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Hitting the Road

 

Birth of the Automobile

 

 

 

Of all inventions, the alphabet and the printing press alone excepted, those inventions which abridge distance have done most for the civilisation of our species. Every improvement of the means of locomotion benefits mankind morally and intellectually as well as materially.

Thomas Babington Macaulay, The History of England, 1848

 

By the time everything was ready, it was dusk, Christmas Eve, 1801. A burly group of men emerged from John Tyack’s smithy at a crossroads in Camborne, Cornwall. Into the glowing red square of light cast by the forges they dragged an enormous, puffing engine mounted on a wooden chassis with thick, creaking carriage wheels. The air smelt of woodsmoke, hay and hot metal. Captain Richard ‘Dick’ Trevithick, engineer at the Ding Dong mine near Penzance and proud inventor of the contraption about to be unleashed on its maiden voyage, supervised proceedings. A stoker shovelled wood and coal into the machine’s fiery drum. Trevithick examined the gauges. Satisfied, he mounted and pulled his cousin, Andrew Vivian, up beside him. Seven or eight men scrambled aboard too. Vivian pulled a lever and the machine moved steadily off, its pistons pumping the crosshead up and down like a guillotine. Whooping with delight, the party chugged along the steep, curving lane up Camborne Hill towards Beacon, puffs of steam emerging from the stack into the frigid air.FN1 This journey – neither particularly long nor picturesque, and accomplished at the same pace as a trotting horse – was nevertheless the very first undertaken in a passenger vehicle powered by an engine.1

Ever since our species got up on two feet and stayed there, being tied to one place has been anomalous. Charles Pasternak, the British biochemist, argued in his book Quest that humans’ urge to travel is both innate and essential to our well-being. Certainly for most of our existence, until around 12,000 years ago, we were largely nomadic, drawn onward by sources of forage or an abundance of game. Thereafter, trade with other communities near and far allowed people access to highly prized textiles, perfumes, pigments, spices and other goods.

Means of swift travel are a staple of myths, legends and sagas worldwide. Khonsu – the name means ‘traveller’ – was the ancient Egyptian god of the moon, described at one point as ‘the greatest god of the great gods’. The Greek god Hermes, patron of roads, travellers and luck, moved between the mortal and immortal realms borne by winged boots. Vahanas, the divine mounts of Hindu deities, were worshipped in their own right. Shiva has a bull; Vishnu flies on Garuda, a kite; Ganesh rides a fleet-footed mouse. Heimdall, a Norse deity, was charged with protecting Bifröst, the rainbow bridge between the worlds of gods and men. Skidbladnir, the finest vessel in Norse mythology, could sail in air as well as in water and was roomy enough to accommodate the pantheon but could be folded up like a handkerchief.

Away from the mythical world, overland locomotion was slow to evolve and dependent – until the invention of the railway – on animals. Given the expense and constraints this reliance entailed, the idea of horseless carriages piqued the interest of inventors long before Trevithick. In around AD 550 a Chinese scholar described wind-driven carriages capable of transporting thirty people. Leonardo da Vinci conceived of a vehicle propelled by clockwork around 1478. Sir Isaac Newton predicted steam-propulsion carriages in 1680. The following century, a three-wheeled, steam-propelled cart was constructed by Nicolas-Joseph Cugnot for the French army to transport cannons, but it could only run in twenty-minute bursts. An ‘improved’ version, built in 1771, overturned rounding a corner near the Place de la Madeleine in Paris and was promptly sequestered in the Arsenal in the interests of public safety.

Trevithick’s ‘Puffing Devil’ did not fare much better. A few days after its successful trip around the Camborne countryside, it broke down and was hauled off to a wooden shed. According to an eyewitness, the driver and passengers ‘adjourned to the hotel, and comforted their hearts with a roast goose and proper drinks, when, forgetful of the engine, its water boiled away, the iron became red hot, and nothing that was combustible remained, either of the engine or the house’.2
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The very ﬁrst automobiles, like this 1886 Benz Patent-Motorwagen, clearly showed their 'horseless carriage' origins. 

 

Perhaps thanks to this inauspicious beginning, the automobile was still in its infancy more than a century later, when the Peking–Paris took place. During the nineteenth century, focus had shifted to the development of first railways and then the bicycle, but eccentric, automotive-minded inventors in Europe – France and Germany, in particular – continued to make scattered breakthroughs. Etienne Lenoir and Gottlieb Daimler, for example, worked separately on developing fuel-powered engines in the 1860s and 1870s. However, it wasn’t until the late 1880s that the automobile gained real traction. On 29 January 1886, Karl Friedrich Benz, the son of a Mannheim engine driver, was granted a patent (number: DRP 37435) for a three-wheeler with a four-stroke internal combustion engine and integrated chassis, the world’s first production automobile. Two years later, Bertha, Benz’s wife and investor, would undertake an historic, sixty-five-mile journey from Mannheim to Pforzheim in an updated ‘Model III’ in what would prove a resounding publicity coup. Afterwards, she let it be known that as well as securing fuel from apothecaries along the way, who sold it as cleaning fluid, she had cleared the clogged fuel line with a hat pin, insulated the faulty ignition with her garter and devised the world’s first pair of brake pads – made from leather obtained from a cobbler – when the original solid wooden ones wore down.

