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  I believe that if a man wanted to walk on water, and was prepared to give up everything else in life, he could do it. He could walk on water. I’m serious.




  —STIRLING MOSS, race car driver, early 1960s



 


  However one looks at it, Ford of Dearborn has set the cat among the pigeons. We are on the threshold of possibly the most exciting racing era in history.




  —Sports Illustrated, May 11, 1964
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Introduction

In 1963, following a business deal gone sour, two industrialists from either side of the Atlantic became embroiled in a rivalry that was played out at the greatest automobile race in the world. In its broad strokes, this book chronicles a clash of two titans—Henry Ford II of America and Enzo Ferrari of Italy—at the 24 Hours of Le Mans. In its finer lines, the story is about the drivers who competed and the cars they raced to victory and, in some cases, to their doom.

The men whose names will appear form a list of automotive icons: Henry Ford II, Enzo Ferrari, Lee Iacocca, Carroll Shelby, Phil Hill, John Surtees, Ken Miles, Dan Gurney, Bruce McLaren, and a rookie named Mario Andretti. Equally as important is the automobile that is born in these pages: the Ford GT, a racing car that, more than forty years after it first made its mark, is still an automobile magazine cover staple. The car was designed and built for one reason: to beat the blood-red Ferraris on their home turf, during a time when Enzo Ferrari was enjoying the greatest Le Mans dynasty in history.

The 24 Hours of Le Mans was (and still is) a sports car race. But in the 1950s and 1960s, it was more than that. It was the most magnificent marketing tool the sports car industry had ever known. Renowned manufacturers built street-legal machines that would prove on the racetrack that their cars were the best in the world. Sports car races were as beautiful as they were dangerous, and none of them was more so than Le Mans. In 1964, the first year Henry Ford II fielded a car at the 24-hour classic, Car and Driver 
magazine called the event “a four hour sprint race followed by a 20 hour death watch.” It was “probably the most dangerous sporting event in the world.” A win translated into millions in sales. It was a contest of technology and engineering, of ideas and audacity.

No major American car concern since the Duesenberg brothers in the 1920s had won a major contest in Europe, where racing marques were fueled by decades of innovation on twisty, unforgiving courses. American stock car racing—on oval speedways—was a different game, involving less sophisticated drivers and cars. Success could only be achieved by the marriage of brilliant design and steel-willed courage. It would require a greasy-fingered visionary to run the show, a team of the most skilled drivers in the world, and the swiftest racing sports car ever to hurtle down a road. All things of which, the optimistic Americans believed, could be purchased with the almighty dollar.

Henry Ford II’s vision of his company as a Le Mans champion began as a marketing campaign, an investment he hoped would pay off at the cash register. In the end, it became something far more. Nationalism, glory, a quest to make history like no automotive magnate ever had—Henry II had discovered a way to conquer Europe in the unfolding era we now call globalism.

This is a work of nonfiction. All the events described in these pages actually occurred. The dialogue has been carefully reconstructed using countless interviews and contemporaneous accounts. Extensive notes on sources can be found in the endnotes.


Prologue


  
    June 11, 1955
  




  6:24 P.M.




  
    Le Mans, France
  



 

HIS NAME WAS Pierre Levegh and—sitting tight in the open cockpit of a silver Mercedes-Benz 300 SLR at the 24 Hours of Le Mans—the forty-nine-year-old Frenchman was about to become motor racing’s most infamous man.

Two hours and twenty-four minutes into the race, Levegh found himself well behind the leaders. Coming out of a slight bend, he shifted from third to fourth gear and accelerated into a straight. The engine’s exhaust note rose in pitch and volume, the wooden steering wheel throbbing in his hands. He was wearing goggles and earplugs, a United States Air Force fighter pilot helmet, blue trousers, light tennis shoes, and no seatbelt. Switching off with his teammate, the American John Fitch, he had nearly 22 hours of racing ahead of him, but already fatigue was gnawing at his discipline, his focus. He was alone in the cockpit; there was only himself and the car. Every intimation—a tug on the wheel, a second guess on the pedal—resulted in immediate response, fractions of a second gained or lost. On the dashboard, the tachometer needle arced across the gauge as Levegh accelerated past 135 mph, past 140.

Legions of fans crowded both sides of the pavement. A quarter of a million had come to this flat patch of central France to see what had been billed as a three-way battle for world domination between the silver Mercedes-Benzes, the green Jaguars, and the red Ferraris: the Germans, English, and Italians. No one had ever 
seen such beautiful cars travel so fast. Even at idle, they were the stuff of science fiction. Each ticket had a warning printed on it about the dangers of motor racing, but the spectators were otherwise occupied. The glamour of Le Mans was as intoxicating as the local wine.

To his left, Levegh saw the #6 Jaguar D-Type pull past him driven by Mike Hawthorn, an Englishman whom the French called The Butterfly because of the spotted bow tie he wore in the cockpit. Hawthorn was in a hurry. He was leading the race, setting a record pace on the 8.36-mile course that snaked through rural public roads. Levegh had just been lapped.

For the French driver, this was more than a race. It marked the culmination of more than thirty years of his life, three decades he’d spent chasing victory at Le Mans. He was nudging fifty and his future hinged on this one car, this last drive. As Hawthorn stretched his lead, Levegh saw the dream that had defined his life vanishing into thin air like the smoke from the Jaguar’s exhaust pipes. It was all slipping away.

 

Levegh had had a vision years before—on May 26, 1923, the day the first Le Mans 24-hour Grand Prix d’Endurance was held. Two Frenchmen, Charles Faroux and Georges Durand, created the event to test the stamina and performance of cars and drivers, mapping out a roughly egg-shaped course through the countryside with twists and a backstretch for flat-out speed. A team of two Frenchmen won that first year and they walked away heroes. Levegh was there that day. He was seventeen years old. He promised himself that he would drive in the race one day. That he would win it.

