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‘Gilles doesn’t feel fear at all. He always drove very fast, at the very limit. He always made everything he drove go as fast as it would go.’

–Seville Villeneuve

When he was ten years old Gilles was given one of the first ten-speed racing bicycles to be seen in Berthierville and he always used it for its intended purpose, working the gear lever continually and pedalling just as hard as he could. But it couldn’t compare with the pleasures to be had on four wheels. He pestered his father until he was allowed to putter around in the driveway with family vehicles and, when he was eleven, Seville let him loose in the nearby fields with a battered pickup truck. There Gilles bounced around in a cloud of dust and euphoria: ‘I was crazy about that old truck!’

Not content with conducting himself just at speed, Gilles was interested in the mechanical aspect of his motorised fun and tried his hand at manufacturing his own vehicle. He commandeered the lawnmower, removed the engine and wheels, and slapped them onto a primitive chassis he’d cobbled up from scraps of plywood and two-by-fours. He adapted the drive belt from the mower to the rear axle of his machine, fashioned a tensioner from a piece of wood, and putt-putted proudly around the property. Though the Villeneuves’ lawn grew to resemble the nearby hayfields, Seville took a tolerant view of his son’s enterprise, in fact, encouraged it.

When Gilles was fifteen his father presented him with a decrepit red 1958 MGA two-seater he’d bought from a neighbour for $100. A tattered manual from the manufacturer was included in the price and Gilles, who understood very little English at the time, relied on the diagrams and his own ingenuity to figure out what made the car tick. With the help of a couple of interested friends he took the engine apart and managed to fit most of it together again so that the vehicle was occasionally roadworthy. Until he could effect more permanent repairs he overcame the problem of the broken steering wheel by fastening vice grip pliers to the steering column. Thus equipped, he motored slowly down the driveway and toured up and down a strip of abandoned highway behind the house.

He was still legally confined to such minor off-road adventures since he had another year to wait to get his Quebec driving licence. Gilles became impatient and began to lust after the new family car, a 1966 Pontiac Grand Parisienne. It was a green two-door model with bucket seats and, while it had an automatic transmission, the shift lever was on the floor and the speedometer was calibrated up to 120 miles an hour. In exchange for his washing it, Seville let him try it out on the road around the house. The temptation to take it further became too great for Gilles and he had a separate pair of keys made.

One Friday night Seville drove Gilles and a neighbourhood friend to a teenage party a few miles away and dropped them off. After midnight, when the Villeneuves were asleep, the two desperadoes returned to the house and pushed the Pontiac silently out of the driveway. When it was safely out of earshot Gilles brought his secret set of keys into play and they drove off towards Joliette. Despite the fact that heavy rain was falling he quickly discovered the top speed of the car was 108 mph. He was doing close to this along a straight section of highway when he was suddenly confronted with a sharp curve. He lost control, skidded off the slick pavement, clipped off one telephone pole, then planted the Parisienne firmly against a second one. In fact, he wrapped it completely around the second pole, pushing the door on the driver’s side almost into the transmission tunnel, and Seville’s pride and joy was in a sorry state of disrepair. Fortunately, his son had suffered only a banged knee while the friend was unscathed, if very scared.

The accident happened about five miles from Berthier and the two shaken survivors decided the best course of action would be to hie on home as quickly as possible and hope for the best. They set out on foot in the pouring rain, ducking into the ditch whenever the headlights of an approaching car appeared. They separated near their homes and it was with considerable trepidation that Gilles entered his. He had just gotten into bed to think things over when the police, who had traced the licence plates, called to inform Seville his car had been stolen and wrecked.

While his parents allowed him considerable latitude, there were certain codes of behaviour to be observed at all times, among them absolute honesty. This came to the fore now as a chastened Gilles sheepishly recounted the night’s misadventures. The police came around and he filled in an accident report. Because an unlicensed driver was involved, Seville was unable to collect insurance. The car was a write-off, as was the $4,000 he’d borrowed to buy it. Gilles was not severely reprimanded for what he had done, his parents believing that the crash and the cost had driven home the point.
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Gilles’s motoring adventures were more subdued for a while, then accelerated shortly after his sixteenth birthday as he celebrated the increased mobility afforded by his driving licence. There followed a succession of vehicles, including another MGA, this one black and somewhat more roadworthy than the first one. Besides his developing automotive passion, the teenager was experiencing a burgeoning interest in the opposite sex. A girl in Joliette had captured his fancy and one evening he hopped into the black MGA to visit her.

En route down the country road he came up behind a Dodge Roadrunner, a lumbering device with high-performance pretensions that Gilles saw as a challenge to his nimble British sports car – and his blossoming manhood. He attempted to pass, his adversary floored the Dodge, and the chase was on. It ended abruptly when the Dodge slewed to a halt, mere inches from a herd of cows a farmer was bringing across the road into his barn for milking.

In effecting his makeover of this MGA, Gilles had neglected to adequately refettle the brakes and his car was reluctant to stop in time. Seeking immediate evasive action, he jerked the steering wheel to one side. The car flew off the road and into the ditch, sending up a shower of mud and grass, flipped over onto its side, then careened back onto the pavement, landing upside down and in a considerable state of disrepair. The wisdom of wearing seatbelts in an open car lacking a roll bar was debatable, though immaterial in this case. The MGA didn’t have them but its driver had managed to hang on during his wild ride. Gilles crawled out from beneath his totally destroyed car with severe head cuts caused by flying glass from the broken windscreen.

