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Introduction

Even today as you approach the Members’ Banking at Brooklands it can take your breath away. Not much remains of the original Brooklands Motor Racing Circuit now, but this impressive sweep of rough concrete is so high and steep that you can barely scramble to the top.

If you make it, pause for a moment and try to imagine that it is over 100 years ago: 5 August 1935, to be precise. The morning fog has cleared but this most dangerous part of the track is still damp and very treacherous. Suddenly, before you see it, you can hear to your left the furious-sounding engine of a motor racing car that then suddenly appears, heading directly towards you from underneath a bridge over the track, at almost unimaginable speed. The driver is tucked low in the cockpit, clearly wrestling with the large steering wheel to try to keep all four tyres of this giant car in touch with the track’s slippery surface. High up on this vertiginous banking, the car looks as if at any moment it could take to the air and fly off the top of the raked concrete ribbon and career into the trees beyond. The noise and smell of this behemoth of a vehicle assaults the senses as it roars past you.

Surely the brave pilot is a fearless hero of the age, a man demonstrating his mastery over this impressive racing car. Perhaps Sir Malcolm Campbell, the peerless record-breaker, or maybe the heroic ‘Bentley Boy’, ‘Tim’ Birkin is scorching past you.

You hear the car complete its lap after tearing round the Byfleet banking and then slowing down as it heads up the Finishing Straight before easing into the Paddock. Coming to a halt, its engine crackles in a haze of heat that mingles with rich exhaust fumes; the bodywork is streaked with oil and dust from the track. The driver hesitates briefly before stepping delicately down from this huge machine.

Helmet and goggles are removed to reveal the most feminine of features. Smiling from ear to ear, she smooths her hair and is handed a silk grosgrain hair bow, which she carefully puts on. Its colour matches the pale blue silk of her tailored racing overalls. After a quick word with her mechanic, she lights a cigarette, then heads off to mingle with the other drivers and is soon lost to sight as she joins the Paddock crowds.

This is Kay Petre, who has just driven a 10.5-litre V12 Delage around Brooklands at a speed averaging just over 134mph. She is petite: just 4ft 10in tall. It is hard to comprehend how she controlled the huge 16ft-long Delage at such speed on the bumpy banked circuit. The wooden blocks added to the pedals are a clue, as is her specially designed raised seat, which enabled her to see over the length of the huge bonnet.

She is clearly the object of everyone’s attention as she meets friends and admirers, for she has just set the record for the fastest lap by a woman at the track and become the first female to earn the coveted Brooklands Automobile Racing Club 130mph badge.

Kay was one of a remarkable group of young women motor racers who became known as the ‘Brooklands Belles’. Women were banned from competing in events organised by the Brooklands Automobile Racing Club for over twenty years after the track was initially opened. But eventually the authorities relented and Kay and her compatriots showed the men what they could do, winning races, breaking records and challenging convention.

The heyday of female participation in such a dangerous and demanding sport in the 1930s was brief and brilliant when they were finally allowed to compete on an equal footing against male drivers. Women had never before broken the bounds of sport and societal constraints so dramatically. The intoxicating mix of talent, determination and glamour that they brought to what had been regarded as a ‘man’s sport’ was sadly curtailed by the onset of the Second World War.

Brooklands never reopened and the adventures of the Brooklands Belles were at an end.

This is the inspiring story of the pioneering women racers who took on the men with a panache not seen before or since in any sport.




1

The First Lady of Brooklands

In September 1905 Hugh Locke King and his wife Ethel undertook a motoring tour to Italy with a plan to see the inaugural Coppa Brescia race, the grand road race that was subsequently better known as the Coppa Florio after Vincenzo Florio offered a substantial prize and a permanent trophy for the event. The winner was Giovanni Raggio driving an Itala. The Locke Kings had purchased a 50/70hp Itala car themselves in August that had finished second in the touring class of the Mont Cenis Hill Climb in France. As it had incurred some damage to the bodywork during the event, they had ordered a new body to be made and fitted to the car in Paris, so collection of the repaired vehicle became part of their tour. Both Hugh and his wife were keen early motoring enthusiasts, although on this journey they were beset with mechanical problems and an accident that delayed their arrival in Italy, thus causing them to miss the race.