Levegh began to study the craft of racing. He competed in his first Le Mans in 1938. Each year the race drew more fans, and each year the cars traveled faster. Like the spectators, Levegh sensed something magical about this race, something indescribably great. The rules were simple: a team of two men to each car, one man in the cockpit at a time. The car that completed the most laps over 24 hours won. Levegh nearly took the race once—in 1952. Leading 
with just one hour to go, he bungled a gear shift and blew his engine. By 1955, his prime was well past. They said he was washed up.

That spring, Alfred Neubauer, legendary manager of the Mercedes-Benz factory team, contacted Levegh. He wanted the Frenchman to have a car for the 1955 Le Mans. Mercedes officials knew that having a Frenchman on the team would be good public relations for the German company. There were a lot of car buyers in France who could remember the events of a decade earlier, when the Nazis leveled broad swaths of their nation. Meanwhile, Levegh knew that a spot on the Mercedes team—the world’s most dominant in 1955—would make for the best shot he’d ever had. The 300 SLR was an open-cockpit racing car with two seats, trunk space, and headlights, all according to Le Mans rules. Underneath its lightweight magnesium skin lived a mechanical animal unlike any other. A 3.0-liter inline eight-cylinder engine dictated a long, bullet-like nose. The car featured a technology new at Le Mans called fuel injection. Top speed: in excess of 185 mph.

Levegh took the job.

In practice runs in the days before the race, however, he clocked slower times than the other Mercedes drivers, causing the portly team manager Neubauer to wonder whether the aging Frenchman had it in him. As the start of the race approached—4:00 P.M. on Saturday, June 11—Levegh paced the Mercedes pit with the look of a haunted man. He confided in his teammate about his fear of a particular part of the course—the narrow straight past the pits. “It is too narrow for these fast cars,” Levegh said. “Each time I go by it I get a feeling of unease.” Then: “A driver needs to feel comfortable, and I do not feel comfortable in this car.”

“Levegh was going about with the face of a man in mortal terror,” remembered journalist Jacques Ickx (father of the future star driver Jacky), who was covering the race. “It was the stuff of Greek tragedy. His pride, his immense obstinacy, would not let him admit that the car was beyond his capacity, that he should step down. All the time Mercedes believed that he would ask to be released. 
They did not want to tell him that he was not up to it. So they waited for the resignation that never came.”

 

At the wheel Levegh was stepping hard on the accelerator. Through a thin gauze of exhaust, he saw the grandstands at Le Mans rising in the distance, like an overflowing stadium sliced down the middle by a two-lane road. At the opening of the grandstands was the narrow straight past the pits. Directly in front of Levegh, “The Butterfly” Mike Hawthorn’s Jaguar was pulling away. Hawthorn eased into the middle of the lane and lapped an Austin Healey with a British driver named Lance Macklin at the wheel.

Hawthorn, followed by Macklin, followed by Levegh at speed headed for the grandstands.

Suddenly the brake lights on Hawthorn’s Jaguar flashed on. He was pulling to the right for the pit and braking hard, cutting off Macklin’s Austin Healey. Levegh saw the Austin Healey’s brake lights and smoke from under the rear tires as the car fishtailed. He had but a second to make his move. He eyed a 16-foot-wide alley on the narrow straight through which he could pass the Austin Healey on the left. He lifted his hand to signal the driver behind him to the obstruction, then turned the wheel, aiming to thread through. Traveling some 30 mph faster than the Austin Healey, he clipped its sloped rear.

Instantly the Mercedes was airborne. A 3,000-pound metal projectile with a tank of flammable liquid was 15 feet off the ground, rocketing at about 150 mph toward a crowd of spectators, with Levegh still hunched over the wheel. The car hit an embankment and exploded, hurtling fiery chunks of metal into the gathered mass. What was at one moment the social high point of the year—a party accented by the clink of wine glasses and the bellowing of sports car engines—became something unimaginably horrific. Dozens lay prostrate and bleeding. Fire raged; the car’s magnesium body, made of a material similar to that used in early camera flashes, melted quickly into a thick soup of white-hot metal. Panic ensued. Those who were able to get on their feet fled and into that 
wave of foot traffic, photographers covering the race aimed and snapped, freezing shocked faces in black-and-white celluloid.

No one will ever know what went through Levegh’s mind in that final second of his life. Madame Levegh? The fear of pain? Or was he seeing that checkered flag waving in the wind?

 

In the following days, readers all over the world opened their newspapers and absorbed the details of the tragedy in France. Photos resembled wartime images. The number of dead varied according to account, between seventy-seven and ninety-six.

But that wasn’t the only strange part of the story. The race went on. Organizers believed that if they called it off, incoming roads would fill with traffic, blocking emergency vehicles. The Mercedes team pulled out in respect for the dead. This was a German car crashing into a crowd of predominantly French spectators; the Germans didn’t want to start World War III. But the other competitors continued. Drivers dueled through the evening and into night. When the sun rose, they were at it still. At 4:00 P.M. on Sunday, nearly 22 hours after what was—and still is—the worst racing disaster in history, Mike Hawthorn took the checkered flag. He and his teammate Ivor Bueb had traveled 2,569.6 miles at an average speed of 107.07 mph, including pit stops and night driving. Record speed.

Following his win, a mob gathered around Hawthorn, who sat draped in victory flowers in the cockpit of his D-Type Jaguar, with its sharklike fin on the rear deck and feminine curves over the front wheel wells. Many were horrified by what they saw on the British driver’s face. Framed between his flaxen hair and bow tie was the hint of a smile. They thought it scandalous, as many believed Hawthorn had caused Levegh’s accident. But others in the crowd who knew Hawthorn couldn’t blame him.