Early the next morning the Villeneuve home received a call that the remains of their eldest son’s sports car were lying outside a nearby garage. Shortly after came the news that Gilles was lying in the hospital in Joliette with eighty stitches in his scalp.
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Having destroyed examples of American and British engineering, Gilles remained undeterred about the perils of speed gone wrong and also gave his attention to an ancient little car of Czechoslovakian origin, a Skoda. He drove this ungainly rear-engined contraption much more quickly than its makers had intended, or the rules of the road in Quebec allowed. The car had a defective starter and usually needed a push to get going, but the accelerator pedal was in fine working order. Gilles’s persistent rapid velocity began to attract the attention of the local constable, Claude Page, who later recalled: ‘I used to catch him quite often doing 80 in a 30-mile zone. He never argued. On the contrary, he was always very polite and paid the fine – it was $10 at the time – immediately. He would say, “Good, you caught me. But the urge to drive fast is stronger than I am.”’

Fortunately for Gilles, these misdemeanours came before the Quebec policy of losing points and then one’s licence for driving violations was instituted; the price he paid for speeding in the Skoda was only financial. There was no question in his mind that it was worth it, for himself and the carload of friends he used to ferry about to local dances and parties, and he recalled the Skoda escapades fondly: ‘I don’t think I ever enjoyed myself, felt as completely free, as I did that summer.’

Part of the challenge of this car was to try to corner it on two wheels and, at slower speeds, try to roll it over. He was unsuccessful in this latter manoeuvre, attempted during a couple of low-key slalom events he entered in the Skoda. These were held in the parking lot of a shopping centre on a tight course laid out with traffic cones. This type of competition proved to cramp the Villeneuve style and he tended to leave a trail of scattered cones in his wake.

His vigorous cornering technique brought him a certain amount of notoriety in neighbouring St Thomas, which he passed through more frequently now on his way to see the girl in Joliette. The Skoda’s squealing tyres heralded his progress around the tight corner in the centre of the village and several times Gilles noticed he had an audience of interested St Thomas citizens. It happened frequently enough for him to realise they were anticipating his arrival and he looked forward to entertaining the people on their porches – his first fans.
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The girl in Joliette was Joann Barthe. She, too, was French Canadian but had lived for some time across the US border in Connecticut before returning to Quebec. When she was eight her father abandoned the family, leaving Joann, her older brother, and two younger sisters with their mother. Mrs Barthe was born with a heart defect and was often too ill to be able to work to support her children. They were frequently impoverished and needed financial assistance from the government welfare bureau. Joann attended a convent school run by strict nuns who stressed piety and moral virtue. In her early teens she began to work after classes and on weekends as a cashier in a variety store. At home she helped her mother around the house and sewed her own clothes to save money. Her life was not easy, but Joann was an attractive, optimistic, and self-reliant young woman when she met her future husband on a blind date.

Her sister Louise had a boyfriend who had a friend Louise thought Joann should meet. Teenage custom in the 1960s dictated that socially active boys and girls should ‘go steady’ and the desirability of those who hadn’t achieved this status was suspect. Several times Joann refused her sister’s matchmaking attempts, thinking that if this guy couldn’t get a girlfriend of his own then she didn’t want to be stuck with him even for one evening. Louise persevered until finally Joann relented, agreeing to make up a foursome to attend a Saturday night dance in a hall outside Joliette.

Gilles, too, was a reluctant party to their first evening together. ‘My friend told me she was pretty but I didn’t believe him. Most blind dates are a joke, but not this time,’ he said of Joann. She wasn’t immediately swept off her feet by her date, who was a year older, and found him to be just ‘so-so’. He was handsome enough, she thought, with a baby face and brown hair worn long in the fashion of that time. He was slight in stature and she wondered if he was perhaps too short for her, though in reality they were about the same height, five feet six inches. He was very polite, and while a bit shy, he seemed quietly self-assured, though she thought she detected an air of vulnerability and innocence about him and was struck by his complete honesty and sincerity. He told her he had been accepted by the Quebec Conservatory of Music as a trumpet player, but he was unsure about devoting his life to music and found the prospect of several more years in school somewhat less than thrilling.

Their first evening together passed comfortably enough and they continued to see each other occasionally at weekends. It transpired that Joann’s reservations about Gilles’s desirability to the opposite sex were unfounded. When she discovered he already had a steady girlfriend named Ginette she was furious. They had a spat and a week later Joann had a new boyfriend. This in turn made Gilles very jealous, especially since Ginette had terminated their relationship when she discovered she had a rival named Joann. After a period of estrangement Gilles called up Joann, and they patched up their differences and became a steady twosome in August of 1967.
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‘I love the smell of burning rubber.’