In the accommodation they were staying at on the night after the race they met some Italian drivers who had taken part in the event and were recounting their exploits and enjoyed sharing stories of previous races. There were no English entrants in the Coppa race, the drivers being mainly French, German and Italian. The assembled group quickly turned their attention to the Locke Kings and were critical of the failures of the English in the field of motor racing. Teasing them that the English had neither the experience of racing nor suitable racing machines to compete in such grand events as the recently completed Coppa, they struck a nerve with the Locke Kings:

The idea of the course dawned in Brescia after the Targa Florio meeting, as I sat among the owners of the French, German, and Italian cars which had been competing. In reply to my question why there was not a single English car entered, the reply came quickly and unanimously: ‘You have no practice in racing, no cars with the speed – you would not have had a chance.’ He added ruefully ‘Poor old England! – the cradle of sports as she used to be called – nowhere. Cars, men, all were ‘made abroad’.1

Hugh Locke King was stung by the comments. The drivers were right. Great Britain had a blanket speed limit of 20mph on its roads and all motor racing was banned. There were also no facilities for testing the few cars that the country produced. Continental countries had embraced motor cars and motor sport far more enthusiastically, literally leaving Great Britain in the dust, something that he felt ashamed about. France alone was producing 50 per cent of all the world’s motor vehicles at the time.

On their return journey to Great Britain, the Locke Kings discussed the implications of what they had heard and made a plan. Hugh and Ethel could foresee a future in which Great Britain would take a lead in this new sport and they decided that they could be instrumental in bringing this about. Back at home in Surrey, they walked round their substantial estate and decided that a motor racing circuit could be built on its grounds. As ideas went it was a big one and it was the genesis of what was to become Brooklands Motor Racing Circuit: a remarkably grand vision.

Hugh sought the advice of friends and notables in the world of motoring and when he approached the secretary of the Automobile Club, Julian Orde, he welcomed the idea and suggested that a circular track should be built so that racing cars could always be seen by spectators. He also proposed a narrow, 20ft-wide track and envisaged that so constructed it could cope with maximum speeds of 60mph.

Great Britain did at least have a club for motor car owners, which had been founded in 1897 by Frederick Simms and Charles Harrington Moore. The club had adopted the constitution of the French Automobile Club de France, which had been created two years earlier in 1895. In 1907 it received a new title, the Royal Automobile Club (RAC), following a royal decree from keen motoring enthusiast King Edward VII.

With the Automobile Club supportive, Hugh didn’t hesitate on starting the project and after Lord Montagu of Beaulieu wrote an article in favour of the project in The Car on 25 July 1906, trees were already being felled on the Locke King estate in preparation for the work to start, although no firm design plans had been drawn up.

In September 1906 Hugh organised a meeting of the leading sporting motorists of the day at his house. Two well-known figures who attended were Charles Jarrott, who was an experienced European open road racer, and S.F. Edge, who had won the 1902 Gordon Bennett Cup for the motor race from Paris to Innsbruck, a distance of 565km.

The meeting was very positive and, having inspected the possible location for the track, it was proposed that this should be 4 miles long and wide enough for ten to twelve cars to drive abreast. After the meeting, Edge said that he would like to book the track as soon as it was finished as he wanted to attempt driving at 60mph for twenty-four hours, a feat he was confident he could achieve. This was duly agreed as it would mean great publicity for the new circuit if this ambitious undertaking was accomplished.

Most of the surrounding land that was to be transformed by the project had been in the Locke King family for generations. It was a quiet area of rural Surrey at the time and the neighbours could not have foreseen the disruption that the building of this motoring amphitheatre would cause, let alone the noise that the circuit would generate when in use.

Shortly after the meeting that effectively kick-started the building of Brooklands, Hugh appointed Colonel H.C.L. Holden chief engineer and designer of the new motor circuit. He was a prominent member of the Automobile Club and at the time, the first chairman of its new competitions committee. He had good technical knowledge and an understanding of high-speed dynamics.

He visited the Brooklands site on several occasions and explained that the best approach to the design of the circuit was to include banked curves that would enable cars to travel as fast as 90mph. It was a revolutionary approach, but he was certain that the banking would allow cars to maintain maximum speeds without skidding.

Dame Ethel was closely involved in all the discussions; she shared her husband’s enthusiasm for the ambitious project and was to play a crucial part in the development of the track. Hugh also arranged for a distant relative, Ernst, Baron de Rodakowski, to help with the Brooklands enterprise.