Racers came to Le Mans to become champions. And of the many champions crowned here, Hawthorn was the fastest of them all.


Part I

The Reckoning



1

The Deuce


  I will build a motor car for the great multitude.




  —HENRY FORD, 1909



 

HENRY FORD II opened his eyes. It was just before 8:00A.M. on November 10, 1960. His toes hunted for his “HFII”-monogrammed slippers. He shaved left-handed, donned a fine-tailored suit over an “HFII”-monogrammed dress shirt, and stepped out of his seventy-five-room Grosse Pointe mansion into the Michigan sun.

He was forty-three years old, stood six feet tall, and weighed well over 200 pounds. Bright blue eyes blazed. Brown hair was side parted and slicked. Like many wealthy men of his generation, he had learned to show little emotion; his features had a stony quality, as if he was already turning into a bust that was going to sit in a museum. In his driveway, a black Lincoln limousine was idling—ample chrome, big V8 engine. The limo was not unlike the one Elvis Presley had just purchased, an update of the 1950 Lincoln that carted President Eisenhower around. Only this Lincoln had “HFII” discreetly painted on the door.

His commute took him west on Detroit’s main artery, a highway named for his father, the Edsel Ford Expressway. He traveled through the city where, sixty-four years earlier, his grandfather first drove his “Quadricycle,” a gas buggy with four bicycle wheels and a doorbell for a horn. In town, people liked to refer to Henry II as The Deuce, for he was the second Henry Ford, born the grandson and namesake of the world’s richest man. But to his face, he was 
always “Mr. Ford.” At the Michigan Avenue exit, the chauffeur veered off and pulled into the parking lot of the “Glass House”—Ford Motor Company world headquarters.

In his twelfth-floor corner office, Henry II took command of the world’s second largest company. The Glass House, an aluminum and glass monolith he had constructed four years before, served as the brain center that maneuvered the tentacles of the man’s increasingly global operation. Wherever there were roads, there were cars with his name on them. Ford Motor Company made Ford, Lincoln, and Mercury passenger cars; Ford trucks and tractors; Dearborn farm equipment; industrial engines; and military trucks. There was the Ford Motor Credit Company, the American Road Insurance Company, and the Ford Leasing Development Company.

Through his office window Henry II could see the stacks of the Rouge car plant billowing on the horizon. The Rouge was his grandfather’s masterpiece, an industrial city that opened in 1920 with ninety-three buildings, 100 miles of internal railroad tracks, and sixteen locomotives. The stacks looked different now than they did in Henry II’s early memories, having bled forty years of smoke into the ether.

Just before 10:30 A.M., Henry II told his secretary to summon an employee named Lee Iacocca. Minutes later, the thirty-six-year-old head of sales and marketing for Ford trucks and cars entered Henry II’s corner office. Iacocca stood lanky at six feet, with olive-toned Italian-American features and a swoop of receding brown hair. His suit was a little flashier than the typical Dearborn getup. Not everyone in the Glass House knew how to pronounce the name Iacocca. He and Henry II had shaken hands but had never shared a conversation. Now here Iacocca was in Mr. Ford’s corner office.

“It was like being summoned to see God,” he later said.

“We like what you are doing, but we have something else for you,” Henry II said that morning. After a pause: “How would you like to be a vice president and general manager of the Ford division?”

Iacocca gritted his teeth and smiled. As head of the Ford division,
 his job would be to bring out the new Ford cars—cars of the 1960s. The man who would soon be called “one of the greatest marketing geniuses since P. T. Barnum” got his first big break. Henry II followed with a little advice.

“If you want to be in this business and not lose your mind, you’ve got to be a little bold,” he said. “You’re going to make some mistakes, but go ahead.”

When they shook hands, a relationship was born. Neither Henry II nor Iacocca knew at that moment that a revolution was about to grip their industry. A craving for speed was about to spread across the country like a contagion. Within months, it would begin to root itself in the public consciousness. For men who made cars, it would present extreme controversy, and a most magnificent opportunity.

 

This was Detroit—the Michigan city where the age of coal and steam had ended. It was a place where the grandeur of immeasurable wealth and the grit of an hourly wage communed. Detroit’s car business grew so fast during the twentieth century, locals joked that the rise of the city’s skyline could be measured in miles per hour.

In 1960, the Detroit companies were selling more than six million cars a year. The industry consumed 60 percent of the nation’s synthetic rubber, and 46 percent of the lead. Unlike the men who founded American car companies early in the century—Henry Ford, Ransom Olds, the Dodge brothers—the auto men of the day didn’t have to know how to design an engine. They did have to be good at math. “This is a nickel and dime business all the way through,” Ford vice president Lewis Crusoe said. “A dime on a million units is $100,000. We’d practically cut your throat around here for a quarter.” Companies were no longer run by the men whose names were on the cars. Except for one. In Detroit, Henry Ford II was royalty. “My name is on the building,” he liked to say when his authority was questioned.

Henry II became a Detroit icon the day the nurses first swaddled 
him in the maternity ward. He was born on September 4, 1917. Any doubt about his destiny was put to rest when he was a toddler. In 1920, cradled in his famous grandfather’s arms, he held a match to the coke and wood in Blast Furnace A at the River Rouge car plant. At three years old, Henry II breathed life into the largest manufacturing plant the world had ever seen while news photographers showered him with camera flashes.

He spent his early years in Grosse Pointe at his family’s sprawling estate on Lake Shore Drive. His wealth isolated him; his childhood was anything but normal. The estate where he was raised had cement walls around it and a full-time security force lived on the property for fear of kidnapping plots. He had a little black button beside his bed that summoned his governess at any time of night, should he be thirsty. At Yale, Henry II couldn’t pass engineering. He left school without a diploma after he was caught cheating on his final exam. When World War II broke out, he joined the military, as was expected of him, and was posted to the Great Lakes Naval Station.