–Gilles Villeneuve

Joann soon learned that life with Gilles would revolve around motor vehicles. Following his stint in the seminary he spent a year in the Sainte Rose school, where he studied publicity. Then, aged seventeen, his formal education ended, but he continued to pursue his own course of study – all about cars. He subscribed to many motoring publications and his room at home was filled with them and the walls covered with posters of racing cars. He pored over his magazines and they contributed to improving his understanding of English. He had studied it briefly at school and learned a bit from his father, who had acquired a fair command of Canada’s other official tongue from his travels and work. Gilles found that the magazines were speaking his language and was delighted to discover that his twin loves of motors and speed could be combined in competition, that people actually made careers of doing what he did every day on the roads around Berthier. Accounts of races inspired his imagination and he sought practical experience.

On one occasion Joann found herself bundled into the boot of Gilles’s latest acquisition, a 1967 Mustang with a 289-cubic-inch motor. Joann’s confinement was to avoid paying the admission price at the entrance to a local drag strip. For a while this stomp-and-go type of racing was an outlet for his competitive urges, and he entered the Mustang in drag races in the small towns of Napierville, Sanair, and Lavaltrie. He modified the Mustang, jacked up the rear springs for more traction, and replaced the 289 engine with a massive 427 unit to better tear up the pavement.

In everyday motoring Gilles saw each stoplight changing from red to green as a signal to blast off as fast as was mechanically and humanly possible. He loved the sensation of flooring it, the spinning wheels, the squealing tyres, the blue smoke from burnt rubber, and the thunder of eight cylinders being tortured. He revelled in the sudden acceleration from zero to full tilt and practised the quick gear changes necessary to reach this state of euphoria at every opportunity. Drag racing enabled him to do this legally.

Joann found the drags a complete bore. As a passenger in a car with Gilles there was never a dull moment, but now she had to sit in the spectator stands all day with only periodic moments of interest when he was performing. Her boyfriend began to think likewise. The problem with this form of competition was that the thrill was over far too quickly: a short burst of excitement down a quarter-mile strip of flat and straight asphalt and that was that. Gilles viewed this as a mere preliminary to more prolonged racing adventures.

Most of all, the drags lacked corners on which to test one’s mettle the way he did on the roads. And the idea of jockeying for position, wheel to wheel with other cars, on a proper racing circuit with curves had more appeal for him. The most basic form of this kind of racing took place on oval tracks, essentially two parallel drag strips linked by curves at each end. In his racing magazines Gilles read about the exploits of brave USAC drivers like A.J. Foyt and Roger Ward, who screamed around the oval at Indianapolis at over 150 miles an hour in single-seaters. On banked ovals, at places like Daytona and Talledega, larger-than-life heroes like Richard Petty and Junior Johnson manhandled lumbering American sedans at amazing speeds.

Gilles could relate most easily to these NASCAR drivers south of the border – their cars looked more like his Mustang. In fact, a primitive form of NASCAR-style racing took place almost within earshot of the Villeneuve home on a dirt-track oval once used for harness racing. The necessary equipment was a very-used family sedan, gutted of all passenger comforts and with the licence plates removed. Gilles bought one of these clunkers for a few dollars, gave it a basic race preparation once-over – mainly scrawling numbers on the bodywork – and entered his first motor race. The noise, chaos, fender-bending, and sliding sideways in the dust were enjoyable enough, but he soon tired of going round and round in circles. Just sitting there with the steering wheel cranked on left lock and his foot to the floor was curiously unsatisfying.

To express himself fully, to provide the real test for his skills and his cars, Gilles needed a variety of topography to negotiate. He wanted to be more involved, to shift gears, apply the brakes, and explore the limits of adhesion – and his courage – around corners of different types. This was what he did on the open roads around home, and reading about the great road-racing events in Europe set the wheels in motion in the youthful Villeneuve’s mind.

In Road and Track he was enthralled by the wonderfully evocative race reports by Henry N. Manney III from such places as the mighty Nürburgring in Germany. Here, famous drivers such as Jimmy Clark and Chris Amon hung onto their exotic, frequently airborne Lotus and Ferrari Formula 1 cars to maintain incredible average speeds of over 100 miles an hour around the over 170 curves of the 14.17-mile circuit in the Eifel Mountains. Then there was the amazing Targa Florio, where the bearded Swede Jo Bonnier and the handsome Italian Lodovico Scarfiotti corkscrewed their Porsche and Ferrari sports cars as fast as they could possibly go, up hill and down dale over the tortuous 44-miles-to-the-lap mountain road circuit in Sicily.

Thus inspired, Gilles would take to the back road from Berthier to Joliette. In the Villeneuve imagination, the winding highway became a circuit like the Nürburgring or the Targa Florio, with the village of St Thomas serving as somewhere like Campofelice in Sicily. Or it became a town on the road from Rome to Brescia in the famed Mille Miglia race in Italy. The seventeen-year-old boy in a Mustang in Quebec was transformed into the dashing Spaniard, the Marquis de Portago, racing his Ferrari to the finish line, there to meet his beautiful actress friend Linda Christian at the chequered flag.

Alfonso de Portago had been killed in that race in 1957 and now, ten years later, Gilles’s magazines too often contained solemn obituaries for racing heroes killed in action. But Gilles didn’t dwell on that; he was too full of life and cars and speed and Joann to linger over motor racing’s tragically negative side. His own accidents hadn’t blunted his taste for automotive adventure and having a girlfriend in Joliette gave a new purpose to his fast driving. Joann was a goal at the end of the road and reaching her more quickly promised the spoils of victory sooner. The two were becoming quite close and their rendezvous in Joliette were more frequent.