Holden’s initial layout plans showed a 2½-mile oval track and estimated a three-month construction period. Rodakowski became the first Clerk of the Course until his role was taken over by Major Lindsay Lloyd in November 1908. He had helped the Locke Kings with the luxury Mena House Hotel situated at the base of the Pyramids in Giza, which they owned from 1886. During his time as its manager from 1887 to 1896, it gained great prominence among the European social elite.

Much of the engineering needed to be innovative to deal with the terrain of the estate, which lay in a ‘swampy, rabbit-infested corner of Surrey’.2 What the track should be surfaced with engendered much debate. A new material, tarmacadam, was deemed to be untested and difficult to roll on the banked surface areas that were planned. Asphalt also seemed to present a problem as it would need the extra cost of a concrete base. After much discussion it was decided that a single layer of concrete to a depth of 6in would be the best option. It could be laid in small sections and made using materials from the local gravel quarry.

A railway engineer, Alexander Donaldson, was engaged to manage the growing number of contractors that would be needed to complete the work as there were considerable challenges faced in the building of what was to be officially called Brooklands (sharing the name of the Locke Kings’ house). Hugh’s first estimate of the budget required for the construction of Brooklands was £22,004, which he felt he could comfortably draw from liquid assets. Donaldson immediately doubled this budget figure when he had finished his first rough estimate of costs.

Things started to move quickly as Messrs Price and Reeves were appointed as main contractors and they soon came back with their own budget figure of over £60,000. Work forged ahead in spite of no consensus on what everything would actually cost.

An additional 1,500 men employed by Price and Reeves bolstered the team of 500 farm labourers who had started the estate clearance. Most of the work was manual, supported by the use of two light locomotives and about ninety wagons operating on 8 miles of railway line that had been laid within the confines of the outline track.

The look of the estate changed quickly during 1906 as over 30 acres of woodland were felled, 300,000 cubic yards of earth shifted and 200,000 tons of concrete laid. It is no wonder that the Surrey Herald of September 1906 commented, ‘the people of Weybridge will view the construction of a racecourse in their midst with horror and aversion, and no good can possibly derive from such an institution’.

Fifty miles of telephone wire encircled the track, with sentry boxes at regular intervals equipped with alarms that would report any accidents or incidents when racing was under way.

The scale of the project was immense and it was to prove highly stressful and detrimental to Hugh’s health. His patriotic vision of a British home for motor racing and most importantly the provision of testing facilities for the development of British cars, so the country stopped lagging behind its European competitors, was to be one for which he made great personal and financial sacrifices.

Without the role that his wife Dame Ethel was to play in the circuit’s development it seems unlikely that Brooklands would ever have been completed.

Ethel was definitely the first lady of Brooklands. As Hugh’s health declined, Ethel stepped up from being a partner in the project to overseeing and managing all aspects of the epic project. Aside from the ambitious scale of the circuit construction, there was the rapidly deteriorating financial situation that the Locke Kings had to manage as the ever-growing budget projections threatened certain bankruptcy. In fact, Hugh at this stage handed all these worries to his wife.

Ethel was clearly up to the job and cleverly managed discussions and financial agreements with the banks. Loans were arranged, creditors assuaged as much as possible and when push came to shove she did not hesitate to approach members of her wider family to ask for loans or donations to enable her to both service the growing number of loans and pay off debts. Many of the estate’s properties were mortgaged to raise necessary cash. Her approach was firm and when Donaldson’s £43,000 estimate of the cost of building the track was received, Ethel immediately wrote to Rodakowski pointing out the huge increase was unacceptable without discussion. She promptly followed up by calling at Carlton House, Regent Street, the headquarters of the newly formed Brooklands Automobile Racing Club, to speak to him in person. It was the first of a number of terse and often combative discussions between the two.

Ethel had previously been very hands on in the management of the estate’s properties and the farms that they owned and she now also demonstrated a calm and clear head for business. She was a strong, independent character and was respected by the men she had to deal with. As her husband’s health deteriorated, she took the reins on the project, balancing the books and guiding progress on the construction that would ensure the track opened in 1907 as planned.

She was faced with tough decisions. It became clear when spending was at its highest that she had to consider stopping the construction of the track completely as she and Hugh faced possible financial ruin. The alternative was the brave decision to have faith in their original vision and risk all to complete the ambitious project. This is exactly what she did, and is the mark of a brave, clear-thinking woman without whom the Brooklands estate would have remained without its iconic track that was to foster British motor racing, and then become home to aviation and manufacturing of aircraft critical to both future world wars.