During the years Henry II was away from home, the Ford empire, built up in the early part of the century to amass hundreds of millions of dollars, began to unravel. A cancer plagued the family, both literally and figuratively. The Fords had a dark family secret.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Henry II’s father Edsel had fought to modernize the company. He argued for a new breed of college-educated executive, and new cars that embodied style, personality, modernity. Henry I rebuffed him at every turn. The world was changing, but Henry wouldn’t budge. “The customer can have any color he wants, as long as it’s black,” Henry Ford’s famous saying went. General Motors, headquartered nearby in Flint, pressed hard to make its flagship Chevrolet America’s brand of automobile. The national dailies ran banner headlines: “Ford-Chevrolet War Looms,” “Ford-Chevrolet Battle for Supremacy.”

Ignoring Edsel Ford’s pleadings for a new model, Henry chose to fight it out with his obsolete Model T, lowering the price so much the roadster cost less per pound than a wheelbarrow. In 1924, two 
out of every three automobiles purchased in America were Model Ts. Two years later, Ford was being outsold two to one.

Edsel Ford’s dream was to beat Chevrolet and make Ford America’s car brand again. But he was powerless. On the eve of World War II, Ford held 22 percent of the market it had all but monopolized fifteen years before. Growing increasingly unstable in his elder years, Henry I installed a handgun-toting ex-convict named Harry Bennett in a top managerial position. Highly empowered, enforcing his will with his fists, Bennett harried and humiliated Edsel Ford while Henry I looked on.

As the company declined, Edsel grew ill and weak. He suffered vomiting episodes. He couldn’t walk away from his job. He had an unerring sense of loyalty and duty and he had to think of his son: He had to protect Henry II’s birthright. Edsel died at forty-nine in 1943 of stomach cancer, but those close to him believed he died of a broken heart, president of a family company in shambles, rejected by his father.

“He was a saint, just a saint,” Henry II said of Edsel Ford on the day of his funeral. “He didn’t have to die. They killed him!”

In September 1945, Henry I summoned his grandson to his estate, Fair Lane. The presidency of the company was open, and there was only one person who could rightfully fill it. Henry I offered Henry II the job, leaving the young man at a crossroads. He could walk away and live a life of leisure forever, wealthy beyond most Americans’ ability to fathom. Or he could take upon himself this family legacy with all its fame and warts. Only recently had he come to understand all Edsel Ford had endured. This thing killed my father, Henry II thought to himself. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let it kill me.

Henry II accepted the position—on one condition. That condition set the tone for the company’s next forty years: “I’ll take it only if I have completely free hand to make any change I want.”

 

Days later, at age twenty-eight, Henry II moved into his father’s office and placed a photo of Edsel Ford behind him, so his father was 
looking over his shoulder. A young man with a face full of baby fat, a high-pitched voice, and almost no business experience to speak of took the wheel of a corporation spinning out of control. Ford Motor Company was hemorrhaging millions of dollars every month. It was impossible to give an exact number because there was no accounting system. “Can you believe it?” Henry II later remembered. “In one department they figured their costs by weighing the pile of invoices on a scale.” During World War II, the company had built 86,865 aircraft, another 57,851 aero engines, and 4,291 invasion gliders, and the task of retooling the factories to produce road cars was at hand. There were forty-eight plants in twenty- three countries.

All signs pointed to disaster. One Ford executive referred to Henry II as “the fat young man walking around with a notebook in his hand.” Henry II chose his rallying cry, two words he had printed on signs and plastered all over the Rouge.

“Beat Chevrolet.”

Henry II’s first task was to bring in the college-educated executives his father had fought for. Soon the “Whiz Kids” were pacing the hallways at headquarters, a brilliant ten-man team plucked directly from the Army Air Force who, during World War II, had been in charge of the statistical and logistical management of the waging of war. Among them was Robert S. McNamara, future Secretary of Defense in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Recruiters visited fifty universities aiming to hire the top engineering student at each. One graduate student at Princeton named Lido Anthony Iacocca signed on as a $185-a-month trainee.

“Look, we’re rebuilding an empire here,” the company’s legal chief told a lawyer he was interviewing. “Something like this will never happen again in American business.”

Henry II gambled his family legacy on one car. On June 8, 1948, he beat Chevrolet to produce the first all-new postwar model, and personally unveiled it at New Yorks Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. He spent nearly $100 million on the launch, an unheard of sum at the time. It was a slinky Ford with a snub nose and enough interior 
room that a man could drive with his hat on. Tens of thousands turned up to see the new car and the new Henry Ford. Henry II strode the carpeted floors and smiled nervously. He did not have the appearance of greatness, not a hint of charisma. Among the mingling crowd was the recently widowed Mrs. Henry Ford senior. She could still recall attending her first automobile unveiling, her late husband’s Model T.

“It was more than 40 years ago,” she told a reporter, “and I thought it was the finest exhibition man could create. Who could have imagined then anything as splendid as what I see here?”

The papers called the new Ford Henry II’s “instrument of conquest.” More than one hundred thousand orders came in the first thirty days.

Chevrolet countered in 1950 with the top-of-the-line Bel Air. Ford answered with the Crestliner. Chevy launched the Corvette at its 1953 Motorama and Ford came back with the Thunderbird for 1955. As the two giants stood toe to toe, more Americans chose sides, shelling out for new vehicles. The 1950s saw a crystallization of the middle class—Detroit’s prime customer. Suburban neighborhoods reachable only by car blossomed over the forty-eight states. All the elements conspired to lead the industry into a Renaissance unlike any in history. American cars with big engines and bright paint were symbols of prosperity and supremacy.