Benz began selling his automobiles in 1888. By 1895, around 500 from various makers had been sold in Europe, and American inventors, including Charles and Frank Duryea, were starting to exhibit prototypes. Early models were still explicitly ‘horseless carriages’, constructed exactly like horse-drawn vehicles with an engine in place of an animal. It was not until 1901, when Benz moved the engine under the bonnet of one of his models, that the automobile developed its own identity.3

These pioneering years laid the groundwork for the way the industry would develop and how people would ultimately view the automobile. From the beginning, this would contain a slew of contradictions. The automobile was simultaneously the ultimate luxury consumer good and a practical invention, capable of hauling great loads and transporting people in comfort, cleanliness and safety from A to B. It was also redolent of risk, adventure, romance, masculinity and a rugged spirit of independence. To drive one was to harness a machine capable of catastrophe at any moment. From the beginning, brands adroitly harnessed this contradiction, parlaying it into outrageous publicity stunts and lucrative sales.

At the turn of the century only a small, elite minority owned an automobile. In 1906 Woodrow Wilson, president of the United States, accused motorists of spreading ‘Socialistic feeling’, claiming that for ordinary Americans ‘they are a picture of arrogance of wealth with all its independence and carelessness’.FN2 Since hygiene and presentation were important to this class, advertisements often emphasised the relative cleanliness of a marque. Graceful maidens attired in spotless gowns and veiled hats were shown as passengers or drivers. While speed and dependability were trumpeted, aesthetics mattered too. The Mors was ‘The Silent Car’; the Spyker, ‘dustless’. Similar attributes were also major selling points for steam and electric cars. ‘NO SHOCKS IN STARTING OR STOPPING. NO NOISE. NO SMELL’ read one advertisement for a Rexer Steam Car.4

Yet, while some manufacturers and users saw automobiles as essentially ‘domesticated’ – clean, safe and soothing extensions of affluent private households – to many others danger and disreputability were part of the allure.

Michelin, the likely suppliers of the Spyker’s tyres during the Peking–Paris, were masters of exploiting such marketing opportunities.FN3 Founded in 1830, the firm was a global industrial success story by the turn of the century. In 1906, their total sales were 37 million francs. Michelin was aspirational, taking care to associate their products with modernity, speed, progress and rakish male sociability. Daring race victories on Michelin tyres were highlighted in newspapers and magazines to demonstrate their reliability and endurance. A brand mascot – Bibendum, also known as the Michelin Man – was conceived as a conspicuous bon vivant, depicted puffing away on cigars and enjoying good food and the company of beautiful women. In France, the firm appealed to buyers’ patriotism by positioning themselves as a uniquely successful national brand, and stoked their potential consumer base by encouraging car ownership and tourism using their Michelin area guides, founding a tourist office and advocating politically on behalf of car users.5

In addition to direct advertising, Michelin were adept at using print media in subtler ways too. In 1900, the firm helped finance L’Auto-Vélo, a new sports magazine, aimed at expanding and glamorising the motoring and cycling market, even if Michelin was not always directly mentioned. Three years later, the newly abbreviated L’Auto sponsored the first Tour de France amidst a shower of publicity. In 1907, the publication engaged Georges Cormier, driver of one of the De Dion-Boutons, as their Peking–Paris correspondent.

When motoring sports and events appeared in early specialist magazines and newspaper motoring pages, they generated reams of surprisingly unflattering coverage, focusing on the difficulties and mishaps. Narratives of the Peking–Paris – even those sponsored by automotive brands – were typical. Attention was lavished on the hardships the motorists endured and the obstacles they overcame: the slow pace, getting soaked through when it rained, encounters with recalcitrant inn owners and hostile cart drivers, and above all, the mud that would encrust and begrime the long-distance traveller.

The dirt, odours, elbow grease and even brute force involved were as much part of the automobile’s glamour as its contradictory promise of clean, seamless transport. Struggles were a point of pride for early motorists, especially in hindsight. Hiram Percy Maxim, an American engineer in the 1890s and early 1900s, fondly reminisced in 1937: ‘One wore old clothes and carried a full assortment of tools and spare parts when one ventured forth in horseless-carriage days.’ One former Model T owner proudly described the cussedness of the car’s transmission as ‘half metaphysics, half sheer friction’.

