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Chapter One

Holiday
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The newsboys of New York could hardly wait for February 12 in 1908. It may have been just another Wednesday to some people, but not to the urchins and orphans who swarmed over the sidewalks every morning to hawk the World or the Sun, the Herald, the Tribune, or the Times, fanning out again in the afternoon to sell the Press, the Telegram, the Globe, Mail, and Evening World. In the days before broadcasting, the news of the world didn’t move any faster than the sweaty little boys who carried it—but they didn’t waste a second. They couldn’t. A big city had a couple of dozen newspapers in 1908. And what is more, the leading papers issued four or five editions per day. It was a daily deluge that made newsboys run as fast as they could with each succeeding bundle of papers, getting rid of the old news just before the new news came along.

When the day finally came to a close, New York City’s orphan newsboys could look forward to decent surroundings at the Newsboys’ Lodging House on Chambers Street in Lower Manhattan. On February 12 in 1908 about three hundred of them were also looking forward to a special feast for Lincoln’s Birthday: turkey, cranberry sauce, celery, potatoes, turnips, pie, and coffee, all courtesy of a patron named Delano Weekes.

Robert T. Lincoln, the son of the sixteenth president, was on the list of guests invited to share the newsboys’ bounty. As a resident of Chicago, he’d already sent his regrets, though. So had another Union leader’s son—one with a less convincing excuse. George B. McClellan, namesake of Lincoln’s early favorite among Yankee generals, was the mayor of New York City in 1908. Bookish and a little vague under the best of circumstances, McClellan had a long list of appearances to make on Lincoln’s Birthday, and he sent word in advance that Chambers Street wasn’t among them.

In the early morning, while the newsies were bleating for business and wondering just exactly what kind of pie they’d be having later on for dessert, the next round of headlines was sprouting all around them. In Brooklyn, a twenty-eight-year-old tailor from Italy lay dying; he had been shot five times by the mafia, which was surging to new heights of influence in 1908, dumbfounding even hardened Americans with its capacity for violence. “The Black Hand wrote to me demanding money,” the tailor was telling police early that morning from his deathbed, “and I refused. Last night, they sent two men after me. They got me.”

He wasn’t the only one in trouble. The organizers of the Grande Redoute Rose—the Pink Ball—were under siege from all of the women on the guest list who didn’t happen to own a pink gown, and who couldn’t get one in time for the February 14 dance. The committee spent the morning debating whether or not to allow white.

No one in New York, however, or anywhere else, had a worse day than John J. Grant, a printer by trade. He swallowed poison, slit his wrists, and then jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge—and lived. As soon as he was rescued, he was arrested.

Because schools, government offices, brokerages, and other businesses were closed for Lincoln’s Birthday, the stores were crowded right from the start. Macy’s celebrated its fiftieth anniversary by putting nearly everything on sale, selling eight-rib umbrellas for $5.00 each. Anyone who bought one could have brought it home in a bag, though; the morning was perfectly clear, with temperatures in the mid-thirties. Automobiles were also on sale in mid-February. “This is bargain time,” confided one agency in boldface type in the newspaper. Those who believed it could visit the showroom on Broadway north of Times Square, the same neighborhood in which most of New York’s car dealerships were located.

The Broadway Mammoth Automobile Exchange, on Fifty-sixth Street near Broadway, about ten blocks up from Times Square, declared in its own ad, “Swell rich man’s cars can now be bought cheaper than inferior new ones.” Since swell rich men at the time were paying between $6,000 and $12,000, equivalent to about $150,000 to $300,000 today, there was some incentive to look for an overlay. “Pierce-Arrow, $850,” advertised Broadway Mammoth. “Thomases, all models, 1905, 1906, 1907, $600 to $1,500.” One reason for the drastic depreciation in price was that a car in those days didn’t have a long life on the road; after about ten thousand miles, a customer was presumed to have had his or her money’s worth. But then, it would take the average customer three years to log as many as ten thousand miles in 1908.

In practical terms, the typical secondhand Thomas in the Broadway Mammoth lot had progressed a mere seven blocks, since the Thomas Agency, where the new cars were sold, occupied a building on Broadway at Sixty-third Street. A New Yorker out walking on the brisk morning of the twelfth couldn’t fail to notice the Thomas Agency. Nearly every inch of its four-story facade was draped in decoration, with banners at every window. Something special was in the air—along with the flapping of a great many flags. All down Broadway, the buildings were decked out in colors and patriotic signs. Lew Dockstader, a popular comedian, was inspired by the display to assume the persona of Abraham Lincoln taking a walk in New York: “I was much surprised as well as gratified when I arrived in New York,” he said, “to find myself so well-heralded. I walked up Broadway, and flying from many hotel fronts I noticed bunting and flags telling the glad news that I was here.” But then Dockstader’s Mr. Lincoln finished by adding, in a rather perplexed way, “Someone just told me that the decorations were not for me—but for a car race.”

The crowds gathering on Broadway all morning were not out to honor Abe Lincoln, either. They were on the avenue to catch sight of the start of the New York-to-Paris Automobile Race. There would only be one—one race round the world, one start, and one particular way that, for the people who lived through it, the world would never be the same. The automobile was about to take it all on: not just Broadway, but the farthest reaches to which it could lead. On that absurdity, the auto was about to come of age.

“By ten o’clock,” reported the Tribune, “Broadway up to the northernmost reaches of Harlem looked as though everybody was expecting the circus to come to town.” The excitement was generated by the potential of the auto to overcome the three challenges most frustrating to the twentieth century: distance, nature, and technology. First, distance: in the form of twenty-two thousand miles of the Northern Hemisphere, from New York west to Paris. Second, nature: in seasons at their most unyielding. And third, the very machinery itself, which would be pressed hard by the race to defeat itself. Barely twenty years old as a contraption and only ten as a practical conveyance, the automobile couldn’t reasonably be expected to be ready to take on the world. But there were men who were ready and that was what mattered.

The six cars entered in the race were parked in Times Square, facing out of the wide end of the triangle formed by Forty-third Street, Seventh Avenue, and Broadway (which slashes diagonally across Seventh Avenue). For the moment, the cars were separated from the rest of the world by a crowd of a thousand people, who not only wanted to see the start, but touch it. After nine o’clock, another thousand or more pressed into Times Square every five minutes.

“The crowd was one of the worst that the police have had to handle in years,” reported the Globe. “It was one black mass.” Three hundred policemen were on hand all morning, charged mainly with keeping a one-lane road open along the route laid out for the cars. If the crowd had its way, after all, the cars would never budge. When a gaggle of women waiting in front of the Cadillac Hotel on Broadway at Forty-third Street grew too merry and spilled over the curb, a detachment of mounted police arrived in seconds to herd them back.