By 1955, Americans were buying up vehicles at a record pace, and Ford and Chevrolet were running neck and neck. Henry II had engineered what many were calling “the greatest corporate comeback in history.” Dearborn was electrified.

On February 21 of that year, President Eisenhower spoke out in favor of the new Federal-Aid Highway Act, which would pump $100 billion into creating a nationwide interstate highway system, the greatest system of government-controlled free highways in the world. That same week, Henry II picked up an issue of Life magazine and saw his face staring back at him. It was the face of a thirty-eight-year-old who had grown accustomed to his position as one of the most influential men in America. His face now radiated power, 
his eyes communicating a distinct fearlessness. “The fight between Ford and Chevrolet has given the public a spectacle combining some of the best features of the World Series, a heavyweight championship fight, and a national election,” the Life story read. “Ford’s fight to regain the leadership it lost in the 1930s, resulting in the biggest industrial struggle of our times, is an extension of one of the most remarkable human stories of any time.”

The Deuce had arrived.

 

It was this world of money and cutthroat competition that Lee Iacocca stepped into in the winter of 1960. Iacocca’s promotion to top man at the Ford division occurred the same week that John F. Kennedy was voted into the Oval Office. Inside Iacocca’s nerves slithered, but his outer shell was impenetrable. His colleagues saw a salesman through and through. After listening to Lee talk about a car, one once said, “I didn’t know whether to drive it home or make love to it.” Iacocca lunched with Mr. Ford in the Glass House’s penthouse dining room—hamburgers with ketchup served by waiters in white coats. There were meetings in Henry II’s office, and company parties that went on and on. Henry II could mix scotch, wine, and cigarettes all night and never seemed to have a hangover.

Iacocca embodied the other end of the American dream. He was the son of Ellis Island immigrants. Raised in Allentown, Pennsylvania, he was the first top man at the Ford division who had real dealership experience, selling on the floor, and he hadn’t shed the bootstrap urgency. Business was personal. He had rougher edges than his associates. He could work the phrase “son of a bitch” into every other sentence. He had dreamed of working at Ford since he was in high school. The day a recruiter from Dearborn showed up at Lehigh in a big Lincoln, and Iacocca smelled the leather interior, his resolve had only strengthened.

During his first months on the new job, Iacocca took a hard look at the American car buyer, not just in present day but what that customer was about to become. He had the benefit of a new tool 
feeding him information. Computers had arrived in offices. They could make sense of market research in a way a person never could. They answered the question: Who bought what? Where? And when? Sitting in Henry II’s office one day, Iacocca began to map out his vision of 1960s America. He clutched his Ignacio Haya cigar like a stage prop, and he armed himself with numbers. He was very good at math.

“Next year there will be a million more 16-year-olds than there are this year,” Iacocca said. “By 1970, there will be over 50 percent more people in the 20 to 28 year old group than there are today.”

The key to the future, Iacocca reasoned, was the youth market. The war-baby generation was coming of age. Soon the kids would be filing into government offices to get their driver’s licenses, and unlike their parents’ generation, a huge portion of them would have the money to buy an automobile. Trends come and go, but one thing never changes: The primary goal of every sixteen-year-old is to own a car. Iacocca called the new generation “the buyingest age group in history.” If Ford could get the kids when they were young, he argued, Ford could get them for life.

 

One day early that spring, Iacocca sat down to lunch at the Detroit Athletic Club, a well-appointed watering hole where the walls were lined with portraits of Detroit’s pioneers. The auto men who lunched at the club discussed their cars the way others spoke of their children. That afternoon Iacocca was passed a photograph of a new Chevrolet called the Monza, named after Italy’s famed Grand Prix circuit. Chevrolet had taken its staid compact, the Corvair, and added bucket seats, Euro-style trim, a four-speed stick, and enough engine to power the thing up to 125 mph.

The muscles in Iacocca’s jaw tightened. Those sons of bitches at General Motors saw the same vision of 1960s America that he did. The race was on.

Iacocca gathered a team of admen, engineers, and designers and began to outline a new theme for Ford. “What we need is a campaign, a philosophy that is young at heart,” he told them. The team 
went to work in a large windowless room at the Ford office called “the tomb,” where Iacocca enforced security so rigid the garbage was burned under supervision. Weekly late-night meetings were held at a nearby motel called the Fairlane Inn. Iacocca’s underlings began to understand the depth of his ambition. He was proof that you couldn’t have enough balls in this town.

Iacocca’s vision included a new model, and a marketing theme to sell it, a way to make a statement: Ford cars were about performance, style, adventure. He knew America was ripe for something different. The numbers were there in the market research, and he could feel it in his gut. Together with his chief engineer Donald Frey, he approached the styling department. Within days, a secret prototype was in the works. The original name was Torino, after the Italian city Turin. But it would one day soon become a car called Mustang.

“Put in class for the mass,” Iacocca told his designers. “If we’re right, this will make the Model A look like nothing.”

 

On Monday morning, February 27, 1961, automobile executives throughout the Detroit suburbs awoke to the sound of newspapers slapping onto their stoops. The Detroit News was an international paper, but it was also a car business trade journal and gossip sheet. That Monday was a slow news day. “Liz Taylor Ill.” “Venus Probe Monitored by Soviet Mystery Ships.” On the sports page the daily featured in-depth coverage of the Daytona 500. On Sunday, Marvin Panch had cruised to victory in a Pontiac in the fastest 500 in history—an average of 149.6 mph around Florida’s famous 2.5-mile thunderdome. In columnist Doc Greene’s commentary, readers discovered some interesting information:

 


  In European racing, victory can be translated immediately into sales. Buyers over there operate on the rather simple theory that if, for example, in the 24-hours endurance race at Le Mans, five Ferraris finish ahead of the rest of the pack under such grueling circumstances—it’s the best car and you ought to buy it. “It has worked the same way for us,” remarked [Detroit Pontiac dealer Bill 
Packer, who sponsored the winning car]. “Back in 1957 when Bunkie Knudsen took over the division, a Pontiac was a good car all right but it had a reputation for being an old woman’s auto. Great for grandmas. Then we started dominating stock car racing. We went way up in sales in just a couple of years.