In some instances, inventions that might have made automobiles more user-friendly were resisted, most famously when it came to methods of starting them. All the Peking–Paris vehicles were equipped with crank handles. These were inserted into a small hole at the front of the car and sharply turned to start the engine, at which point the driver could remove the handle, get in the car and set off. Although this sounds simple, they were temperamental, inconvenient and even dangerous. Often requiring two or three turns and a certain knack to catch, the handles could kick back unpredictably as the engine fired up. Stories about broken wrists, arms and jaws abounded. A columnist for Motor magazine vented his feeling about cranking in 1911, calling it ‘the most humiliating requirement that still remains for the driver of a machine’ and, in a shower of heart-felt plosives, a ‘needless producer of perspiration, profanity and pernicious contusions’.6

Engines in electric automobiles had been switched on from the driver’s seat for years, and electric ignitions for combustion engines were patented in 1903 and 1911. However, it would take nearly a decade for them to become standard. (Some vehicles, especially utility ones, were still routinely being sold with a crank-handle option into the 1970s.) Strangely, their ease of use seems to have contributed to their slow adoption, as along with other easier-to-use starters, they were associated by manufacturers and the general public alike with electric vehicles and female drivers, which undermined motoring machismo.

Many automotive firms, including Opel, Peugeot, Rover, Pirelli and Michelin, drew much of their initial experience from the world of bicycles, where they had faced similar challenges. After 1885, when the ‘safety bicycle’ was invented (as an alternative to earlier, more dangerous designs including the penny-farthing, or high-wheel model), the popularity of cycling exploded. Manufacturers presented them to potential buyers as a form of transportation and as a symbol of emancipation, electrifying modernity and the new ethos of speed. They placed advertisements, founded specialist publications, sponsored clubs and lobby groups, and organised rallies, exhibitions and other events.FN4 Bicycle races became popular and profitable spectator sports. The first city-to-city race, organised by Le Vélocipède Illustré and held in November 1869 between Paris and Rouen, was something of a sensation, with over 300 entrants (although only a hundred turned up and just thirty-four completed the course). The same route would be used, twenty-five years later, for the first motor trial.7

Even allowing for the fact that it was the first of its kind, Le Petit Journal’s 1894 eighty-mile Paris–Rouen motor trial was unconventional. A motley assemblage of 102 vehicles entered, fielding between them twenty different methods of propulsion. Steam squared up to compressed air; clockwork to gravity; petrol to a mechanism powered by pendulums. In the end, only twenty-five machines were deemed safe enough to compete. An early and inelegant De Dion-Bouton steam-powered entrant was among them, looking like a dog cart hitched to a tractor. It remained in the lead for the duration, crossing the finishing line in around six hours and forty-eight minutes.FN5 De Dion was denied first prize, however, on the grounds that his vehicle required, in addition to the driver, a stoker to shovel fuel into the engine. This was ruled impractical.8

The petrol engine was the true victor of the race. While most of the vehicles broke down at some point, all thirteen of the petrol-powered ones completed the course. Soon after, the De Dion-Bouton firm abandoned steam in favour of petrol and went on to be among the world’s foremost car manufacturers. The marquis helped found the Automobile Club de France and became a tireless motoring advocate, frequently in the pages of Le Matin. It was clear that races, rallies and similar exhibitions were powerful tools for the emerging industry. They were excellent at generating news coverage, not least because they were often sponsored or arranged by newspapers or magazines. America’s inaugural motor race, for example, which was modelled on the Paris–Rouen, was organised in 1896 by the Chicago Times-Herald. Motoring pioneers – including Émile Levassor, Marcel Renault, Frank Duryea and Henry Ford – raced their own automobiles as a way of attracting investors and generating name recognition. The events proved so popular and lucrative that they endured even as automobiles became commonplace.FN6, 9

From very early on, motor sports fell into two broad camps. The first were held on public roads, often between towns or cities, and were usually organised with great fanfare in the hopes of stoking international interest and ginning up sponsorship and advertising. The years following the Paris–Rouen saw dozens of such events. The Paris–Bordeaux–Paris (1895), the Chicago Times-Herald race (1895), Paris–Trouville (1899), the Gordon Bennett Cup (1900–1905) and the Paris–Vienna (1902). They were pell-mell affairs, with wildly varying criteria for entrants, idiosyncratic judging and often the expectation that competitors would stop for long, liquid luncheons together. In 1899, for example, a handicap race held in France pitted walkers, horsemen, cyclists, motorcyclists and cars against each other. Horses, incidentally, finished first and second.