Times Square wasn’t yet a theater district in 1908, but a neighborhood of hotels, watched over by the New York Times Building, the lone skyscraper in the middle of it all, and the source of its name. Ultimately, the race was to head north out of the city. But for the six racecars facing the Times Building across Forty-third Street, the route started south on Broadway for a block, making a turn around the base of the square, before heading north up Seventh Avenue to the intersection at Forty-fifth Street where crooked Broadway barged into Times Square. The cars would then follow Broadway out of the city.

In the square, the north-south avenues were lined by a double row of cars, two hundred of them in all colors and sizes. Their owners had received special permission to accompany the racers at the start, and for that purpose each had been assigned an immensely valuable parking space well in advance. Once the six racers started moving, the enthusiasts were to peel away from the curb in their autos and join the convoy.

By 10:30, the crowd surrounding the racecars numbered fifty thousand. In photographs taken from high up in the Times Building, the scene looked as though a blanket had been spread over the square, a blanket made up of black overcoats. Faces popped up out of the black, looking every which way to see something of the cars or the spectacle they had created. Even those people who couldn’t see the racers at the starting line could smell gasoline. All the while, the music of a brass band filled the air.

Celebrities had a special place, as they always do in New York. A grandstand had been erected directly across Forty-third Street from the cars, so that those on it would have a view both of the start and of the cars as they made their way up Seventh Avenue, after the initial lap of the square. In the meantime, the celebrities could see the cars, and the crowd could see the celebrities. Colgate Hoyt was bustling back and forth on the grandstand, a solidly built man recognizable by his thick moustache and the thin hairline just then disappearing over the horizon of his head. Originally from Cleveland, Hoyt specialized in railroad finance—and good connections. His wife, Lida, was a niece of General William T. Sherman, and he counted John Rockefeller and steel magnate Charles Schwab among his closest friends. Robust by nature, Hoyt was on the board of directors of the Aero Club of America, a group dedicated to the airplane, which had been invented only five years before. The club was so riddled with infighting that a wit of the day credited it with originating aerial warfare. At the time of the race, Hoyt was also president of the Automobile Club of America, and that gave him a place on the grandstand.

Jefferson DeMont Thompson was there, too. A developer and landlord, Thompson was not as rich as Hoyt, but he was likewise interested in airplanes and automobiles and was a member of all the concomitant clubs. Thompson was also in the much more rarified Motor Scooter Club of America, the scooter of 1908 being a vehicle for use on ice whenever people couldn’t toy with their yachts. Thompson served as president of the Broadway Association, which guided the development of the Times Square neighborhood, and so his place on the grandstand was practically deeded.

Keeping to themselves on the grandstand were Miss Theodora Shonts, the most famous young woman in New York in mid-February 1908, and her friends from France, the Duc de Chaulnes, the Duchesse d’Uzes, Prince Galitzine, Baron Louis de Conde, and the Baron de la Boullere. They were not in black overcoats, but in as much fur as they could arrange around themselves. In Paris, the Duc de Chaulnes was known as a penniless boulevardier who was always trying to get himself married to a rich girl. But in New York, he had finally crossed his own finish line. Engaged to the very rich Theodora Shonts, he was the toast of the town, regaled as the veritable heir to the mantle of Charlemagne. Theodora was the most envied woman in the city, standing with her arm draped through that of the duc she’d brought home from Paris. No one knew or cared that the Duc de Chaulnes had owed his tailor $1,345 since 1901. Nor did the throngs pointing out the duc to one another in Times Square know that he had gone on a morphine binge just before leaving Paris—and that, purely for love of Theodora or possibly in fear of her father, he had made it a long, unrestrained bender that lasted for days. With that, he had sworn off drugs forever.

The race was due to begin at 11:00 A.M., when Mayor McClellan was scheduled to fire the starting pistol. As the time drew near, some observers detected a somber atmosphere bestilling the crowd, as bystanders looked at the racers and realized just how treacherous a trip lay in store for them. Everyone couldn’t be contemplative, though. “Send me a cake of ice from Siberia,” shouted one observer. “See you in Paris,” exclaimed another. Not all of the comments were even in English.

Some people were in Times Square to see history—or at least news—in the making; some to join in the celebration of automobile sport. Some were only there to catch sight of the duc and future duchesse. But many of those who cheered loudest were caught in a patriotic fever, brought on by the sight of the German, Italian, or French entries. Or the American one. The New York-to-Paris Race struck them all as a holiday that was set to move west across the world. Excitement would well up wherever the race arrived; a person had only to look up from an average day to see it and hear it and get jostled in the streets by it. That’s what was happening in Times Square on February 12, 1908.

“Undoubtedly the sternest test of men and machines that has ever been undertaken,” reflected an editorial in the New York Times. “This stupendous undertaking is almost on a par with the dash for the pole,” observed the Baltimore American. “It shows how deeply seated the spirit of adventure and of emulation is in the human race.”

The Denison (Iowa) Bulletin was more practical. “You think that automobile race doesn’t amount to anything?” the editor would write. “Well, now, how much more have you thought about and studied autos the past few weeks than you ever did before? And what you have been doing 50,000,000 other people have been doing also, and of that fifty millions, many have the money to spend for machines of their own. See?”

A person along the way in Kendallville, Indiana, would express the spirit of the New York-to-Paris Race best of all, holding up a sign for the benefit of the racers, reading, “Good Luck in the Kendallville-to-Paris Race!”

The race would be new, as long as it kept moving, and so would the people it passed.

With the start set for 11:00, the police in New York began clearing a path, once and for all, using their billy clubs to press the crowd back onto the sidewalks. “They pushed and shoved,” reported the New York Globe, “until they succeeded in making a lane about thirty feet wide up the square and Broadway.” Just before the top of the hour, members of the Automobile Club of America formally inspected the cars, and then F. J. Wagner, the official starter, made sure they were lined up evenly, as though he were absolutely determined that no entrant steal the advantage of a foot or two at the outset of twenty-two thousand miles. In truth, he was more sternly directed by the photographers than the race officials.

At 11:00 on the dot, a horn blasted a long, shrill note, and when it stopped, the square was quiet. The band struck up the “Marseillaise.” That was a cue. A man at the front of one of the three French cars jerked the handcrank and started the engine. One by one, the national anthems played and the cars revved up. Apart, the engines were loud. Together, the six of them made a noise that pounded through the air, growing bigger than any of the buildings that had been looking down on them. People wiped tears from their eyes, either stirred by the moment or else vibrated to the point of springing leaks. And yet, when Wagner approached the lineup and said to the teams, “All right?” his voice was, in the words of one of the entrants, “as clear and distinct in the enormous square as if he were talking in a small closed room.”