 

Stock car racing was not supposed to matter in Detroit. There was a ban prohibiting automakers from spending a dollar on racing. In the late 1950s, American carmakers came under pressure for encouraging drivers through advertising to put horsepower to the pavement on public roads. Ford, General Motors, and Chrysler were involved in a “Horsepower War,” each trying to outdo the other with bigger engines in hopes of capturing customers. Stockpiling power in cubic inches—it was Detroit’s answer to the Cold War. The companies marketed their cars by entering them in a series of Sunday skirmishes called National Association for Stock Car Automobile Racing—NASCAR.

The relationship between the battle for speed and the battle for market share didn’t sit well in Washington. In 1957, Congress forced the Automobile Manufacturers Association to draw up a “Safety Resolution,” a treaty by which Detroit automakers agreed not to advertise “the specific engine size, torque, horsepower, or ability to accelerate or perform, in any contest that suggests speed.” “Safety” and “economy” became the buzzwords of the day.

And yet, Doc Greene’s column in the Detroit News spoke of high-powered automobile executives showing up in bunches at the Daytona 500 in 1961. “The executives you see just happened to be passing through on the way to Texas or Dubuque or somewhere and you didn’t see them at all. And the things they say are off the record.” One “wheel within a wheel” was quoted: “Racing without cooperation from the parent company is like having a baby without an umbilical cord. Almost impossible.”

That summer General Motors’ investment in racing became the worst-kept secret in Detroit. Chevrolet was funding a racing campaign under the guise of a marine engine program. Pontiac had its own secret program.


“These guys are cheating,” Henry II told Iacocca. “We have to do something.”

Henry II refused to spend money on racing, fearing bad publicity. He was president of the Automobile Manufacturers Association. Enforcing the Safety Resolution fell to his authority.

By the end of 1961, Iacocca’s first year on the job, Pontiac and Chevrolet had won forty-one out of fifty-two NASCAR races. Over that same year, General Motors’ share of the market began to skyrocket. Pontiac reported its highest new model sales in its thirty-six-year history. In April, Chevrolets won at Richmond, Columbia, Greenville, and Winston-Salem. Over that same thirty-one days, Chevrolet set an all-time single-month sales record. “Not since the heyday of Henry Ford’s Tin Lizzie has any auto line so completely dominated the market,” Newsweek reported. “One of every three cars that Americans drove out of showrooms last week was a Chevrolet.”

Anxiety began to cloud the hallways of the Glass House. Since Henry II took over the company, he’d never seen such an immediate and critical shift in market share. Ford executives saw stories in their newspapers about young people who were taking to the streets and marching, demanding legal drag strips in their hometowns. Kids wanted speed, and General Motors made the hottest engines money could buy.

On April 27, Henry II penned a letter to John F. Gordon, president of General Motors. “On a short-range basis we intend to develop those high-performance components for the Ford car that are presently offered by Chevrolet and Pontiac,” he wrote. “We believe this action is mandatory to assure the competitive position of our products. On a long-range basis we are most anxious to work out a more satisfactory agreement with other members of the industry.”

Henry II never received a reply.

In the first third of May 1962, GM’s slice of the pie hit 61.6 percent, up from 49 percent a year before. Not in forty years had one company cut out such a large chunk. Attorney General Robert Kennedy had a grand jury looking into antitrust laws. From his fifth-floor office at Ford division headquarters, Iacocca saw Ford spiraling under his watch. He had worked his whole adult life to get this job. He urged his boss to scrap the Safety Resolution—out of necessity.

“Now I don’t want to imply that we were building old ladies’ cars,” Iacocca later said. “But something had to be done. I had only one thing in mind. We had to beat hell out of everybody.”

It was an easy sell. Henry II saw not a company but a family legacy in peril. An attack on Ford was an attack on the Ford family. How many times had Henry II heard the story as a child, how the family legacy was founded? One cloudy Thursday many years before, on October 10, 1901, an unknown tinkerer named Henry Ford stepped into a machine he had built, at a racetrack in Grosse Pointe. A crowd of six thousand had gathered to see a sweepstakes race between this unknown tinkerer and Alexander Winton, holder of the world track speed record and the most famous name in speed of his day. Henry Ford didn’t believe in racing; he thought it irresponsible. “But as others were doing it, I too had to do it,” Henry I later described this moment. “If an automobile was going to be known for speed, then I was going to make an automobile that would be known wherever speed was known.”

Henry I won the race. He gambled his life on it and prevailed, and this victory put a new carmaker named Henry Ford on the map. What would history be if Crazy Henry had come in second?

 

On June 11, 1962, Henry II released a statement—six paragraphs with his signature at the bottom—regarding Detroit’s Safety Resolution. “Accordingly,” he told reporters that day, “we are withdrawing from it.” Anticipating criticism from Washington, he asserted that the company would “continue with unabated vigor our efforts to design, engineer and build safety into our products.” Off the record he was more to the point.

“We’re going in with both feet.”

It was, in the words of one Detroit reporter, “the biggest automotive scoop in years,” and reaction was immediate. Representative 
Oren Harris, Democrat of Arkansas, promised an investigation by the House Health and Safety Subcommittee. Editorials probed Henry II’s motivations. “Detroit’s romance with racing has always been a strange one,” the New York Times stated. “Cynics say it is a romance of desperation, pursued only when other approaches don’t bring satisfaction in the salesroom.”