During this time there was also an appetite for solo endeavours. Georges Cormier, a De Dion-Bouton driver during the Peking–Paris, undertook several journeys across Europe and into north Africa in the early 1900s, which he wrote about for French sporting publications. Far more notorious was an around-the-world trip undertaken in the spring of 1902 by Dr Edward Ernest Lehwess and Max Cudell. Their vehicle, an enormous, yellow 25 hp Panhard-Levassor bus modified into a motorhome, was christened the Passe Partout after the manservant in Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. The pair departed from Hyde Park Corner in London on 29 April to great fanfare, but made embarrassingly stately progress: it took them nine weeks to get past Berlin. That autumn, the Passe Partout would run into a snowdrift just outside Nizhny Novgorod and the trip was quietly abandoned.10

Although popular with the public, large automobile races proved less so with authorities, especially after the 1903 Paris–Madrid. Dubbed ‘The Bloody Race’ by Le Matin, it was a catastrophe, and is credited with putting a temporary stop to the tradition of large, inter-city races on public roads in western Europe. The 220-odd participants set off from Paris on 24 May 1903, watched by enormous crowds estimated to be around 2 million strong. Dry weather meant the roads were dusty and visibility was poor, while enthusiastic spectators crowded onto the roads and drivers seemed determined to set new speed records no matter how bad the conditions. Afterwards, even the most ardent elements of the motoring press would admit it was shambolic. In all, there were eight fatalities during the first day of racing and innumerable accidents, mechanical and technical faults. One car swerved to avoid a dog and instead hit a tree; another overturned on a rail crossing and caught fire, killing the chauffeur and three spectators. Marcel Renault, co-founder of the eponymous automobile company, missed a turn and was hurled from his open vehicle; he died two days later. The race was called off in disarray after the first stage by the French and Spanish governments and the surviving vehicles were towed in disgrace to the nearest railway stations by horses, forbidden from even having their engines started.11

The Peking–Paris was a kind of response to this debacle: since it began in China and the majority of the journey would run on quiet roads far away from populated areas, organisers were banking on there being fewer contestants and fewer embarrassing accidents. (This, as the entrants would learn for themselves, would prove a forlorn hope.)

The second kind of motor sport was, in some respects at least, more controlled. Held on privately owned land and, later, on dedicated tracks, they would evolve into circuit races such as Formula One. Brooklands, completed in July 1907 in Surrey, England, was the world’s first purpose-built oval racing circuit.FN7 Steeply banked, it provided a thrillingly modern arena for the new sport. Days after it opened, the pioneering motorist Selwyn Francis Edge completed a twenty-four-hour race there. Brooklands would also play host to the first person to cover a hundred miles in an hour and several land-speed records. Other historic tracks include the Knoxville Raceway in Iowa and the Milwaukee Mile – both originally built in the 1870s for horse racing – and the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, the second purpose-built circuit (and the first to be called a speedway).

From Bertha Benz to today’s Monte Carlo Rally, publicity and plenty of money have fuelled motors and motor sports. But the Peking–Paris came at an auspicious moment. From rackety beginnings and following a long gestation, automobiles were beginning to win over the sceptics. A race of this kind was a perfect vehicle for showcasing and drumming up public support for the technology after previous disappointments and disasters. The scope of the challenge and the ambitious, romantic route appealed to a wider and deeper audience. The industry that has been built up in the years since is a testament to this pioneering era. A 2021 study commissioned by the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) estimated motor sports’ annual gross output at 160 billion euros, responsible for generating 1.5 million paid jobs and involving well over 2.5 million participants.12
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Irkutsk – Tomsk

 

1–11 July

 

 

 

They say that when you have had two misfortunes in one day, a third one is sure to come.

Prince Scipione Borghese, Itala team

 

Although its expanding suburbs had long since crossed the river, the ancient heart of Irkutsk lay inside a sharp curve in the Angara River, forty miles west of Lake Baikal. Reflections of the many green and gilt-domed churches shimmered in the fast-flowing waters. The city boasted a large railway station, a series of wide shopping streets and a theatre. An imposing white structure with high walls and barred windows served as the central forwarding prison, through which millions of men and women passed on their way to their assigned place of exile.