The drivers—even those who didn’t speak English—replied, in unison, “All right!”

With that, Wagner turned to the grandstand. And with that, no one knew what to do, because Mayor McClellan had yet to arrive. The .22-caliber pistol provided for the great moment lay on a table, while the dignitaries and celebrities stood around it, trying not to look confused. They were entirely confused, though, and after a few minutes, so were fifty thousand other people. The mayor’s assistants peered hopefully into the crowd for some sign of the boss. The drivers worked the throttles on their cars. Policemen dug in and kept up the pressure against the surging crowd. And then Colgate Hoyt leapt forward, grabbed the gun, and shot it into the air. At precisely 11:14, the racers started to move, and the cheering even drowned out the engines.


 
Chapter Two

A Race Course
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Oberlieutenant Hans Koeppen of the Fifteenth Prussian Infantry didn’t know much about automobiles when the New York-to-Paris Race was announced in late November 1907. His favorite sport was tennis. And in terms of transportation, he was more at home on a horse than in a car, but that didn’t stop him from taking part in the first of the prerace formalities: widespread speculation as to who would enter. At German army headquarters, known as General Staff, where Koeppen was posted, his fellow officers insisted that a German car, either a Benz or a Daimler, would undoubtedly and almost necessarily finish first. Benz or Daimler: that was the only question. Daimler or Benz. Koeppen couldn’t add much to that particular discussion, though. The two were just names to him.

Most Germans were in the same fog. Their country delighted in building vehicles but barely knew what to do with them next. Benz, for example, produced magnificent automobiles but sold more of them in France than at home. It wasn’t a question of price. Inexpensive cars like Opel trickled gamely into the German market. It was more a matter of contentment with things just the way they were.

Hans Koeppen, for one, didn’t miss having a car. And anyone would think that he was leading an utterly charmed life. He’d grown up near Hanover, a pastoral part of Germany, the only child of a retired army colonel and his wife. At seventeen, Koeppen followed in his father’s footsteps and joined the Prussian army. Coursework and training came easily to him and he was selected for a post on the General Staff. All by itself, a rank in the Prussian army made Koeppen a busy man in Berlin in 1907, peppered with invitations to balls and outings, tennis matches to his heart’s content, and excursions to the mountains or the sea. There was always something to do in Berlin in those years, especially among the elite who drew Oberlieutenant Koeppen into their circle.

A solidly built six-footer, Koeppen sometimes wore a moustache, which, with his close-cropped dark hair and rather straight bearing, should have lent him the severity so much in vogue among junior officers—Prussian ones, in particular. But there was nothing severe about Hans Koeppen, at least nothing that showed itself in and around Berlin in 1907.

Humorous by nature and polite to a fault, Lieutenant Koeppen was, after all, a soldier in peacetime, whose lot was to study the defeats of the past, while enjoying the fruits of its victories. Though the world in which he grew up, the old Germany, wouldn’t last long into the twentieth century, it cast a certain glow with its aura of plenty, of heavy dinners and light conversation, and schools, factories, scientists, and hospitals without equal in the world—holidays without equal, either, and concerts for free, lectures for all, and fairs; hard work but not long hours. For a young officer it made for the most pleasant life imaginable, or it should have, until the New York-to-Paris Automobile Race was announced.

Koeppen’s initial interest in the race wasn’t sporting, despite the fact that he was a good athlete himself. It was purely patriotic and, in that, there was a kind of severity that even Koeppen didn’t realize he possessed, that even easygoing fellows can have when they turn a corner to see that they are no longer merely wanted, but actually needed.

The frustration in Germany, such as it was in relation to automobile racing, was that no German car had participated in the arduous Peking-to-Paris Race, which had captured the attention of Europe over the summer of 1907. The whole idea for the New York-to-Paris Race grew out of the excitement left over by the Peking race. The Italians had been in it; the French, and even the Dutch, had had an entry, but not the Germans. That was about all that Hans Koeppen knew about automobile racing of any kind.

When the Peking-Paris Race was first suggested in January 1907, it was largely intended as a slap at track races, which were then just taking hold. “The supreme use of the automobile is that it makes long journeys possible,” Paris’s Le Matin newspaper proclaimed. “. . . But all we have done is make it go round in circles.”

“What needs to be proved,” Le Matin insisted, “is that as long as a man has a car he can do anything and go anywhere. Anywhere. Yes, anywhere.”

In principle, the automobile was limitless. It didn’t need rails as a train did, and it didn’t need to rest, as a horse would. The only thing it did seem to need as of 1907 was more time. The very first road vehicle powered by an internal combustion engine—a Benz—had made its debut in 1886. More of a three-wheeled motorcycle than anything resembling a car, it did not so much launch the automobile age as end almost a hundred years of tinkering in which various inventors mounted power plants onto wheels, pushing the result onto the road. Any one of a half dozen such conveyances could be cited as “the first car,” but the Benz was the one that finally amounted to something, inspiring others, especially with the versatility of the internal combustion engine. Progress was slow in the beginning, as automobile enthusiasts were regarded as juvenile, at best. When Albert de Dion, a French count, announced his intention to build automobiles in France in the 1880s, his family committed him to a rest home.

What eventually started the revolution was not science, anyway, but commerce. The invention may have been born in 1886, but the much vaunted automobile age should properly be traced to 1892, when a French manufacturer issued a catalog of its current models. That simple, nontechnical act was the start of the industry, of makers selling cars on the open market: not to sympathetic neighbors or to fellow engineers, but to total strangers, of which the world offered a practically infinite supply. Competition immediately stretched up and out to find them. Boasting followed, in order to keep them.

As the center of the world’s automaking in 1900, France was also out in front in boasting, an activity that led directly to the staging of city-to-city races there. Competitors drove at a frantic pace from one point to another—from Paris to the city of Bordeaux, for example—in some of the most sizzling race action ever seen. French roads were exceptionally good, due to the country’s mild weather and engineering tradition, so drivers lived the dream of going as fast as they wanted, or could, over varied terrain. Auto-racers were hailed as pioneers for going 30 or even 40 mph, but nineteenth-century cows, dogs, and pedestrians proved less successful in facing traffic at those speeds. Race fans enthusiastically judged city-to-city races according to the average miles per hour of the winners. Everyone else, however, judged each race by how many bystanders had been killed along the way.