Henry II knew that, if Ford was going to lead the charge, the other companies would likely follow. Competition would move from the boardrooms and showrooms to the track. Losing was out of the question.
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Il Commendatore


  I am convinced, that when a man tells a woman he loves her, he only means that he desires her; and that the only total love in this world is that of a father for his son.




  —ENZO FERRARI, 1963



 

THROUGH HIS WINDSHIELD, the city of Modena, Italy, came into focus: rows of stone buildings, telegraph wires, the towering spire of the Duomo poking at an iron-gray sky. The maze of teeming ancient streets pulled him in as if by a force of gravity.

His name was Enzo Ferrari and he was fifty-eight years old. He made the famous cars that bore his name, and yet he drove a Fiat the 11 miles home from his factory. Once he arrived in the city, the streets clogged with traffic: Fiats like his own, Lancias, an occasional Ford. Bumpers scraped and scooters swarmed. It was a June evening in 1956. The setting sun reddened the horizon but the early-summer heat was still baking Modena.

Turning onto the Viale Trento e Trieste, his Fiat lurched to a stop on a corner in front of number eleven. This was his home—a two-story painted stone structure with two Shell gas pumps out front skirting the road. On the first floor were the garages, big enough for a half dozen automobiles, where his customers came to have their Ferrari cars serviced. He kept an office on one side, a small chamber with a desk, a well-worn brown leather chair, and a trophy-lined bookcase.

He climbed a stairwell to the second floor, where he resided with 
his wife Laura and their only child, a son named Alfredo—Dino for short. The walls embraced Ferrari like the fabric of his old suit. He had not strayed from these rooms for a single night in perhaps more than a decade. His wife Laura’s sad face at the end of the day was as familiar to him as the furniture. They seemed to have a relationship that neither enjoyed but neither could do without.

Was there any news?

There was not, she informed him. The doctor had come and the doctor had gone. What was there to say?

Ferrari walked into his son’s room. Dino’s six-foot frame filled his bed. He was twenty-four and he’d been born into this home. The older man’s skin had leathered and his dark hair had grayed, but the two still shared the same features: prominent forehead, aquiline nose, hair bristling back as if it were being blown by a steady breeze. They were unmistakably father and son. Ferrari eased himself into the chair that had become a fixture by Dino’s bedside and time slowed to a crawl.

Conversation started where it had ended the evening before. Ferrari updated Dino on what was happening at the factory, whom had visited, the business of the day. It was June, which meant Le Mans approached, the most important race of the year. In the frenzy to ready the cars the daylight hours moved at breakneck speed. There was always disagreement. Bazzi had said this . . . Jano had said that . . . In the racing shop, voices could sometimes drown out the rattle of a sick engine. Throughout his years Dino Ferrari had asked his father about the cucciolo, the “puppy.” He liked to call his father’s latest creation the puppy. Ferrari was building the 625 LM to race at Le Mans in 1956 and he detailed the progress.

Inline four cylinder, 2.5 liters, two Weber carburetors. . .

By the bed, Ferrari kept a notebook. Inside he had scribbled charts and graphs tracking the number of calories his son had consumed on a given day, his diuresis, the presence of albumin in his urine and of urea in his blood. Visits from a doctor enabled Ferrari to update the figures frequently. Like an engine on a test bed, Dino’s numbers measured vitality and strength.


Ferrari had always believed that the young man’s problems could be solved. Even in those late hours, he believed his son could be saved.

 

Dino Ferrari had lived his entire life in a world of experimental automobiles. From his earliest days he could be seen following his father around in the garages below their home and at the local proving ground, the Modena Autodrome. He was in his early teens when he began suffering from strange maladies. Doctors eventually diagnosed him with muscular dystrophy,* a crippling disease with no cure that eats away at the skeletal muscles.


Ferrari groomed his son. Dino earned his engineering diploma at a technical institute in Modena, and unlike his father he learned to speak English. He took an office near his father’s and began to assume his role as the aging boss’s only son.

“Papa,” he said when he saw Ferrari upset about a business matter. “Don’t let it get you down. Things always right themselves if you only give them time.”

By the end of 1955, Dino’s twenty-four-year-old legs had grown so stiff he had trouble walking, and his kidneys began to fail. He was confined to his bed.

Frequent visitors came to sit with Dino—his best friend Sergio, and drivers on Ferrari’s Grand Prix team. The filmmaker and avid Ferrari customer Roberto Rossellini came bearing books, and he sat by Dino’s bed for hours. Dino’s most important visitor came at night. After sunset Enzo Ferrari returned home from the factory with a man named Vittorio Jano. Jano was in his mid-sixties and always dressed in his trademark three-piece wool suit and bowler hat. He was the most famous engineer in Italy. In the 1930s, Jano had designed the Alfa Romeo P3 monoposto, the first true single-seat racing car. In a sport that was as much about mechanical wizardry as it was about the skill of drivers, Jano’s cars had made 
Italy the nation to beat. His contribution to Ferrari’s rise was immeasurable. Ferrari could still recall the day, thirty-three years before, when he first climbed the stairs to Jano’s home and knocked on the door.

In Dino’s room, the three men resolved to design a 1.5-liter racing engine. The challenge: to achieve the perfect equilibrium between power and economy of motion. Racing historians would forever debate exactly what occurred in that room. Ferrari would claim that his son was achieving greatness on his deathbed, though some argued Jano’s genius was at work.

As the engine took shape on paper, and the young man’s condition deteriorated, a macabre irony became apparent. For Enzo Ferrari, the internal-combustion engine was a symbol of life. It had revolutionized society. He had watched it all happen during his lifetime. He spoke of automobiles as if they were animate. Cars possessed unique behaviors. They breathed through carburetors. They were skinned with metal. “Ferrari’s aim,” he once told a reporter, addressing himself in the third person, “is to perfect an ideal, to transform inert raw material into a living machine.” The engine of a car was both heart and soul. Ferrari engineer Luigi Bazzi had called its rumble “the heartbeat of the creature.”