Jeremiah Curtin, a big-bearded American ethnographer and collector of folk tales who visited in 1900, found Irkutsk something of a curiosity. Unusually for a Siberian town, many of its buildings were made of stone or brick rather than wood. And, although it dated back to the seventeenth century, much of it seemed new. (In fact, the few older edifices, including the prison, were survivors of a fire that had consumed three-quarters of the city over two days in July 1879.) Close to, its hasty rebuilding gave Irkutsk an irregular, dishevelled appearance. Nevertheless, it was the administrative capital of Eastern Siberia, a principal node in the country’s exile system and the home of many of the region’s wealthiest men. Socially, it consisted of an uneasy mix of government officials, brash gold-mining millionaires and tradespeople, many of whom were also exiles.FN1, 1

Bruised and battered from the accidents and near misses of Sunday, 30 June, Prince Borghese, Barzini and Guizzardi drove into Irkutsk the following evening. By now, all three had their assigned roles. The prince would secure lodgings, glad-hand local dignitaries and Peking–Paris committee representatives if there were any, purchase supplies and check their onward routes; Guizzardi would tend to the Itala and refuel; Barzini would head to the telegraph office and send off sundry reports. From Irkutsk, he dutifully praised their Italian Pirelli tyres – they had ‘stood the strain splendidly’ – and boasted that even after 1,500 miles ‘of the most impossible roads’, the Itala did ‘not require the least repair’. This was not entirely true. Earlier that day they had discovered that the brakes, damaged by the bridge fall, had engaged while they were driving, causing so much friction that the lubricating oil had caught fire. Flames were licking over the gearbox before the three men managed to douse them with water from a muddy ditch.

They allowed themselves a full day in the city to settle their nerves and repurchase anything that had not survived the fall through the bridge into the river or the drenching in motor oil. There was also – despite the natural inclinations of the prince, who rarely allowed others to call the shots – fun to be had. Hosted by Mr Radionoff, a wealthy merchant and enthusiastic member of the Russian Peking–Paris committee, Borghese and Barzini dined on caviar and champagne and toured the nightspots of the Paris of Siberia, staying out well past dawn.

Guizzardi, meanwhile, attended to the Itala. Excess baggage and equipment were discarded, finally clearing the third seat for Barzini. A fire hose sloughed off the accumulated mud from the first twenty days of travel and a painter was engaged to write ‘Pechino–Parigi’ in white letters along the car’s weather-beaten paintwork.2

On 3 July, after their first lie-in of the race, the Italians left at eleven o’clock in the morning, accompanied by Mr Radionoff (who had invited himself to travel with them), bearing an enormous parcel of sandwiches to assuage their hangovers.FN2

Seven hours later, Collignon, Cormier, Bizac, Godard and du Taillis rolled into Irkutsk train station from Misovaya.FN3 The two De Dion-Boutons needed urgent repairs: water from the river crossings and rain had swollen the fibres of their clutch plates, which would now need replacing. But the Frenchmen also wanted to enjoy themselves, and the city wanted to make the most of its exotic and rather less formal visitors.

In addition to the city’s other amusements – and more to the tastes of Cormier, Collignon and Godard than the theatre or folk-dancing exhibitions Borghese and Barzini had visited – Irkutsk boasted a lively velodrome. There the Frenchmen were feted for two days straight with a series of banquets, as well as impromptu bicycle and motorcycle races – won on two occasions by Godard, who was insufferable in victory. Applause thundered around the track and the local military band struck up tune after martial tune. ‘People jostle to lift us up,’ du Taillis informed readers. ‘They want to carry us on their shoulders in triumph.’ The climax of this spectacle was a women’s motorcycle race. It was, according to du Taillis, ‘the graceful crowning moment of the evening’.3

 

On 7 July, the Itala and her crew had reached Krasnoyarsk while the two French and single Dutch vehicles, having squandered the time they had made up since crossing the Russian border, were 570 miles behind them near Cheremkhovo, a village half a day’s drive from Irkutsk. Already, the automobilists were beginning to feel heartily sick of Siberia, with its damp weather, bad tracks and dull food. Days melded into one another. Trees, tea, boiled eggs, dry biscuits, rain and mud. Du Taillis’s latest dispatch, in contrast to the chatty epistles sent from Irkutsk, began brusquely: ‘Progress is difficult.’ Barzini likewise remembered these days as ‘wet, dark, and sad. The hours went by and the miles went by, slowly . . . We were gloomy and almost resentful.’

Just outside Cheremkhovo, Godard and du Taillis, swaying along in their overladen, Harlequin-bright striped Spyker ahead of the two De Dion-Boutons, saw someone on the track motioning for them to stop. He was ‘a great devil . . . huge, with green eyes, a sparse but dishevelled beard and bushy hair’. The man, who the motorists took to be a shaman, wore a loose tunic buttoned at the shoulder, coarse long Siberian boots and a dingy, discoloured cap on his head that had once been red velvet. At the sight of this apparition the two men got the giggles. Once they had begun, they laughed until tears rolled down their cheeks.

Clearly this was not the greeting the Siberian had been hoping for. Face darkening, he ‘gesticulated like a man possessed, and advanced with threatening gestures’. Still chuckling, Godard reached down to engage the hand-operated clutch to drive off just as the man reached into the car and began yanking at levers.

‘What an old soak!’ Godard yelled. ‘I’ll put him in his place!’