After France outlawed city-to-city races within its borders, going round and round in circles came into fashion. Closed tracks sprang up, and fast cars were banished to them. Le Matin and a great many fans, however, never quite relegated themselves to that new reality or to the fake challenge of racing in a tea saucer. To them, anywhere meant a lot of things, but one thing it didn’t mean was nowhere.

“Is there anyone who will undertake to travel this summer from Paris to Peking by automobile?” challenged Le Matin on January 31, 1907. Most people who read Le Matin that morning were amused with the notion, but declined the invitation. China didn’t have many cars then—fewer than two hundred in the whole country—and as to the rest of the Asian part of the course, Mongolia didn’t have any cars and neither did central Russia. Although local tribespeople riding in carts might not have noticed it, the roads in those countries were unfit for automobiles, being narrow, rutted, and, in many cases, barely detectable. What the three countries did offer in abundance were bridgeless rivers, nameless swamps, and desert plains. And mountains.

The rumor was that the Peking-to-Paris challenge originated with Albert de Dion, the early automobilist. He had not only outlived his doubting relatives, but inherited his father’s title of marquis along the way. In 1907, Marquis de Dion was a highly respected businessman, presiding as a founding father over French automaking and racing. At fifty-one, he was almost entirely bald, with a square face, kindly eyes, and a wide moustache that curved to a point at the ends. De Dion was the head of France’s largest car company, producing opulent cars that carried his name throughout the world. If Peking-to-Paris (the route had been reversed early in the planning) wasn’t the marquis’s idea, he was at least quick to embrace it, writing to Le Matin to say that his cars would participate, if any others would. “This is a real Jules Verne affair,” de Dion mused. “But nothing is impossible.”

In helping to sell the public on the idea of the Peking race, de Dion was probably only repeating the pitch just as he got it from his most vociferous employee: his nephew, Bourcier St. Chaffray. Compact and dapper, St. Chaffray was a lively Frenchman and a very witty one. Certainly he was facile. No matter how fast a car could go in 1907, Bourcier St. Chaffray could go even faster in the melee of the average conversation. Tossing off implications for others to pick up and embrace as facts, he left the general impression that he had been involved in practically every long-distance race ever organized. One way or another, he was an insider within race circles and served as the emissary between Marquis de Dion and Le Matin during the running of Peking-Paris. Clean-shaven at a time when most European men had moustaches, St. Chaffray had short, dark hair, large, expressive eyes, a thin Gallic mouth—and ears like jug handles. Except for his ears, he was at least streamlined. It was St. Chaffray who convinced the marquis to enter two cars in the Peking-to-Paris event, with company-sponsored teams to drive them. The marquis agreed, but only if other cars entered, too.

Almost immediately, a competitor stepped up in the form of a handsome race driver named Auguste Pons, who would be in command of a little three-wheeled car called a Contal. Dark in complexion, with deep-set eyes, Auguste Pons presented even in repose an expression chiseled with intent—what would later be termed a “game face.” Probably because Contal was the only company that would agree to sponsor him, Pons was zealous in his insistence that a flyweight three-wheeler was indeed the very car to take on a six-thousand-mile journey across two continents. On close inspection, the Contal he would take to Peking was little more than a motorcycle with two wheels in the front, and a bucket seat for a passenger positioned between them. With a little jimmying, two or three Contals might fit in the backseat of one big De Dion, but Pons was young, and, moreover, he was a mountain of muscle, which might just insulate his bones from the jarring effect of a motortrike ride across Asia. Pons was also impetuous, winning track victories through sheer fearlessness as he darted through any glimmer of an opening, surrounded by tons of speeding iron on every side.

Drivers like Pons will always need luck, not so much to win races, but to survive them. What was surprising about Pons’s choice of a profession, and his decision to enter the arduous Peking event, was that he had a wife and two little girls at home. (One of his daughters, Lily Pons, would grow up to become the most beloved opera star of the 1930s.) Even a charming family couldn’t make Auguste Pons stay home, though. He meant to drive.

The fourth entrant in the Peking race was a mysterious Burgundian named Charles Godard. Stocky but fit, he was neither average-looking nor particularly attractive at first glance, with features that were large and mismatched. That didn’t stop Godard from putting himself in the center of attention, whenever possible. If his face wasn’t pretty, it was supple and prone to exaggeration. He was an extrovert—glib, kinetic, and perfectly willing to sacrifice his dignity for the sake of any joke that might pop into his head. On the ship taking the teams to Peking for the start, he decided that there wasn’t enough excitement and so he organized a cabaret. No sooner had it started than he decided that it wasn’t exciting enough, either, and he jumped up onstage to serve as emcee. Yet Godard’s playful nature didn’t make him any less mysterious. Despite the fact that he almost never remained quiet, very little was known about him. The rumor floated around behind him that he had served a short term in prison for some sort of fraud. More definitely, it was known that he had raced cars regularly, racking up his share of wins, yet he gave the impression that he didn’t prepare and, what’s more, that he didn’t really care, not the way his stone-faced competitors did. Between races, he had a daredevil motorcycle act that played at carnivals.

The fifth entrant to sign up for Peking was a brittle Italian prince named Scipione Borghese, driving an Itala automobile. In Italy, he was called “the Englishman,” which was supposed to be an insulting reflection on his lack of warmth. In addition to all of the other meticulous preparations Prince Borghese made for Peking-Paris, he remembered to bring along a sycophantic newspaperman to report on the raid, as it was originally known. In French terminology, a raid was not a race, but a sporting intrusion into foreign territory, intended only to see who could finish—not who would come in first.

In the spirit of the raid, the contestants, driving in teams of two to three men to a car, were supposed to stay together on the road from Peking and generally assist one another, but once in China, sportsmanship almost immediately dissolved. Prince Borghese was off like a shot, with his fancy car and even fancier bankroll. For a time, Charles Godard was the only one in the race willing to wait for Auguste Pons, gamely bouncing through desert terrain in his overblown trike. Finally, though, with the raid having become a full-fledged race and the Gobi Desert closing in all around, the other racers left Godard and Pons far behind, and then, even Godard had to give up on Auguste Pons.