Nowadays the curves between Berthier and Joliette have been straightened and much of the driving challenge is gone, but Jacques Villeneuve, who later cut a dashing figure on the same route, remembers what the 15-mile trip was like and how his brother used to drive it – faster than a mile a minute. ‘It was winding like hell, some short straights, but just winding, winding, winding, so it was a really gutsy road if you wanted to test yourself. And Gilles was always doing that. He used to make it in eleven, ten, sometimes nine minutes.’
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While Gilles and Joann were a steady item, he still had a few wild oats to sew with the boys on nocturnal outings. He was the quiet one in his group, yet with a natural aura of authority, augmented by his astonishing bravado behind the wheel, that commanded respect from his peers. Most of their escapades were of an automotive nature and, in the great Canadian tradition, these often took the form of loading up the boot of the car with a case of beer and hitting the local weekend dances. Following one of these Gilles and his carload of friends decided to pay an impromptu visit to the newly built road-racing course near St Jovite in the Laurentian Mountains. The fact that it was now past midnight in Berthier and Le Circuit Mont Tremblant was over a hundred miles away to the northwest was no deterrent. Laden with tents, sleeping bags, and beer coolers, they set off in search of sport.

Arriving at their destination in the mists of early dawn, and in high spirits, they sneaked through the fence and set up camp. Twice their revelries were interrupted by the police, who promptly threw the ticketless offenders out of the circuit. Each time they returned, and by the time activity began on the track Gilles and company had settled down enough to become interested spectators. The circuit was spectacularly beautiful, 2.65 miles of twisting, undulating asphalt hacked out of the rugged Precambrian shield and surrounded by forests, lakes, and rivers.

The day’s racing consisted of regional events for production sports cars and sedans, single-seater races for Formula V and Formula Ford machinery, and the main event was for modified sedans in the Trans Am category. Gilles had mixed feelings about what he saw in his first road races. ‘It all looked completely inaccessible to me. The cars cost so much money. But I was looking at the drivers, too, and I figured about 90 per cent of them were “wankers”. They hit the brakes too soon, they took the curves all wrong. I thought it was easy. When you’re on the other side of the fence that’s the simplest thing to say. But I thought I could do better.’
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‘Every winter there would be three or four huge flights and I know what being thrown on the ice at 90 miles an hour means.’

–Gilles Villeneuve

Gilles’s plans and prospects for the future were vague. He had completed a basic secondary education to Grade 12 but going on to university did not appeal to him and, besides, it would be expensive for his parents. Having given up on music, the only other conventional line of study that held any interest for him might be engineering. He began a correspondence course in that subject but his enthusiasm waned and it was never completed.

Although formal schooling was at odds with his independent nature, he had developed an exceptional ability to learn anything he set his mind to. No wiring diagram was too complicated for him to sort out and few of his friends were as knowledgeable about the internal workings of the combustion engine. He always described himself as ‘basically lazy’ but, left to his own devices, Gilles was prepared to spend as much time as was necessary to get things right. This often meant many laborious hours because, in matters he considered important, he became a very demanding perfectionist. On the road he might flog his cars to the brink of their mechanical limits, and frequently beyond those limits, but he would labour over them at length to set them right again.

For a while he financed his carousing and courtship of Joann by working for his parents in their clothing business. Then he found employment with his uncles, who had a contract with Hydro-Québec to construct the foundations for the pylons that carried electricity from the generating sites. He drove lorries ferrying equipment, then he operated a transit and level on a surveying crew that checked the foundation construction for accuracy. The precision required in working with the instruments, following plans and engineering drawings, and drafting and plotting the results of field surveys held Gilles’s interest for a while. And the driving, even heavily laden lorries over rough terrain, was great fun. Less pleasurable was having to get up at five in the morning to go to work, and Gilles’s forays into the routine of the normal workaday world ended before he left his teens.

His native land receives an average of over five feet of snow (161 centimetres) each winter so, like many Canadians at this time, Gilles welcomed the new popularity of the snowmobile. A fellow Québécois, Armand Bombardier, had invented it in 1937 in Valcourt and now L’auto-neige Bombardier (Bombardier Snowmobile) had many competitors to their famous Ski-doo models. The devices, consisting of two short skis and motorcyle-style handlebars at the front for steering, have a moving rubber belt with cleats powered by a small-capacity engine for propulsion. Their proliferation in the late 1960s opened up the winter and most people used them as recreational vehicles to explore previously inaccessible back country. Bombardier’s original name for his contraption was ‘ski-dog’, and for fur trappers and the Inuit in the Far North snowmobiles became utilitarian vehicles to replace sledges drawn by dog teams. For Gilles Villeneuve they became another form of horsepower to be raced.

Snowmobile manufacturers began to field racing teams to promote their products and amateurs were welcome to compete against them. Seville Villeneuve bought a snowmobile and Gilles entered several events near Berthier, most of them held on oval circuits used for horse racing on the grounds where small communities held their annual fall fairs. He took to the sport like a duck to water and was immediately quick and a race winner.