Turning, he threw a wild punch. The shaman lost his balance and fell to his knees at the edge of the road. The next instant, the Spyker was back in gear and on the move, Godard’s hands gripping the wheel. Du Taillis swung round in his seat to see the man, still prone, raise ‘vengeful hands in our direction’. A few minutes later, seemingly without reason, the Spyker stopped dead without warning, as if its engine had been choked off by the shaman’s gesture.4

 

Siberia covers an area of more than 5 million square miles – almost 9 per cent of the earth’s land surface. It is twenty times the size of France; a third larger than the United States. In 1907 the population was miniscule, even after centuries of forced and voluntary migration. Samuel Turner, a British butter merchant and climber who visited in 1905, noted that the population was one-sixth that of Great Britain, or ‘somewhat less than that of Greater London’.5
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Many of the tracks the vehicles had to use through Siberia were little more

than mud slicks winding through forests and fields.

 

It would take the Italian team nine days to drive the 1,000-odd miles from Irkutsk to Tomsk through Nizhneudinsk and Krasnoyarsk. The less powerful French cars took four days longer to cover the same ground. The stricken Spyker did not make it at all, since it had to be towed by two horses back into Cheremkhovo and was diagnosed with a defective magneto, a vital part of the ignition system. Godard conferred with Cormier and Collignon and agreed that the two De Dion-Boutons should go on while Godard would hang back to try and fix the magneto or, if this proved impossible, telegraph Spyker and beg for a replacement. Du Taillis would stay with him.

The route to Tomsk took the remaining cars west-north-west. ‘The rough ascents enclosing the Baikal declined gradually until, changing into a gentle undulation, they became extinguished in the limitless plain of Central Siberia,’ giving Barzini the impression of ‘a vanishing storm’. They drove through hour upon hour of Siberian taiga, blanketed with dense, resinous pine forests, bisected by flashing rivers. The automobiles crossed the Yelovka, the Belaya, the Oka, the Ili and more. Few had bridges; most were plied by small ferries.

Every few miles they came across a clearing cut into the forest to make way for a village. A notice on a black and white pole would grandly announce its name, distance from its nearest neighbour and the number of inhabitants. Other than that, they all seemed the same. Surrounded by spreading skirts of pasture, rye and barley fields, they huddled in valleys, sheltered from winds that swept down from the icy tundra to the north. Simple fences penned in geese, pigs, chickens and horses that otherwise wandered freely among the houses. Constructed of unpainted wood, the cottages seemed from a distance to blend in with the bark of the surrounding forests. In marshy areas, they slowly subsided into the ground, lolling like old tombstones.

Driving through each, the cars sank up to their hubcaps in the mire that accumulated between the houses. Odours of old skins, resin and turpentine assailed their noses, woodsmoke cut with a base note of sewage. Windowsills were crowded with potted red geraniums. Horseshoes hung above doors or were set into thresholds. Bare-footed women in pale dresses stopped like actresses in a pastoral tableau – drawing water, picking mushrooms, scattering grain for hens – and stared at the automobiles. Some ran into their homes to hide. Others would slap their thighs and laugh until they cried at the sudden appearance of horseless carriages with their mud-caked crews in driving coats, hats and googles. Men would gather round and offer them vodka.FN4 When Cormier, at his most schoolmasterly, refused on behalf of his compatriots, the villagers would shrug, taking a nip themselves.6

This was the height of Siberia’s summer, usually a busy period for communities who depended on the land. This year, however, was a little different. The rasputitsa, a Russian term for the wet spring and autumn seasons when roads become impassable, was proving to be a drawn-out affair.FN5 Over the first few days of July, it was unseasonably cold. The competitors, in their open cars, found themselves ‘benumbed, although clad in furs’, but worse was to come. For the first 400 miles or so from Irkutsk conditions were relatively dry. ‘The roads are good,’ Barzini telegraphed from Nizhneudinsk, ‘and we are able to maintain an average speed of twenty miles an hour.’ But by the end of the first week, rain began to fall in earnest and seemingly without end, turning the tracks to sludge.

Even if conditions had been dry, the quiet road would have been challenging. De Windt, who travelled along it by tarantass, a private horse-drawn carriage, was scathing. It ‘would scarcely be called a road in any other country . . . I often wondered our tarantass did not come to pieces altogether long before reaching Tomsk.’ That had been before the railway had been built. A decade of neglect had not improved matters. In dry conditions, it was dusty, overgrown and riven with ruts. Cormier described it as being, at best, like a flowery meadow ‘where the grass often grows taller than our cars’ chassis. It is extremely unpleasant to drive in these conditions, without being able to see the ground, and feeling constantly apprehensive about falling into a hole.’ Entire days were spent in first gear. ‘We use second a few times,’ he recorded morosely.