Ethel was born in 1864 and her childhood was spent in Tasmania and Bermuda, where her father had been Colonial Governor. Returning to England, she met Hugh and was soon to be married to him. They had no children and devoted their time to running the Brooklands estate.

Writer and historian Antonia Scott, in an article for Community Life Magazines in March 2025, said of Ethel, ‘She was a strong character and a great lover of motor vehicles. You think of her as your classic society lady, but actually she’s just this incredible woman. She actually was really pivotal in having the track constructed. She was a forceful woman and very vibrant and generous.’

Ironically, her husband, Hugh, didn’t particularly enjoy driving and, although he had owned the fourth car registered in Great Britain, he engaged a driver and increasingly relied on Ethel to take the wheel. The year after the propitious visit to the Coppa Florio, Ethel decided to buy a second Itala, which she christened ‘Bambo’; it was the car that had reputedly won the 1906 Coppa Florio race. Ethel was the true motoring enthusiast in the marriage at a time when seeing a female driver at the wheel of the car was something of a novelty; to see an Englishwoman on the roads of the Continent on their 1905 trip to Italy would be a rare sight indeed. Her great nephew, Dr Frank Hanford, recalled that ‘She was a furious driver. Frightful. Everyone in Weybridge got out of the way.’3

She was one of the first women to fly an aeroplane and very professionally managed what was to become the Brooklands Estate Company, the organisation responsible for the track, airfield and other projects. In name she shared this responsibility with her husband, but his withdrawal from the day-to-day activities and inability to cope with the stress of the huge building project meant that she was firmly at the helm of a much-troubled ship.

Towards the end of 1906, Brooklands Automobile Racing Club (BARC) was formed, made up by a group of distinguished men from the English aristocracy. Under the auspices of what was to become the RAC, the board included the Duke of Beaufort, Lord Northcliffe, the Duke of Westminster, Lord Montagu of Beaulieu and Lord Lonsdale. From their offices in Carlton Place, they planned how motor racing would take place for the first time in Great Britain, how races should be run, and how this new circuit was going to be a triumphant demonstration of British endeavour, attracting the best of international cars and drivers. Not completing the circuit on time was really not an option at this stage and they, like Hugh Locke King, were also motivated by the thought that the Brooklands circuit could generate significant money from spectator attendances. They ambitiously mooted the possibility of 100,000, possibly 200,000, people attending races.

Plans duly went ahead for an official opening in 1907.

The main outer circuit or oval was approximately 2.75 miles long and 100ft wide, and was to be primarily used for speed testing and record attempts. It featured two huge banked curves: the Members’ Banking (Home Banking) and Byfleet Banking. The banking reached nearly 30ft high, with a maximum inclination of around 26.5° that allowed cars to maintain high speeds without slowing down in the corners, assuming the car and the driver were up to this vertiginous challenge.

The Finishing Straight was a separate, additional section, approximately 0.5 miles long, that diverged from the oval at the ‘Fork’ near the River Wey crossing and passed the Clubhouse and grandstands, providing a grandstand finish (a tradition borrowed from horse racing).

The Fork was a split in the track where a driver could continue on the outer oval or turn left onto the Finishing Straight. This junction was essential for the handicap races that were the staple of Brooklands.

Over time there were changes to the layout driven by two factors: the need for more complex ‘road-course’-style circuits and the increasing importance of the site’s Aerodrome inside the circuit.

The Grand Prix Circuit was introduced when Brooklands hosted the first British Grand Prix held in 1926. The circuit needed to slow cars down and introduce corners that tested skill, not just speed. To achieve this, the full Outer Circuit was used, but temporary sand or earth chicanes were constructed along the Finishing Straight. This briefly brought a ‘Continental’ road-racing flavour to the high-speed oval, but it was not adopted as a permanent solution.

In 1930 the Mountain Circuit was introduced as an attempt to create a much shorter, twistier circuit using the existing track infrastructure. It utilised a portion of the Members’ Banking and the Finishing Straight but then cut inland and featured the Test Hill (an adjacent gradient used for manufacturer testing) to create a series of sharp bends and a steep climb/descent. Approximately 1.17 miles long, it tested the dexterity and reactions of drivers in a way that flat-out races didn’t.

The Campbell Circuit and International Trophy Circuit were introduced in the period 1937–39. This final major overhaul created permanent, dedicated road circuits intended to revitalise racing and make Brooklands a strong competitor to the natural road courses such as Donington Park that were being built.