Eight days into the race Pons and his mechanic, Octave Fouccalt—the human hood ornament who rode up front between the wheels—were in grave trouble. Somewhere in the middle of the Gobi Desert, they were lost and out of provisions. Unbeknownst to the other contestants, or to any other human beings on earth, the Contal had broken down. As a matter of fact, Pons and Fouccalt were broken down, too, in desperate need of water and food. Following the line of a faint track in the sand, they walked twenty miles without finding any sign of life. With that, Pons decided to return to the vehicle, twenty miles back again. He and Fouccalt fell asleep next to the Contal and didn’t awaken for almost a day. What happened next was typical of the overwrought young Pons. On waking, he decided to go off the track in order to find people—any people, even the Gobi pirates of whom he’d been warned time and again. He didn’t want to die alone in the sand. Yet that was just what Fouccalt told him was the likely result of wandering around in the dizzying expanse. Pons trudged out anyway and by a stroke of improbable but welcome luck, he soon spotted a nomadic camp in the distance. He had two choices: to continue to the camp and then hope that the inhabitants would go back for Fouccalt or to return for the other man himself.

Pons went back, but not so much for the exhausted Fouccalt as for the motorbike. He was obsessed with the idea of continuing to Paris—actually, it is hard to say what idea was in Pons’s head. But he wanted the vehicle enough to insist that Fouccalt help him push it toward the encampment. When the wheels lodged in the sand, the two men started to dig it out, pushing, shoveling, clawing, and tugging each wheel by the spoke. That is when they collapsed, their strength finally broken. Just far enough off the trail to be invisible to it, they ought to have perished there.

Before the day was out, a posse of nomads happened on them. Miraculous as that seemed, it wasn’t necessarily good news. Many of the people living off the land, such as it was in the Gobi Desert, would have just as soon killed them as looked at them. And then there were others—who would only barely have looked at them. When Charles Godard was stranded farther on in the desert, a band of tribesmen simply plodded by, blandly ignoring his pleas for help. Pons and Fouccalt were not only scooped up by the nomads who found them but nursed back to health and saved from certain death. They were no longer on their way to Paris, however, at least not by automobile.

Prince Borghese, the first contestant to drive into Paris the following August 10, was hailed a hero. His newspaperman wrote a book on that very point. The two De Dion teams also survived to see Paris again, arriving on August 30. Charles Godard, haunted by the worst luck of any car in the quartet, managed by his own Herculean efforts to finish alongside the De Dions. Or nearly so: at the very end, when the battered clown was about to make his triumphal entrance into Paris, he was arrested for taking money on false pretenses from Dutch diplomats in Peking. The charges, however true they were, didn’t register in the world of Charles Godard, nor in the suspended reality of the Peking-to-Paris Race. Of course he took money, if he needed it: people who entered races like Peking-Paris started out desperate. The ones who finished grew worse, not better, with every mile that went by.

Within hours of reaching Paris, Charles Godard was pulled from his car and hauled off to jail, denied his moment of glory. Though Godard was French, his car was not. Ever afterward, he was convinced that Le Matin had orchestrated the arrest solely to reserve the remaining accolades for the two De Dions. Peking-Paris never broke Charles Godard’s will to win, but it did defeat his sense of humor, at least temporarily. In his case, that was an even more significant surrender.

Three months later, in November of 1907, a great many people were still talking about the Peking-to-Paris Race—but Bourcier St. Chaffray was not one of them. He bobbed up with an even better idea: a test that would leap over the baby steps of racing to yank the cars of 1908 into the longest, toughest race ever devised. Le Matin immediately picked it up and announced the new competition in its editions of November 24. The superlative of all races—ever, even up to the present day—“New York-to-Paris” succinctly described the route. Bored with track racing, the French people had decided to make a new racing oval out of the entire Northern Hemisphere.

The cars were, of course, to travel west from New York, not east into the ocean. Nonetheless, the race promised something just as preposterous: except for the jump across the Atlantic, the cars were supposed to go round the world “without use of a boat,” as the first descriptions explained. The route started by crossing the United States, which had been traversed only nine times before by automobile, each time an arduous adventure. It then led north through Canada and made a left turn at Alaska, fifteen hundred miles wide, which the cars were to cross before arriving at the Bering Strait, a narrow body of water that separates the American wilderness from the Russian one—sometimes. Occasionally, the choppy waters of the strait freeze over, and when that happened, the racers were to drive across to Russia. “The most difficult stretch of the journey,” predicted Roald Amundsen of the dash across the Bering Strait, in a letter to the New York Times. “The loss of a machine at that point should be considered by the contestants.” Amundsen may have sounded rather callous, calmly weighing the odds of a car and its occupants falling through the ice, but that same imperturbability would help put him first at the South Pole four years later, in 1911.

The course was not much easier on the other side of the strait. The peninsula that stretches into northeastern Russia was only a little more fully explored than the moon in 1907. Practically every outsider who had ever made the trip got a book out of it: in fact, there had been just three. The consensus was that the only thing meaner than the sudden blizzards that racked the area were the inhabitants. And the only thing scarier than they were was their food—bits of meat or meal that generally ran the gamut from rancid to rotted—should they be in a truly rare frame of mind and offer to share any.

The course of the New York-to-Paris Race led next through Siberia, four million square miles in total, and five thousand miles across. No one had ever traveled across it by car; the only road through much of it was the track of the Trans-Siberian Railway, slicing through forests with no room to spare on either side of the ties. It may as well have been a subway, the woods were so thick.

The twenty-two-thousand-mile trek would include Moscow, perhaps even make a detour to St. Petersburg, and definitely run through Berlin, before ending finally in Paris.

Just describing the New York-to-Paris Race took longer than it did to run some races, start to finish, in 1907. Even in a modern car on today’s highways the trip would be daunting. In a world without highways, it was regarded as suicidal. “The cars,” explained Carlton Mabley, a New York automobile importer who passed for a voice of authority under the circumstances, “will have to climb mountains several times to an altitude of over 10,000 feet and drop down the sides of mountain ranges on passes and roads that are well-nigh impassable even to the sure-footed beast of burden. The drivers will have to go through rivers which in many cases will completely cover the wheels and flooring of the car, and the motor will have to do its work at a temperature of 100 degrees as well as at 50 below zero.” The prospect of such an endeavor certainly started people talking—and rifling through atlases.

The New York Times could stand only three days of the buzzing excitement before bursting forth, on November 28, with the announcement that it would join Le Matin as cosponsor. In an era that glided along without any overarching news story, such as a war or some pestilence to dwell on, the New York Times realized that the world’s longest race would not only be news, but a turning point in the young twentieth century. Besides, it would fill up a column on page one every day, and a lot of page two for at least six months running.

The good gray Times was not often in the habit of generating news, like some common tabloid churning up controversy where none existed before, but “this big undertaking,” it enthused, “a year or two ago would have been termed the wildest dream of automobile imagination.” If someone was willing to snatch a story that rightly belonged in 1925 and plunk it down in 1908, a good paper was bound to be intrigued.