As torrential rain set in, the surface turned to sludge. The cars sulkily rebelled against the conditions. They slipped, balked and skidded, tyres throwing up fans of viscous brown mud that beat back down over the occupants. In some places, felled branches and tree trunks had been laid over the surface to keep peasants’ carts from sinking. As Cormier’s De Dion-Bouton drove over them, its ‘axles knocked, the springs creaked and bent, the body of the car and its heavy load leapt from side to side. The engine snorted, slowed down, whinnied again.’

They were reduced to speeds that would have disgraced country carts hitched to the weariest of nags. Distances they expected to cover in a day took them three or four. ‘It is impossible to give any idea of what a Siberian road is like with such rain,’ Barzini wrote with fervour. ‘This black earth is, as it were, a pulp, into which for thousands of years the dead grasses have been worked . . . It is saturated with organic material, soapy, thin; when it is wet there is no more difficult feat than to walk on it keeping one’s balance. The car stopped on it and gave signs of the most deplorable rebellion against being guided. It turned round, it threw itself aside.’

After over an hour trying and failing to climb one incline slapstick-slick with mud, the Itala’s crew gave up and glumly sheltered from the rain in the home of a railway watchman. ‘Is summer always like this here?’ they asked. ‘There has not been a summer like this here within the memory of man,’ he replied as he calmly filled his pipe. ‘Never have we had such cold and such rain in July. It is impossible to work the fields . . . We shall have a hungry winter in Siberia.’

Guizzardi, terrified by the very idea of finding himself marooned in this dismal wilderness during a famine, wound a length of chain around the left-hand driving wheel. This gave the necessary traction but had the effect of picking up extraordinary amounts of mud, bits of wood, slime and stones, only to deposit the entire mass back over driver and passengers. They did not care: they were advancing at last. ‘The car speedily tackled that climb which had so often repelled us,’ Barzini crowed. ‘About halfway up the machine had a moment’s hesitation, but it was only a moment: the chain was digging into the ground like a claw.’7

With the rain, the woods and villages through which they drove became still more desolate and forbidding. Mosquitoes, scourge of Siberian summer, hung around men and beasts like whining shadows. Taking their cue from the locals, the motorists acquired long black netted veils that hung from the crowns of their heads to their heels. These, too, were soon spattered with dark mud.

The first weekend of July found the motorists, each thickly shrouded like a village matron at a funeral, wending their way through interminable forests. ‘Never,’ Barzini wrote, ‘even in the desert, did we feel the solitude so much as between these interminable barriers of shade flanking us on either side, shade that was made more dark and fearsome by the crepuscular light of the threatening heavens.’ Rain clouds sometimes plummeted to earth around them, occluding their sight so that the trees loomed out suddenly and ‘assumed bizarre, spectral forms, looking sometimes like the dim profile of a fantastic city, the sharp tops of conifers resembling the pinnacles of some gothic edifice’.8

Adding to the automobilists’ unease were warnings from officials they met and tales they heard whispered in the post houses: escaped convicts haunted the forests between Irkutsk and Tomsk. During the winter months they would try to survive living rough in the taiga, setting off westwards in the spring and summer. Over the second half of the nineteenth century, as the number of convicts and escapees increased so had the violence. In June 1845, an entire group of gold prospectors had been hunted down, robbed and slaughtered by four vagabonds. In another infamous case, several merchants and their families had been murdered. It was reported that each of the heads of the children had been crushed under the wheels of the travellers’ own carriages. When de Windt had travelled this route, in the 1880s, a family had been waylaid and shot just a few days previously. ‘Most of the victims are first stunned, and then their throats are cut. In no case of late has a traveller’s life been spared.’ Even local villagers were not immune. They habitually left food outside their houses at night to appease any escaped convicts who might be lurking in the area. Retribution if they failed to do so – usually in the form of arson – was common.9

About seventy miles from Krasnoyarsk, the Italians were driving between dense columns of trees when they saw a group of men in the track, carrying guns. Not knowing whether these were ‘sportsmen, runners of contraband, or perhaps the famous bandits’, they did not slow down to investigate, but floored the accelerator as far as the terrain would allow, jerking over ruts and branches and praying that their vehicle would keep moving despite the mud. The sight of the growling machine bucking its way towards them so unnerved the group that they ‘fled and buried themselves in the shrubs, whence they gazed at us with a terrified air. They were so completely stunned,’ Barzini joked, ‘that with perfect success we could have demanded their money or their lives.’10

 

If there had ever been any doubt, the section of road from Irkutsk to Tomsk drove the point home: the Peking–Paris was turning into a rout. Barzini’s venturesome reports printed every two or three days in the Corriere della Sera and Daily Telegraph gave the impression of inexorable forward motion despite all obstacles, their path onward eased by the liberal application of the prince’s fortune.