The Campbell Circuit, named after Sir Malcolm Campbell, was the primary road course and had a length of 2.267 miles. It had required the modification of the track entrance at The Fork and cutting across the infield to create a series of new, permanent bends and straights.

The International Trophy Circuit was a longer variation that combined the new Campbell Circuit sections with a portion of the high-speed Byfleet Banking to create a mix of high-speed oval and twisty road sections.

By the late 1930s, the Brooklands site hosted a complex arrangement of the original, high-speed Outer Circuit and the newer, tighter road circuits that offered diverse racing challenges until motor racing was suspended at the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939. While these options provided greater variety of racing for drivers and spectators, the BARC faced the perennial problem of track deterioration as the concrete surface needed annual repairs that kept it barely acceptable for high-speed racing. Later in its life, some leading drivers were to become increasingly incensed by the poor state of the track that made both racing and record-breaking attempts a risk to life and limb. Sir Henry ‘Tim’ Birkin wrote in his 1932 book Full Throttle, ‘I think it is, without exception, the most out of date, inadequate and dangerous track in the world … the surface is abominable. There are bumps which jolt the driver up and down in his seat and make the car leave the road and travel through the air.’

The Earl of Lonsdale formally opened the new Brooklands circuit on Monday, 17 June 1907. It was remarkable that the track and the buildings were completed on time. It was testament to Ethel’s focused approach to getting the project finished as planned.

Apart from the track itself, there were facilities to support the racing that had also been constructed. The Clubhouse (originally ‘the Weighing Block’ due to the borrowing of horse racing terminology) was the main administrative and social hub of the circuit and housed the Clerk of the Course’s office and all the necessary facilities needed by race officials. It was also home for the Weighbridge and the Clerk of the Scales office where handicaps were worked out. There were changing rooms for drivers and a large open viewing stand for the press. With its distinctive green dome, it became the BARC’s central feature.

The Paddock area was located immediately adjacent to the Clubhouse and accessible via the Competitors’ Tunnel. This was the focus for all the drivers and racing teams as this was where garages, ‘racing lock-ups’ as they were known initially, and workshops were based.

Various grandstands and enclosures were created for spectators, with enclosures on Members’ Hill near the Clubhouse and Finishing Straight to accommodate the crowds and provide a good view of the exciting conclusion to races.

At the opening ceremony, the Locke Kings hosted lunch in the BARC pavilion, a relatively formal affair, at which Hugh made a short speech. With business concluded, the assembled dignitaries moved to the Paddock, from where a procession of cars formed into two lines and drove on to the Members’ Banking, led by Ethel driving her husband in her 40hp Itala, ‘Bambo’, that she had driven back from Italy. It was most fitting that the first lady of Brooklands took the lead after all the determined hard work she had put into securing the completion of the track and facilities. Her leading the procession was also a powerful statement: a woman was the first person to officially drive a motor car round a lap of Brooklands.

After a short distance, the faster cars broke ranks and there was a ‘profusion of sporting gentlemen in great bowlers, and about 40 cars following one behind another with high bodies and long square radiators’.4

Bill Boddy wrote in his history of Brooklands Motor Course that at the opening ‘the speech which Mr. Locke King made was of the shortest, for, as he said, there was no need to talk. There was the Track; it was a great undertaking and whether it succeeded or failed remained with the automobile world.’

Prior to the opening, there had been very mixed feelings about this behemoth concrete amphitheatre now residing in rural Surrey. It is worth remembering that many still felt that the motorcar was going to be a passing fad and the attraction of speed was overrated. The automobile trade, for the benefit of whom the notion of a bespoke testing and research facility was integral to the Locke Kings’ dream, had their doubts about its value and the huge amount of money that had been invested. They were at the time much more interested in selling imported foreign cars as Great Britain’s offerings really didn’t compare or catch the public’s attention. The press vacillated, and from initial reticence about the venture began to warm to the idea. The locals remained unhappy and vociferous about the unwelcome intrusion and the possible noise that would blight their lives once racing started.

Hugh Locke King reflected in his article in the souvenir programme of the circuit’s opening, ‘The Brooklands Track is open, and if we have been able to do anything to promote the well-being of the new sport and the new industry in this country, the anxiety and risk of this past year will have been amply repaid.’ It was an earnest comment; the effort of building this motoring Colosseum, fighting planning battles and dealing with local residents’ complaints had nearly ruined Locke King’s health and finished him financially. Without the leadership and resilience of Ethel it could all have come to naught.