One hundred and four years before 1907, Thomas Jefferson underwrote the Lewis and Clark expedition. Fifty-three years after, John F. Kennedy launched the initiative to put a man on the moon. In 1907, though, the U.S. government was very much out of the business of paying for exploration. That didn’t stop a whole generation of people determined to stretch the limits of the world as they knew it, flying a balloon higher than anyone ever had before, swimming a longer distance in rougher waters, or finding the source of a South American river not even named on the maps. The newspapers were full of such scientific and sporting adventures in the first ten years of the new century: strictly amateur but entirely serious. And those newspaper accounts were integral to the spirit of the explorers—they didn’t get any money, and didn’t really want any. What was important was personally and individually expanding the realm of the possible. The role of the newspapers lay in convincing them that success wouldn’t be for naught.

The fact that the first decade of the twentieth century was an era of individual records and accomplishments played right into the appeal of the automobile. The man who drove a car across Florida for the first time received national attention in November 1907, while those who pioneered local routes all over the country were guaranteed space in the hometown papers. Everyone who ever forged a new route in a car—and in 1907, that included practically every living driver—would be going along in spirit on the New York-to-Paris Race.

The question for the first few months was whether anyone would go on it in the flesh. There was the expense, figured to be something like $50,000 per car, along with the bother of working out fifty thousand details, all along the way. For car companies, there was the risk that a bad showing would actually hurt sales in such a well-publicized affair. And for the drivers, there were concerns about things not usually related to car-racing, things such as frostbite and starvation, wild animals and violent natives. And there was that chance that the ice would break in the Bering Strait. Even Auguste Pons had to think twice about that.


 
Chapter Three

Heroes Wanted
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All of Italy turned to Prince Borghese, expecting him to enter the New York-to-Paris Race, to win it as he had Peking-Paris, and to bring home the crowning honor for his nation. However, presuming to expect anything of Prince Borghese was fraught with risk. The Italian government had learned that several years before when, without warning, he quit his post as a diplomat in order to become an outdoorsman. His wife, Princess Borghese, had learned it too, when she was abandoned to raise their daughters alone while he roamed around the world. As to long-distance racing, the prince had apparently had enough of falling through bridges for one lifetime. He flatly refused to enter the New York-to-Paris event.

Other entrants came and went during December, in both European and American automobile circles. “This latest race has surely set motorists to thinking as never before,” said a ranking member of the Automobile Club of America. “It is so bold that we have to stop and think what it means.” Not everyone stopped—all that the race meant to some people in the auto business was free publicity. A simple announcement from a car company, at the cost of a telegram to the New York Times or Le Matin, was rewarded with full coverage and the chance for the sales manager to expound at length on the merits of his product. After that, he could get back to his desk and forget all about the New York-to-Paris Race. The papers knew that they were striking a deal with the devil by publicizing any willing comer, but it was worth it to them, if such articles fired public interest.

Meanwhile, many automobilists—and explorers—did stop and think carefully about the race. One of the more intriguing problems revolved around the availability of gasoline. Even in cities burgeoning with automobiles, obtaining fuel was a matter of good planning. Service stations were rare, and drivers were used to buying gasoline in tin buckets at hardware stores. In the frontier regions of Wyoming, Utah, Nevada, and Alaska, let alone Siberia, there was no gas at all to be had. Only one company had the means to change the situation: Standard Oil, the global oil company based in New York City.

“Everyone knows that it is a monster society,” Le Matin wrote of Standard Oil. “It is incarnated in the personality of the gold king, John D. Rockefeller.” As of 1907, Rockefeller had been retired for more than ten years, but that didn’t trouble Le Matin, which was typical in its vitriolic hatred of the oil company he created. Nonetheless, a monster society had its uses, in the race as well as in the overall development of a new automobile age. Within a week of the announcement of the race, Standard Oil agreed to help out by making gasoline available over all of the American territory and several of the foreign countries on the twenty-two-thousand-mile route. Le Matin promised to make arrangements for the fuel supply in Russia. In wilderness areas, the fuel would be shipped in barrels, which would await the autos at train stations. Standard Oil chemists also set immediately to work creating motor oils that would withstand the temperature extremes that the racers would encounter along the way. If the air was cold enough, conventional oil would freeze stiff.

“Why, in some parts of Alaska,” explained Jefferson M. Levy, a former congressman from New York State with investments in Alaska, “a gun cannot be fired in extreme cold weather unless every particle of grease has been either wiped clean out or boiled out with hot water . . . for the grease would jam the different parts of the gun to such an extent that it could not be used. What show would an automobile in the arctic region have under such conditions? None at all.” Standard Oil’s chemists were working diligently to overcome that very problem.

Congressman Levy, a bachelor, happened to have the finest address in America, when he wasn’t wandering around Alaska or boiling guns there. He lived in Thomas Jefferson’s former home, Monticello, in Virginia. As a young man, he inherited the property from his uncle, a navy officer who had purchased it as a favor to the impecunious heirs of the Jefferson estate.

“Man can overcome nature to a certain point,” Levy maintained. “Beyond that he is helpless. The difficulties of the proposed race are so great that I doubt if human beings can surmount them.”

Most people were inclined to agree. Urbanites who couldn’t drive their own cars on any but the fairest of days in the summer could barely fathom driving a car through the bitter temperatures and drifting snow of a true arctic climate. For that reason, most of the speculation regarding the race concerned Alaska and Siberia.

To most people outside of Russia, Siberia was just a word, a cliché meaning “cold” and “lonely.” An Ohioan named George Kennan was one of the first outsiders to make it his business to know the place firsthand. “You can take the whole of the United States of America,” Kennan wrote in 1891, “from Maine to California and from Lake Superior to the Gulf of Mexico, and set it down in the middle of Siberia without touching anywhere the boundaries of the latter’s territory; you can then take Alaska and all the countries of Europe with the exception of Russia, and fit them into the remaining margin like the pieces of a dissected map. After having thus accommodated all of the United States, including Alaska, and the whole of Europe, except Russia, you will still have more than 300,000 [square] miles of Siberian territory to spare.”

Another ranking expert on Siberia was an Englishman named Harry de Windt. In 1896, under the sponsorship of a London magazine called the Pall Mall Gazette, he had undertaken to travel from Paris to New York without the benefit of a boat. He didn’t use an automobile, of course, but instead hitched rides on conveyances ranging from donkey-carts to horse-drawn sleighs to dogsleds to trains. The first person ever to attempt such a journey, he didn’t have any choice in his mode of travel out in the hinterland; he was just lucky not to have to walk. De Windt’s journey was sometimes compared to that of Phineas Fogg, the fictional adventurer in Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days (1873), but Fogg did indeed travel on boats. He also clung to the balmier climates, looping through southern Asia and India. Harry de Windt wanted to use the northern route. After he completed the expedition across Siberia, though, his trip was cut short when he broke through the ice at the Bering Strait. He almost drowned before a whaling ship made a daring rescue.