Inherent raw bravery and the development of certain skills brought him to the fore and kept him ahead of competitors who drove equipment with similar performance potential. In those days, before the courses were iced as they were later, a snowmobile race was conducted in a cloud of flying snow thrown up by the whirling treads of the machines. It was like driving in a howling blizzard and Gilles pressed on regardless, into the fearful void of the whiteout, leaving more timid rivals in his wake. With a steadfast belief in his own ability, he kept the throttle lever on one handlebar pressed wide open while the brake lever on the other was seldom brought into play.

He developed a finely tuned sense of balance and an almost delicate sensitivity to know just how far he could tempt the centrifugal force that contrived to throw his mount off into the haybales surrounding the slippery circuit. His point of no return became much farther than most as he honed his reflexes to a lightning degree and trusted them to rescue him from the brink at the very last instant. The skis provided little grip at the front and the spinning rubber track helped maintain adhesion. Gilles’s machine was in a continual powerslide and he kept it on course with minute throttle and steering applications. It wasn’t road racing at the Nürburgring, but roaring round and round in a freezing blizzard was exposing him to the kind of things he had often read about in car racing.

‘You can’t see a thing,’ said Gilles of his rapid progress in the snow and cold. ‘You have to build quick reactions to whatever the machine does. That kind of thing teaches you to react to everything. You can also get very cold on a snowmobile. Sometimes your hands feel as if they want to fall off. But, of course, you must hang on, whatever happens. It helps, you know, to build a big heart.’

His headlong approach also provided him with first-hand experience in crashing. ‘Every winter there would be three or four huge flights and I know what being thrown on the ice at 90 miles per hour means. But I never hurt myself on a snowmobile.’ His mechanical skills were exercised, too. ‘Few people realize just how sophisticated those machines are. They have many of the same characteristics as cars … they understeer and oversteer and you must set up the suspension just as you would in a car.’

After just a few races on his father’s machine the name of Gilles Villeneuve was becoming one to be reckoned with in snowmobile circles. When he was eighteen he was given a modified production machine to race by a family friend, Gilles Ferland, who sold Skiroule snowmobiles. Gilles won several races and the Ferland dealership prospered. The next winter, 1969–70, he was hired by the Skiroule factory as a driver/mechanic on their Quebec team. Now he was actually getting paid to race and was enjoying himself hugely.

Joann, who accompanied him to many of these weekend races, was not always having fun. ‘It might be fun if you’re spectating for a couple of hours and when you’re cold you can go inside and warm up with a coffee. But not if you arrive at six in the morning and you’re outside standing alone and bored stiff in the cold until late in the afternoon. Still, it was a lot easier to go and watch him race than to stay at home and worry, not knowing what was happening to him. So I accepted it.’

Joann accepted her lot in life because she was about to become Gilles’s wife. She had not gone back to school and their relationship had reached a crucial stage – for she was pregnant. They decided to make the commitment and, for better or for worse, were married on 17 October 1970, in a small wedding attended by their families and a few friends. Led by the newlyweds in a borrowed, noisy, souped-up, bright orange Boss 429 Mustang, the wedding party left the church and toured through the streets of Joliette with exhausts blatting and horns blaring. Following a reception at a nearby hall, the new Mr and Mrs Gilles Villeneuve spent their one-night honeymoon at a nearby motel.
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‘I left the road several times. But I really enjoyed myself and won 70 per cent of the time.’

–Gilles Villeneuve

Three days before his betrothal, Gilles had learned his services were no longer required by Skiroule. There was a suspicion that the head of the racing department, himself a racer, was jealous of Gilles because he was faster. There were Canadian and American divisions of the factory team and Gilles was asked to stay north of the border though he felt he was good enough to cash in on some of the big paydays in the US races. Gilles refused to agree with the Skiroule request and was now an unemployed new husband and expectant father.

Refusing to be defeated, especially by politics and not on a race track, Gilles went shopping for another snowmobile ride. He found one with another manufacturer, Motoski, which gave him three machines and some technical assistance, and expense money to compete on a private team basis. Now he was literally racing for his daily bread, for any prize money he won was his only extra income. But he kept the larder reasonably full, becoming champion of Quebec in his class and topping off that season by winning the 440cc World Series title in New York state. Shortly after that, on Good Friday, 9 April 1971, the Villeneuves became the proud parents of a son, Jacques.

With his life now having such a pronounced vehicular aspect, it seemed logical to Gilles that his house should also be movable. He made a down payment on a 72-foot-long mobile home, towed it away from the dealer, and parked it on a two-acre parcel of land across the road from his parents’ house. These portable, prefabricated structures come ready to use, with most of the comforts of home built in, so Gilles plugged in water, electricity and telephone lines and left Joann to get on with the homemaking.

Around his machinery her husband was fastidiously neat and tidy and meticulously well organised. Joann soon discovered he was almost the complete reverse in most other manifestations of his private life. The nineteen-year-old bride and new mother had to contend with an overturned oil drum instead of steps into her new home, not the ideal way to make a grand entrance with a baby boy and his carriage. She eventually overcame this obstacle by arranging to have rudimentary steps installed.

Their abode was perched precariously on concrete blocks and lacked a proper foundation, so its underside was exposed to the elements. When that first winter howled south to Berthier from Labrador the water pipes promptly froze solid. Gilles’s solution to this problem was to buy a blowtorch for Joann. On the worst sub-zero mornings she would find herself crawling around beneath the floor applying a flaming blowtorch to frozen water pipes. On particularly cold days the pipes would burst and the hard-pressed heating system malfunctioned, leaving Joann’s blowtorch and all the clothes she could find for herself and Jacques as sources of warmth.