The opening did eventually garner much positive media attention both domestically and abroad. When Kaiser Wilhelm II heard about the opening of the circuit, he instructed that Germany should too have a permanent motor racing course, which led to the building of the Avus track outside Berlin.

The committee had decided once they had received a licence to hold races from the Automobile Club of Great Britain in December of the previous year they would adapt some of the rules that governed horse racing at the time, hence the adoption of the term ‘Paddock’ and a decision that drivers should wear coloured smocks rather than identifying numbers. Even the handicapping of cars was for a while based on weighing conducted by the ‘Clerk of the Scales’. It was felt that basing many of the rules and terminology to be introduced into this new sport at the new circuit on horse racing would help attract a ready-made audience.

Race entry fees were between £15 and £50 depending on the race, commensurate with the high prize funds that ranged from £20 to £1,400 per race. Following horse racing guidelines, winnings were declared in sovereigns, distances in furlongs. After the first meeting it was also decided to add handicapping of cars and drivers to ensure closer racing among different-engined cars. The idea for a horse race course in the middle of the circuit had been quietly dropped in spite of the intentions of some of the notable horse stable owners who were on the BARC committee.

The official opening day for motor racing at Brooklands was Saturday, 6 July 1907, and attracted a crowd of just 13,500 people, an attendance somewhat below the figure anticipated by Rodakowski and the BARC committee. Spectators paid admission at the gates, with the reserved lawn costing a pound, grandstand, 5s and the enclosure, 2s 6d. If you brought a car, entry to the ‘carriage enclosure’ was 10s, the payment entitling your chauffeur to enter the public enclosure. The day’s racing featured six scratch races, with cars classified by cylinder dimensions and weight but with no official handicap. The first race of the day was the Marcel Renault Memorial Plate, with a first prize of 100 sovereigns, which was won by H.C. Tryon in a Napier belonging to S.F. Edge, beating A. Clifford Earp’s Iris and Mr. A. Huntley’s Darracq.

The day was far from a success. Percy Bradley, who was to become Clerk of the Course for Brooklands in early 1930, later wrote in his book, Wheels Take Wings, that ‘The meeting was a ghastly failure’.

The scale of the circuit meant many of the cars were dwarfed by the banking, with few fast enough to attempt it. The slower, more mundane vehicles looked dull and uninspiring against the vast concrete backdrop. Those cars racing at speeds above 40mph presented the problem of drivers not being recognisable, so no one really knew who was winning as they headed off into the neighbouring countryside. Bill Boddy wrote in his definitive history of the Brooklands circuit, The History of Brooklands Motor Course, ‘The cars looked painfully slow on the vast expanse of the concrete.’

The public, keen to see this huge new attraction, found huge queues on arrival and departure and there were many complaints about the organisation of this first meeting, including insufficient catering facilities.

The press reviews over the following days were not favourable, noting particularly that no times or speeds were announced and, on a practical note, many women in their best heels found walking the gravel paths very uncomfortable. Grace’s Guide of 17 July 1907 gave a very detailed and unfavourable review of the day’s activities. ‘The management as a whole left much to be desired, and many of the competitors were far from satisfied with the arrangements. At the same time, we think it is only fair that allowance should be made for the fact that the meeting was the first, as there is no question whatever that great improvements must and will be made.’ The review was also optimistic. ‘We have the greatest admiration for the Brooklands track and for the enterprise that brought it about … the track has immense possibilities, and as long as these are recognised at once and the shortcomings of the first meeting made good, at the next all will be well.’

The Graphic of 22 July 1907 commented:

The opening of the Brooklands Racing Club at Weybridge on Monday last is an epoch in the history of motoring.

On July 6 Brooklands was ready for the first meeting; the sun rose with the promise of lasting, and there was every likelihood of a great success … all the leading drivers and most famous cars of England, and of Europe, too, had been attracted by the huge prize money, distributed over six events of £4,450; the proprietors had staked everything on success.

In ‘Motor Notes’ in The Graphic on 20 July 1907, Graphicus writes:

In my article last week I made the statement that the authorities recognised the deficiencies of the opening meeting quite as fully as the spectators. This was borne out by my receipt (as a member) within two days of the meeting of a letter from the clerk of the course apologising for any inconvenience caused, and asking for forbearance until better arrangements were made.

Inevitably there were to be no women’s races at the launch; the BARC didn’t entertain the idea. If horse racing was absolutely not a sport women should take part in as riders, they certainly weren’t going to sanction women taking part in motor races they organised.