On 8 July, the Itala and her crew reached the banks of one river whose ferry had sunk in floods a few days previously. The prince, undaunted in his long, waxed driving coat and brimmed hat, called on the chief of the local village. Venerable and white-bearded, wearing a long jacket of embroidered velvet, the chief gravely studied the official ukase documents the prince presented to him. A crowd gathered around the men and began discussing the problem of getting the car across the river. ‘Soon the village was mobilised, and the peasants, armed with axes, ropes, buckets, and poles, marched to the riverbank.’ The ferry was hauled up from the depths, bailed out and a ramp up to it ‘rapidly constructed with the extraordinary skill which the Russian peasants display in wood-working’. By noon they were crossing the river, the entire operation having lasted three hours.

A few days later, in a village on the final approach to Tomsk, the mud was so deep that the automobile had to be hitched to five draught horses. ‘Two moujiks [peasants], formerly in the artillery, mounted the leaders, and we were carried along at a brisk trot for a good distance, the postilions using their nagaikas [short, thick whips] and the whole population witnessing our triumphal progress.’ They reached Tomsk – the best part of 2,500 miles from Peking – on the evening of 11 July, a month after their departure.11

Du Taillis, meanwhile, remained ominously quiet. Telegrams sent on 8 July and published on the 10th confirmed that the Spyker was experiencing mechanical faults; that the weather over the previous few days had made driving supremely difficult; and that the two De Dion-Boutons were going on ahead, the small French flags attached to their bonnets now tattered, muddy and forlorn. The telegrams were sent from Nizhneudinsk, a village halfway between Irkutsk and Krasnoyarsk and fully 600 miles behind the Italians.

Four days later, a place-holding article from an anonymous journalist vainly tried to distract from the silence with banalities: ‘They have covered 3,222 kilometres [2,000 miles] in thirty-one days; they still have 8,058 to go.’ Intriguingly, this article also included a brief telegram from Cormier, nominally the correspondent for L’Auto: ‘We are being devoured by mosquitoes. We are continuing on to Krasnoyarsk, which is 300 kilometres [186 miles] from Kansk.’12

This was hardly edge-of-your-seat reporting, nor was it the easy French triumph envisaged by Le Matin and other Peking–Paris backers, especially the powerful Marquis de Dion. Behind the scenes, the organising committee scrambled to regain control of the narrative and prevent national humiliation. This latter emotion was being stoked by the Italian racing driver Felice Nazzaro, who was in the process of demolishing the French – until now ‘the aristocracy of the world of automobilism’ – in the 1907 Grand Prix season. Nazzaro’s most recent triumph had been a particularly sore one, coming as it had in front of a sulky French audience at Dieppe on 2 July. The band at the event vented their feelings by quietly sagging through the Italian national anthem during the prize-giving ceremony and then – fervently, defiantly – blasting out the Marseillaise. ‘If there were any further need,’ a French journalist fumed, ‘to demonstrate the uselessness and absurdity of speed races, the results [at Dieppe] provide ample evidence. An Italian driver, Nazzaro, in an Italian Fiat car, won the race.’13

Back in Russia, a rapid fire of telegrams lit up the network of wires between Paris and Siberia. Du Taillis – the Parisian organising committee insisted – must abandon the Dutch Spyker and her ne’er-do-well driver and immediately take the train to Krasnoyarsk to take up a place with the two De Dion-Boutons in order to continue reporting. This would mean the end of the road for Italian sportswriter Edgardo Longoni, who would now be out of a seat, but too bad. He had not made much of an impression and, since the Parisian newspaper was the instigator of the Peking–Paris, their journalist must take precedence. Besides, the De Dion-Boutons were now the only French cars in the race: France’s honour depended on them.FN6, 14

As a sop to his bosses, du Taillis’s next dispatch, sent from Krasnoyarsk on 13 July, was longer than usual and full of lively colour. He told the story about the mysterious ‘shaman’ and the consequences for the Spyker, making a visible effort to paint Godard in a flattering, even heroic light. The reason for his efforts to defend the wayward driver soon became clear. On hearing of Godard’s plan to take the car by train to Tomsk to get the magneto fixed, a stern message was sent by Georges Bourcier Saint-Chaffray, head of the Peking–Paris committee: ‘Tell the competitors that anyone taking the train would risk absolute disqualification.’FN7 Du Taillis, keenly aware that he owed Godard his life after what had happened in the Gobi, covered for him. ‘Godard is willing to go back. He will return by train to the stopping point . . . and will repeat the journey by road as soon as the magneto has been repaired.’ Despite the journalist’s efforts, as mid-July approached, Godard was on the brink of being thrown out of the race.15
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