Meanwhile, Gilles was mechanically occupied, busying himself with such distractions as an old yellow school bus. He called it Big Bertha and divided it into two sections: the front to serve as sleeping quarters at the races and the rear to function as a combined transporter and workshop for his snowmobiles. In the winter of 1971–72 these were Alouettes and he again became Quebec champion, winning ten of fourteen races. Mechanical failure prevented him from completing the four races he didn’t win. It was quite a respectable record, but Gilles was dissatisfied with any imperfection and worked at length developing modifications for the fragile rubber-belt transmission systems that caused his retirements.

By now he had a prominent position in snowmobile racing. His flamboyant style and flair for the spectacular made him a major drawing card at the races and his services were in demand by the event organisers. The next season he expanded his horizons, logging many miles in Big Bertha and travelling to events outside Quebec, and finished up as overall Canadian snowmobile champion. He was away from home for longer periods, but at least he was bringing back more money – about $5,000 that winter. He would need it and more, because on 26 July 1973, Joann presented him with a baby daughter, Melanie.
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The responsibilities of fatherhood did nothing to diminish Gilles’s enthusiasm for racing and there was no desire to settle down and get a ‘proper’ job. Increasingly, he saw his winter racing as a means of livelihood. To earn more money, he would just have to enter more races and win more of them. The problem of what to do when the snow melted remained, and when it was suggested his talents on snowmobiles might be transferable to cars Gilles was all ears. One of the snowmobile engineers he knew was an émigré from France, where he had been involved in car racing. He knew some of the people in Quebec road racing, explained to Gilles how the licensing system worked, and recommended the Jim Russell driving school at Le Circuit Mont Tremblant as a starting point.

Gilles made an appointment with the school director, Jacques Couture, and showed up at the circuit one rainy morning. Couture, a former Canadian driving champion, arrived to find his obviously keen pupil waiting at the front gate. Other students arrived and in the preliminary classroom session the would-be racers listened intently to pointers on seating position, the proper grip on the steering wheel, gear-shifting tips, and so on. Gilles absorbed Couture’s instruction on braking, traction limits, cornering techniques, skid control and the like and realised he already knew most of it from reading his racing magazines and from his practical experience in the Gilles Villeneuve School of Advanced Motoring on the road from Berthier to Joliette. But he was his usual quiet and polite self and showed no impatience while the others tried to grasp the basics of operating a car at speed.

When the school Formula Ford cars were fired up and the students buckled in for a first tentative whirl on the damp track one car immediately shot into the lead and left the others behind in a cloud of spray. Couture was taken aback that his most diffident pupil should be so quick so soon. ‘It rained during most of the classes and I was just a little bit nervous about how fast this kid Villeneuve was able to go in comparison to everyone else.’ But Gilles was in his element, and Couture relaxed when it became obvious he knew exactly what he was doing. The next weekend Gilles returned to Le Circuit in his current road car, an English-built Ford Capri, and was again the fastest at the school. He passed with flying colours and was immediately granted a racing licence.

Gilles came away from Mont Tremblant with more than a piece of paper. His first road-racing experience left him exhilarated and thirsting for more. The sensitivity and handling of the spindly little Formula Ford on its skinny tyres were a revelation to him and he itched to get his hands on one again. He conferred with his snowmobile engineer friend, who introduced him to Jean-Pierre St Jacques, a driver/mechanic who built his own Formula Fords. Gilles put a down payment on a rusty two-year-old car that St Jacques was prepared to part with. Big Bertha was pressed into summer service and Gilles went racing in the Quebec provincial Formula Ford Championship Series.

It took him just a few laps to find his way, then he was gone. He finished a fighting third in his first race and won his second. The FF cars, using basic 1500cc British Ford engines, were very reliable, so Gilles didn’t need to spend much time preparing his car and could concentrate on driving it – fast. On asphalt his style was similar to that on snow: flamboyant and spectacular rather than smooth and controlled and his decidedly sideways cornering technique owed much to snowmobiling. Occasionally his inexperience and exuberance tested the all-terrain capabilities of the unsophisticated but durable St Jacques chassis.

‘Most of my friends and rivals thought I was stupid to drive such an old car,’ he said later. ‘It wasn’t the most competitive car around at the time, but it was very sturdy and that was just what I needed most at this stage of my career. I left the road several times. But I really enjoyed myself and won 70 per cent of the time.’ Competing at Mont Tremblant, Sanair and Trois-Rivières, he won seven out of ten races and was named Rookie of the Year as well as becoming FF champion of Quebec – all of this in an older car against more experienced road racers.
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‘He came home and said, “I’ve sold the house to buy a car.”’

–Joann Villeneuve

Now firmly in the grip of racing fever, Gilles eagerly anticipated the coming snowmobile season. Before winter arrived he set up a draughting board at home and worked on his own design based on racing-car principles. While Joann attended to the needs of little Jacques and baby Melanie, Gilles had his head down at the board for many hours, detailing an innovative wishbone suspension system similar to those he’d seen on road-racing cars. It would enable his machine to better apply the power to the snow by making the chassis more flexible and adaptable to terrain changes for improved traction.