Before the opening day’s motor racing, S.F. Edge took to the track on 28 June for his attempt to drive for twenty-four hours at 60mph. His proposal had caused a sensation. It was hard to imagine such speed for most people, and this appeared to be a seemingly impossible endurance feat. Surely he was joking when he raised the idea? Doctors came forward with the opinion that his body would not cope with the physical and mental strain, and surely the boredom would not be manageable. However, eleven days before the opening ceremony, S.F. Edge climbed into his green 7,724cc six-cylinder Napier. He was to be accompanied by two other cars, in red and blue, also Napiers, the drivers sporting overalls in colours matching their cars.

In practice for the run beforehand, the cars found that it was possible to lap at up to 89mph, so Edge was in an optimistic mood as the start of the record attempt approached. The track was to be lit through the night by acetylene lights but when they were tried out they proved to be pretty useless so 352 red lanterns were acquired from road mending companies in London to help mark the track during the dark.

Great excitement had been generated in Great Britain and abroad by this bold record attempt. For the media this potential feat actually overshadowed excitement over the forthcoming opening of the track for racing. This was really newsworthy.

Edge was well prepared for the record attempt and as the endeavour got under way the crowd of spectators grew, aware that they might be witnessing something out of the ordinary.

Edge drove for twenty-four hours on his own and after the allotted time his Napier had covered 1,440 miles achieving an average of 60mph.

It generated considerable publicity internationally. The Daily News of Saturday, 29 June, reporting on the first day’s driving, described the start in detail:

‘Good bye my dear; I’m sure you will do it.’ These were Mrs Edge’s words as she shook hands with her husband Mr. S.F. Edge, unrecognisable in his racing suit. The panting motor cars were drawn up against a chalk line. Mr. Edge’s face is seen behind a patent wind screen. He has on board a plentiful supply of grapes, apples, oranges, bananas, and sandwiches, and no wine or tobacco. At the last minute a little girl ran forward and tied a horseshoe painted green by Mr. Edge’s side.

Unfortunately, his epic run had some negative repercussions. As it took place so soon after completion of the building works, the new concrete surface was not fully cured and the sand foundations were already settling, so there was much patching up of the surface with gravel before the official opening and first races. Years later some observers blamed the impact of the three cars for being the cause of Brooklands’ poor-quality track surface and dangerous bumps. One commentator quipped that the circuit should be called ‘Edge’-wear Road.

The other consequence that was to blight racing at the circuit was the impact of the night circulation of noisy cars on the residents of Weybridge. They were far from amused with this annoying night-time intrusion into the previously peaceful Surrey country air. It led to future battles about noise restrictions and the inability of the BARC to hold twenty-four-hour endurance events. They would have to be run as ‘Double Twelves’ – two periods of twelve-hour daytime racing with an overnight intermission.

The second meeting on the new circuit took place on Saturday, 20 July, with crowds somewhat reduced; the novelty had perhaps worn off for some after a less than satisfactory first experience of the new track. It was clear that the BARC was still grappling with the challenge of running competitive, entertaining motor racing. Although the weather was good, it was a busy sporting day generally with racing at Sandown and other London attractions that probably diminished the crowds; not what the BARC had anticipated. The Bystander of 24 July reported:

AUTOMOBILE TOPICS

There was a comparatively poor attendance at Brooklands last Saturday for the second meet held by the club, not more than 2,500 persons being present. The inconveniences which the public experience in reaching the scene of the racing probably acted as a deterrent in many cases, for on a hot day those who know the place instinctively shrink from the long and dusty walk which must be covered between the station and the course. The racing provided no exceptional features of interest except to the trade … It is to be hoped that the B.A.R.C. will arrange before the next meeting that the drivers of competing cars shall wear one distinctive colour, for at present it is extremely difficult to distinguish the competitors.