In 1902, de Windt tried again to travel from Paris to New York—the long way. He made his second trip under the sponsorship of the London Daily Express newspaper, leaving his record in a book that discouraged any sane person from going to northern Siberia, even if it might seem absolutely necessary. Describing a Tchuktchi village along the Arctic Sea in northeast Siberia (an outpost through which the racers would have to pass), he wrote:




Two or three woebegone creatures, in ragged deerskins, crawled out of the huts and surveyed us with such suspicion and distrust that I verily believe they took us for visitors from the spirit world. As a rule the Tchuktchi costume is becoming, but these people wore shapeless rags, matted with dirt, and their appearance suggested years of inactivity and bodily neglect. I noticed, however, with satisfaction that their churlish greeting was not unmingled with fear, although they obstinately refused the food and shelter begged for (by means of signs), pointing at the same time, to a black banner flapping mournfully over the nearest hut. This I knew to be the Tchuktchi emblem of death. Our sulky hosts then indicated a dark object some distance away upon the snow, which I sent Stepan [a horseman] to investigate, and he quickly returned, having found the corpses of several men and women in an advanced stage of decomposition.




De Windt would have starved among the Tchuktchis if he hadn’t finally managed to trade some vodka for food, but then, he was often on the verge of starvation in Siberia, even when staying at a post house along the road, in one of those parts of Siberia that had roads. Post houses, intended as rest stops for travelers, were “dens of filth and squalor,” in de Windt’s recollection: “Vermin was everywhere; night and day it crawled gaily over the walls and ceiling, about our bodies, and into our very food.” He hated the fact that most of the food offered to visitors was putrid; that even in the good season, bad weather erased the roads with ease; that there was an average of one murder per day in Irkutsk, a town of eighty thousand otherwise regarded as “the Paris of Siberia”; and that practically every haggard village was equipped with a jailhouse for the political prisoners who were constantly being moved around Siberia. Most of all, de Windt deplored the monotony that was part of any journey in Siberia, especially one that dared to cover the whole length of the place. After days upon days of watching the same scenery glide past the sleigh, he couldn’t tell whether he was awake or asleep. Siberia demanded a preternatural quality of patience: “Patience,” de Windt said, “without which commodity no traveler should ever dream of visiting Asiatic Russia. He is otherwise apt to become a raving lunatic.” Yet it was the impatient who were drawn to conquer Siberia.

“I’ll go the instant the word is given to get ready,” said twenty-five-year-old race driver Montague Roberts in early December, when he was asked whether he would be willing to take on the New York-to-Paris challenge. He needn’t have been in a hurry. If Siberia demanded patience all the time, so did New York City in December 1907. No American companies had firm plans to enter the race and so, for the time being, none of them needed drivers.

Roberts was young for a race driver—too young according to some people, including the organizers of the premier closed-road race in the United States, the Vanderbilt Cup, run annually on Long Island. Even after Roberts qualified in the elimination trials for the 1905 running, the officials banned him, solely because of his age. Two years later, at twenty-five, Monty Roberts had become a fast-rising star. Tall and trim, he carried himself with the careless grace of an athlete, which was unusual among racers of the day. They were more often stiff and even limping, either from injuries or the lingering exhaustion of battling with heavy controls on broncolike cars. Roberts’s physique was no accident, though. He actually trained for races—which was a first, at least in American racing. Cloistered out on a farm, he had two sessions a day with a trainer, running, throwing a medicine ball around, punching a bag, and taking rubdowns in between.

“Has automobiling come to the point of training as one would for a boxing match or a football game?” grumbled a veteran driver when word of Roberts’s regimen leaked out. “Well, that’s the latest. I suppose we’ll be having swimming pools next and be put to bed at 9 o’clock at night, as college football teams are.”

If a swimming pool would have helped Roberts, Harry S. Houpt would have had one delivered to the farm. Houpt, the agent for Thomas cars in New York City, was Roberts’s mentor, as well as his boss.

Monty Roberts had been born in Pittsburgh, but he was raised in Jersey City, New Jersey. After high school, he served as a mechanic in the army’s Ordnance Department, and in 1900, he built the first gas-powered artillery truck ever used by the army. He also won medals for marksmanship. After two years, Roberts left the army and took a job delivering cars built by the United States Long Distance Car Company of Elizabethport, New Jersey. In those days, a company representative, called a demonstrator, would drive a new car to a customer’s home, and then remain for up to a month, giving the owner (or the chauffeur) a course in how to use it. On one occasion, Roberts was assigned to deliver a car to a judge in Deal, a town on the Jersey shore, about one hundred miles away by the best routes available in those days. A hundred miles, though, was a long distance to drive in 1902, even in a Long Distance car. Roberts later recalled that it took him a week to make the trip. In his spare time, away from the job, he went racing, scoring a record-breaking success in his debut at Newark’s Waverly Track in 1904. More wins followed.

Because Harry Houpt managed one of the most active race teams in the country, and certainly in greater New York City, he heard early on about the young man from Jersey who was ripping up the area tracks. Roberts accepted a job with Houpt’s agency and delivered Thomas cars between race assignments, taking them to celebrities including the Broadway stars Elsie Janis and Fred Stone. Roberts was not only an expert driver and mechanic, but a thoroughly presentable young man. When a Hudson River landowner named James Roosevelt traded in an old, belt-driven Benz on a Thomas, Roberts received the assignment to take the new car to him at his estate in Hyde Park, New York. While he was there he gave driving lessons to Roosevelt’s son, Franklin, the future president. He later characterized FDR at twenty-two as a good pupil, very “flexible . . . a real fellow.” But at the time, Roberts was more impressed with the Roosevelts’ estate, overlooking the Hudson.

“In 1906, I continued my racing career at Empire City track, Brighton Beach and on the Point Breeze track, Philadelphia,” Roberts wrote in a roundup of his young career a few years later. “On the latter track I succeeded in lowering Barney Oldfield’s record for that track.” The new mark may have interested Roberts, not to mention Oldfield, but the feat that set all the fans talking took place in Brighton Beach late in 1907. Houpt had entered a six-cylinder Thomas in a twenty-four-hour race there, assigning Roberts and another man to drive it. In a twenty-four-hour race, the car ran continuously, with two alternating drivers; the vehicle that notched the most laps won. As of race time in Brighton Beach, though, the other man had yet to show up. Roberts started anyway. As the hours dragged by, his substitute still failed to appear. Roberts drove the entire race by himself, taking first place, setting a record, and gaining a legion of fans.