Brilliant though it was, the Villeneuve suspension was not an immaculate conception and took some time to prove reliable. And Gilles’s inventiveness and need to tinker with his equipment required special tools he couldn’t afford. But his racing passion was so great that it overruled his sense of propriety and during this period he resorted to ‘borrowing’ tools from a nearby Canadian Tire hardware store. When his needs went beyond the scope of his rudimentary tool kit, he would walk out of the store with the required item concealed beneath his jacket. This dishonesty was quite out of character in an otherwise completely forthright young man. He wrestled with it in his conscience for many years and later went to great lengths to make amends.

He was less contrite regarding his behaviour to his family and sometimes oblivious to the needs of those nearest and dearest to him. They suffered another winter of hardship as Gilles took Big Bertha further and further away from home. Racing weekends became weeks – three, four and five of them at a stretch. During Gilles’s prolonged absences Joann would often find herself snowed in and fighting with frozen water pipes yet again. On most days the refrigerator in her kitchen was completely superfluous. Her in-laws helped whenever they could but were often away on business.

Gilles would think nothing of spending their last $20 on a fuel pump, leaving her struggling to find enough money to feed and clothe the children. Bills were run up at local stores, debts mounted, and Joann despaired at her husband’s apparent lack of concern. She complained often but he didn’t seem to realise how difficult it was for her. And her own resourcefulness worked against her: after all, she had learned to handle the blowtorch well enough. ‘I think he just thought that, well, she can cope with anything, so it’s not a real problem.’ And so he left her to get on with it.

Joann was without any means of transport and had to trudge through the snow to the shops in Berthier. Sometimes a kindly neighbour took pity on her and shovelled a path to the road, but on one occasion Joann’s plight reached a crisis point. She had arranged a doctor’s appointment for Jacques and awoke that morning to find snow drifted high around the front door and lying deep between there and the ploughed road. A taxi had been called and was waiting so there was no option but to wade out through 100 metres of winter’s worst.

‘Jacques was about two then and Melanie was just a few months old so I couldn’t leave her behind. I had to carry both kids and their diaper bags and my bag and the snow was up to my waist. I thought, I’ll never get there, and I was calling to the taxi driver to please come and help me. He yelled back that he didn’t have any boots on and I thought, Oh God, why does this have to happen to me?’
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At least Gilles was meeting with continued success during this 1973–74 snowmobile season. He rented a former pigsty in Berthier and hired a mechanic to help him prepare his self-designed machine. Fortunately, the freezing temperatures helped mask the odour of the building’s former tenants and the Alouette chassis was substantially modified. Incorporating the Villeneuve suspension system, it also had enclosed bodywork so that it resembled a racing car and was sure to be noteworthy among snowmobile racing fans.

Big Bertha’s decks were cleared to become a workshop while Gilles and his mechanic had a fifth-wheel rig, a caravan towed by a pickup truck, as living quarters. He was asking for, and receiving, appearance money from race promoters and the winter ended with a fully-fledged world championship. Joann, taking her first weekend off in over a year, farmed out the children to her mother-in-law for the weekend and travelled with Gilles to Eagle River in Wisconsin. There she watched him tear up the track to win the 650cc title against the best international competition.

Nonethleless, his snowmobile earnings of nearly $13,000 disappeared quickly to pay accumulated bills and the family remained well short of a state of affluence. But Gilles was not to let that interfere with his now firm commitment to progress further in the various formulae that ultimately led to Formula 1, the international series for the world championship. After his sweeping success in FF, Gilles was looking much further down the racing road and the possibility of reaching the pinnacle existed in his mind. Many years later, at the beginning of his final F1 season, Gilles confessed how he felt after his first attempt at road racing. He was never one to boast and it wasn’t articulated at the time, but he thought to himself: ‘Boy, if I never make it beyond Canada the world will miss seeing a very great driver.’

Formula Atlantic was the top category of single-seater racing in Canada and that is where he decided to go. The Atlantic formula consisted of sophisticated chassis using slick racing tyres and powered by modified 1600cc Ford Cosworth engines from England. Through the racing grapevine Gilles heard about a team called Ecurie Canada being put together by a Montreal driver/entrepreneur, Kris Harrison.

Harrison, who also ran a garage and racing shop, remembers his first meeting with Gilles. ‘This kid walked in, introduced himself, and ordered a driving suit and some gear. Then he said he wanted a drive in Atlantic and asked me what it would cost. I told him I wasn’t interested in anyone who wasn’t experienced. Before he left he told me to call Jacques Couture.’

Harrison was impressed by the Villeneuve confidence but wondered how a snowmobiler with only ten FF races to his credit could possibly help his fledgling Ecurie Canada Formula Atlantic team. But he talked to Couture, against whom he had raced and with whom he had had business dealings in the past. ‘Jacques told me to do a deal with this guy. He said he was sensational. When Gilles phoned a week later I told him to come in. He did, we shook hands on a business deal, and that was it.’

That was it as far as Kris Harrison was concerned because, as he was told by Couture and came to learn first-hand, ‘Gilles’s word was his bond.’ But for Gilles there remained the very expensive task of living up to his part of their bargain. The deal required him to provide the basic funding, which Harrison would use to help import two March 74B chassis and a supply of Ford BDA engines. Depending on the number of races entered, the 1974 season would cost Gilles between $50,000 and $70,000.