 

Spread out around the Ferrari home, the city of Modena was going about its routine. A thriving colony since the days of Caesar, Modena (MO-deh-na) was settled on the Via Emilia, a strategic road that cut a path straight to Rome. Modena’s population in 1955 was 150,000, roughly the size of Yonkers, New York, today. It was a city of cobblestone alleys and paved streets winding from the Piazza Grande, where a statue of the Madonna held court next to the Duomo, built in the twelfth century, its tower now slightly tilted.

Italians singled out Modena for its zampone (stuffed pig’s feet), a sparkling red wine called Lambrusco, balsamic vinegar, and a lousy soccer team called II Canarini—the Canaries. Its true fame, however, was its craftsmen. “Absurdly gifted artisans abound,” the historian Griffith Borgeson described the city, “so that you can 
have almost anything made, made surpassingly well, and so cheaply that you must never get used to the miracle. It’s an incredible place, where master pattern makers are a dime a dozen and skilled metal workers of every kind seem to surge out of the black humus.”

As in all Italian cities and towns, the Modenese held beauty in great esteem. Everywhere it was evident, from the Renaissance architecture to the label on a bottle of Lambrusco. Modena’s metal workers possessed a talent for mechanics as well, an instinctive ability to design and mold moving parts. In this city, an old-world aesthetic was joined by modernity’s defining ambition: to harness power. “It is my opinion,” Ferrari once wrote, “that there are innate gifts that are a peculiarity of certain regions and that, transferred into industry, these propensities may at times acquire an exceptional importance . . . In Modena, where I was born and set up my own works, there is a species of psychosis for racing cars.”

The city’s streets and alleys were lined with coach-building shops and foundries. Maserati, among the world’s most storied racing marques, had its headquarters here on the Via Ciro Menotti. The famous Weber carburetors were built in nearby Bologna, also the home of motorcycle fabricator Ducati. Just a few miles down the road from Modena in Sant’Agata Bolognese, a prominent tractor manufacturer would soon unveil a phenomenal first car, his name Ferruccio Lamborghini. It was Enzo Ferrari, however, who was emerging as the region’s most revered mechanical impresario.

Ferrari was a metal worker’s son; his name came from the Italian word ferro, meaning iron. He could describe himself as neither a designer nor an engineer, but rather “an agitator of men.” Mornings found him exiting his apartment wearing a plain baggy suit, suspenders holding up his pants. On his wrist was an old chronometer with the black Prancing Horse—the Ferrari logo—in the center of the dial. He visited his barber Antonio for a shave, then drove a Fiat 11 miles to the rural village of Maranello, where an Alsatian named Dick greeted him at his factory gate, tail wagging. The factory porter Seidenari—whom Ferrari’s wife called “Sei di 
Denari” (“You have money”)—snapped to attention in the porter’s lodge. The boss’s office was there by the gate, so he knew who was coming and who was going.

He worked seven days a week, twelve to sixteen hours a day, holidays included. At night, he returned to Modena. He felt “extremely emotionally attached” to his city. Except for his daily drives to Maranello, he refused to leave Modena for almost any reason. He did not attend races—not even the Italian Grand Prix at the Monza Autodrome, one of the world’s most famous circuits, a two-hour drive from his home.

The factory produced just a few cars each week, of three different kinds: two-seat racing sports cars of the Le Mans type, missile-shaped single-seat Grand Prix cars (increasingly being called Formula One at this time), and Grand Touring cars (customer road cars). Paying for it all was a rarified group of clients, who commissioned their cars as if they were pieces of art and paid Enzo Ferrari extraordinary amounts for them: the president of Argentina Juan Domingo Perón, the Shah of Iran Reza Pahlavi, the playboy Porfirio Rubirosa and his mistress Zsa Zsa Gabor. When they came to Modena to take possession of their vehicles, they always stayed a little longer to meet Ferrari. They addressed him by the title the Italian government had given him in 1927 —Commendatore.

To the journalists who sought to define him in their articles, Ferrari was a riddle: A man who built racing cars, but refused to attend races. Who worked tirelessly to perfect state-of-the-art machines, yet feared elevators. They called him The Magician of Maranello, a “speed-bewitched recluse.” But here in his home city, where he had grown up, there was no mystery. He looked and dressed like any other man sitting in the cafes of the Piazza Grande. He was a Modenese, a paesano.

 

On June 30, 1956, a priest arrived at 11 Viale Trento e Trieste. Dino was dying, and the priest came to sit with his parents through the final hours. In the chair by Dino’s bedside, Ferrari sat with his son. They talked, and from their conversation, Ferrari learned, as 
he would later describe, “what life means to a young man who is leaving it.”

When Dino had taken his last breath, Ferrari opened the notebook that he had filled with charts and graphs and wrote one final sentence: “The match is lost.”

“I have lost my son,” he said.

“Let us say a prayer for our Dino, who has left us,” the priest said.

“Since I took First Communion as a child I have forgotten the prayers that so many people say every day,” Ferrari responded. “The only thing I can say is: God, help me to be a good man.”

The following day, drivers in Ferrari’s red livery competed in the French Grand Prix wearing white armbands in Dino’s honor. The British driver Peter Collins won the race for the Ferrari factory team, traveling 121.16 mph over 314.5 miles—the fastest average speed over any European circuit in history. When the phone call arrived, Ferrari waved it away. He claimed that racing no longer had meaning for him and announced that he would give it up forever. No one believed him.

Dino’s body was eased
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