Harry S. Houpt counted himself chief among them. He gave Roberts the six-cylinder Thomas car used in the Brighton Beach heroics, a gift worth about six times the salary of an average automobile demonstrator. He also promised him a shot at the French Grand Prix in the spring of 1908.

Like a boxing manager, Harry Houpt had carefully groomed Roberts for the big time, and along the way, the easygoing young man grew to be a local favorite. Friendly in appearance, with wideset eyes and a wide mouth to boot, Roberts turned out to be a natural salesman for the automobile in general, and for racing in particular, flashing a confident smile that was marked but not marred by a single brown tooth in the front corner. Funny and frank, Roberts appeared to race fans to be the all-American boy—and just the man to take on the world in the New York-to-Paris Race. The fans, however, would not pay the tab for such an undertaking and as of December, neither would E. R. Thomas, head of the Thomas factory in Buffalo.

By the beginning of January, the Marquis de Dion had already committed himself to sponsoring an entry, and his engineers were at work preparing a thirty-horsepower De Dion touring car for the twenty-two-thousand-mile trip, installing extra gas tanks, equipping it with an array of tools and even stuffing wood into the frame to combat brittleness in frigid temperatures. Bourcier St. Chaffray, plying his trade, had not only convinced the marquis that the De Dion would sweep to victory, he had talked himself into a place on the team. He even prevailed in nominating himself as captain of the team. At the same time, St. Chaffray also wanted to be considered captain of the whole race. To that end, he made himself useful at the offices of Le Matin, overseeing the planning of the route.

Charles Godard had been just as busy. On returning from the Peking race in the summer of 1907, he had been clapped into jail, but only temporarily, until he found someone new from whom to borrow money—money with which to settle the debts he’d left behind in China. Being one of the heroes of an international race had lifted his reputation immeasurably, and so Godard not only made restitution on his old debts, he even found people who were willing to invest in him and his ideas about cars. With the change of fortune, he organized an automobile company called Moto-Bloc. One of the investors was said to be Charles Schwab, the Pittsburgh steel magnate whose former chauffeur was also a partner in Moto-Bloc. Godard and his associates began manufacturing quite a good car, in small numbers, in their Paris factory. Predictably, Godard envisioned much greater things for the company after one of its cars won the New York-to-Paris Race, but in order to win, he had to enter, and to do that, he had to make use of company funds, as well as one vehicle. After the Moto-Bloc won the race, though, everything would be paid back many times over, so everything would be all right.

For a few weeks, the only serious entries in the New York-to-Paris Race were the two French cars. Bourcier St. Chaffray and Charles Godard even traveled in a convoy with their respective entourages to a glacier in the Alps, where they tested the De Dion and the Moto-Bloc in ice and deep snow. They also worked on techniques for shoveling the cars out of drifts.

While St. Chaffray and Godard were away in the Alps, another car was entered in the race. It too was French. And it was set to carry yet another veteran of Peking-Paris—eight days’ worth of it, anyway. Auguste Pons signed on to drive a tiny Sizaire-Naudin two-seater in the New York-to-Paris Race. He had at least graduated to a four-wheeler, but he was still philosophically insisting that it was the light vehicle that was best suited to heavy going. To anyone who would listen, he explained that the smaller the car, the less the strain on both it and those occupants who would occasionally find themselves pushing it. Pons may have had no choice but to defend the kind of cars he was able to get, but in the case of the Sizaire-Naudin, he genuinely seemed to believe that he was right and all the others were wrong.

The Sizaire weighed thirty-three hundred pounds and had a one-cylinder engine capable of generating fifteen horsepower. By way of contrast, the De Dion weighed sixty-six hundred pounds and had a four-cylinder, thirty-horsepower engine. In terms of a power-to-weight ratio, they were evenly matched, yet they were very different cars. In most road races, such as the Vanderbilt Cup, such disparate entries were sorted into divisions, in part for safety reasons and in part because the different cars reflected very different styles of racing, the lightweights scooting around turns like beads in a tube and the big cars showing their best stuff by gathering a head of steam on the straightaways. The New York-to-Paris Race, however, was open to any type of car. For all of the talk, no one could say for certain which one would have the advantage on the toughest course in the world.

With the new year, the race finally had a firm starting date. The planners had discerned that, in general terms, the racers had to leave New York in mid-February to reach the Bering Strait in spring, when it might still be frozen, and cross Siberia in summer, when it might not be. The New York Times suggested February 12, Lincoln’s Birthday, which fell on a Wednesday in 1908. Once the starting date was set, there didn’t seem to be much time to spare. To reach New York on schedule, the European teams would have to be onboard transatlantic liners by February 4, little more than a month away.

As 1908 began, though, there was no way to argue with that government official in Paris who claimed that the New York-to-Paris Race would serve to show the absolute supremacy of the French automobile. Since the only three entries were French, he was bound to be right. Just six years before World War I turned nationalism into a word worth dying for, companies—and race fans—in the other automaking countries had to decide whether to let France win the most heroic of car races before even a single engine was cranked. They had the month of January left to do so, and to prepare for a twenty-two-thousand-mile journey across three continents. Montague Roberts, anyway, was ready.


 
Chapter Four

Race to the Starting Line
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From the French point of view, no advantage could be too flagrant. Provoked by the daily proddings of Le Matin and the sting of France having been an also-ran in the Peking-Paris race, Bourcier St. Chaffray, Charles Godard, and Auguste Pons each made a full-time job of preparing for the start. One of the crucial chores during January was engaging teammates. Prince Borghese may have brought a mere writer on the trip from Peking, but Godard had a much more modern idea for 1908: movies. His Moto-Bloc team would include a cameraman, R. Maurice Livier. St. Chaffray wouldn’t be so generous with his spaces. He had the dream, the moxie, the push, the guts—and all of the other intangible elements of ambition that do nothing to get a car out of a mudhole. What he needed was someone with practical abilities.

Hans Hendrik Hansen was the man. He could drive well, and moreover, he had been educated as an engineer. Norwegian by birth, he was married to a Russian woman, and they actually made their home in Siberia: he knew the region firsthand. That was not all. Hansen was fluent in every major language to be encountered between New York and Paris: English, Russian, Chinese, German, French. He also spoke a couple of Siberian dialects. And he knew Spanish, just in case.

Dedicated to adventure, Hansen had engineered railroads in South America; he had explored for oil in Siberia; he’d spent
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