‘I didn’t have a penny. When I think about it I wonder how I made it. It was kind of a hard year. I put down $20,000 which I didn’t have and even now I don’t really know how I came to pay it back. I had a house which I sold.…’ That was Gilles’s hazy recollection of what then transpired.

Joann remembers it clearly. ‘He came home and said, “I sold the house to buy a car.”’ A rather one-sided domestic quarrel immediately ensued, but the deed was done. ‘It didn’t make any difference to him because he had decided that was the way it was going to be. If you like it, fine. If you don’t like it, scream if you want. That was the way he was.’

The mobile home wasn’t really his to sell since the bank still held a substantial mortgage on it, but Gilles turned over a cheque to Kris Harrison right on schedule. And of course he had a solution to his family’s immediate housing crisis: Joann, Jacques, and Melanie would travel with him to the races across Canada in Seville’s pickup truck with the little caravan on the back. As it developed they were not to join him until the third, and most disastrous, race of the season because Joann suffered a severe migraine attack that kept her in or near a bed for six weeks.
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‘Maybe, I thought, he’s a little bit crazy.’

–Joann Villeneuve

Besides his own cash contribution, Gilles brought a few dollars from the Cyma watch company, whose name he would display on circuits across Canada, while Kris Harrison had arranged some sponsorship from Schweppes beverages and the Goodyear tyre company. Still, the Ecurie Canada team was underfinanced and the budget was further dented when Gilles destroyed both March chassis in pre-season testing at St Jovite. Though he hoped his driver had now found his limits, Harrison was not particularly upset and made no attempt to curb the obvious Villeneuve speed. Repairs were made and, with only enough racing tyres to last four events, the team travelled west to begin the 1974 Player’s Challenge Series for Formula Atlantic cars.

Over three thousand miles later the little Ecurie Canada band arrived at the scenic Westwood circuit outside Vancouver, where they scored an encouraging third place in a field of over twenty cars. The winner was the experienced American, Alan Laider, and Gilles had driven from the middle of the pack to finish ahead of more affluent opposition. So the team was optimistic as it trekked back through the Rocky Mountains to the next race at Edmonton. Gilles qualified sixth on the grid but was delayed by a malfunctioning engine to finish a distant 22nd behind the winner, veteran Canadian driver Bill Brack.

Two weeks later, after a long return journey across the Canadian Prairies, Gilles was again sixth in qualifying but that was the highlight of his weekend at Gimli in Manitoba. Engine problems intervened once more and he did not finish. Things could only improve at the next race, at Mosport in Ontario, where Gilles looked forward to seeing Joann and the kids again.

By now the team’s supply of rubber was threadbare, the Villeneuve sideways cornering technique having worn away much of their usefulness, and tyres were rotated to get more mileage. This was a distinct disadvantage around the swoops and swerves of the hilly Mosport circuit and Gilles could only qualify fifteenth. The race, held on 1 July, Dominion Day in Canada, attracted a large holiday crowd and there were many witnesses to the accident on lap nine on one of the fastest of Mosport’s curves.

The yellow number 13 car was the most exciting of all to watch, broadsliding wildly through every turn on the ragged edge of control as if driven by a man possessed. Often it was completely sideways on the track and sometimes the rear wheels were in the dirt. Suddenly it flew off the circuit and disappeared in a big cloud of dust. There was a grinding crash of metal as the car banged heavily into the steel guard rail. The dust settled and the stricken car could be seen buried in the barrier with both front wheels off and the nose pushed in.

Yellow flags were waved as marshals struggled to extricate the injured driver from his crumpled March. The race continued while Gilles was gingerly placed aboard an ambulance and driven to the Mosport emergency centre. The track doctor assessed the damage done to his left leg: it was badly broken in two places, but Gilles refused to believe him.

Gilles’s several off-course excursions in his previous races had not hurt him. How could this be? he asked Joann, who was translating the doctor’s diagnosis into French. ‘He was really annoyed that he might not be able to race again. He kept telling the doctor, “My leg cannot be broken”, and the doctor kept looking at me and saying it’s very broken. Both bones were cut through as if they’d been sawn. It was quite obvious to everyone else but Gilles’s main reaction was, Well, now I know what it’s like to run into a guard rail and it’s really not so bad.’

But it was bad. Joann began to wonder about her husband as she tried to convince him that he was seriously injured. ‘Maybe, I thought, he’s a little bit crazy. I started thinking, does this mean I’m going to have to go through this kind of thing all the time? Wasn’t it dangerous enough on snowmobiles?’ But she kept her misgivings to herself and eventually, when his shock wore off and pain set in, Gilles reluctantly agreed to be taken to hospital, though he did it only to humour the others, for he was sure the x-rays would prove that he was right and everyone else was wrong.
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Outfitted in a cast from hip to toe, Gilles returned home to Berthierville in despair. He was even more upset when he heard his seat for Ecurie Canada had been taken by an up-and-coming driver from the US, David Loring. Gilles, immobilised in a wheelchair, was an infuriated spectator at Sanair, the next race in the series, and vowed to get himself back on track as quickly as possible.

He was a very
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