In 1908 there was a brief and unexpected opportunity for women to take to the track with the muted approval of the BARC. Ethel Locke King was delighted and had probably lobbied all concerned to ensure that there should be a women’s race. Two races were sanctioned and were seen by Rodakowski as an attraction to bring in spectators. There was never really any intention by the BARC committee to allow full integration of women into the fledgling sport. ‘The Ladies Bracelet Handicap’, the first race for women at Brooklands, was held on 4 July 1908, and featured just three competitors racing over one lap of the Brooklands circuit. It was felt that it would be inappropriate for women to be asked to wear the ‘jockey’ smocks required of the men, so they were identified by wearing more discreet coloured silk scarves instead. The race was won by Muriel Thompson driving a modified 25/30hp Austin that she had named ‘Pobble’, which was entered by her brother. Ethel Locke King drove her trusty Itala ‘Bambo’, which was entered by Lord Montagu and came in second (there was the suggestion that she diplomatically allowed Muriel to have the victory). In third place came Christabel Ellis who, because of her upright driving position, was most distinctive as her nose was tight to the steering wheel of her Arrol-Johnston. She had added a bit of colour to the car by attaching a bouquet of cornflowers and sweet peas to the bonnet. The finish was close and the press reports were positive about the move to include a women’s race.

The only other female participation at Brooklands in its early years was a non-handicapped match race between Muriel Thompson and Christabel Ellis that took place on 1 August a few weeks later. But that was it; after this event, the shutters went down on BARC-organised events featuring women drivers.

An important feature of the Brooklands development was the creation of an airfield at the site. Aviation was at an even more nascent stage at the time so it was a far-sighted decision to embrace it in the plans for Brooklands. In June 1908 A.V. Roe had been busy with taxiing and towed flight trials there and had made an early significant ‘hop’, a short powered flight, on 29 October in his Roe 1 triplane, which is the first recorded aeroplane flight in Britain.

The introduction of aircraft was not without its problems. Ernst Rodakowski, who became the first Clerk of the Course and the racing manager, was, in the words of Howard Johnson in his book, Wings Over Brooklands, ‘a big man with a big mouth; they used to say of him at Brooklands that when he whispered in the Paddock he could be heard on the Byfleet banking a mile away!’ He didn’t like the mild-mannered Roe and he didn’t like aeroplanes, so they were often at loggerheads. Rodakowski was firmly of the view that motor racing alone would bring in the crowds and didn’t need any other entertainment, especially in the air.

The BARC committee, though, were supportive of flying becoming part of the action at Brooklands and in 1908 offered a £2,500 prize for the first powered flight around the circuit. The following year they started clearing space in the middle of the circuit to create one of Britain’s first aerodromes. In October, Louis Paulhan gave Britain’s first public flying demonstration above Brooklands.

In 1909–10, aircraft sheds, hangars, and grass runways began to appear, creating one of the world’s first purpose-built aerodromes.

Companies such as Vickers and Blériot set up operations there and aviation rapidly became an important part of the ‘Brooklands Scene’, the flat land inside the circuit making it a natural base for early aviators.

Interestingly, it seems a number of women became early aviators in the fledgling days of flying at Brooklands, while participation on the track was certainly, in the eyes of the BARC, a no-no. However other motoring clubs that arranged events at the circuit were to be more accommodating and women did get the chance to compete, especially after the war in the 1920s. The BARC stubbornly stuck to their view that women should not be on their track. The future efforts of the Brooklands Belles, supported by Ethel Locke King, meant that women racing on equal terms with men in BARC events did eventually happen, but it would take over two decades to come about. By comparison, the ban on women riding in Jockey Club events that had inspired the BARC lasted much longer, only being relaxed in 1972. But it was still another thirty years before the BARC finally reluctantly relented to allow fully open competition. Until then the male-dominated organisers of motoring activity at Brooklands preferred to confine allowable female activities to spectating, the tea rooms and a game or two of genteel tennis.

The Tatler of 8 July 1908 was unequivocal in its support of the ban imposed by the BARC on lady racers at Brooklands:

The July motor-race meeting at Brooklands marked yet another development in the story of the course in that it is the first time there has been a special race for lady drivers. The policy of the Brooklands Automobile Racing Club in debarring women competing in general events has been a wise one, and it is sincerely hoped that no concatenation of circumstances will ever arise to cause the decision to be changed. But Saturday’s special event for lady drivers is another guess matter. When the fair sex is pitted against those of their kind they may handle their cars with perfect confidence and without fear or favour which, whatever the theory, would not be the case if they were matched against men.

The outlook for women being able to race against men or perhaps at all certainly looked bleak.
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Pioneers

CAMILLE DU GAST

The achievements of the Brooklands Belles were remarkable but they were not the original pioneering female motor racing drivers. They may well have been inspired by some of the remarkable ladies who had taken the tracks and roads by storm earlier in the century. There is no doubt that they all shared the same characteristics of determination, talent and style.

One of the first women to make a huge impression on public consciousness behind the wheel of a motor car was Camille du Gast (Marie Marthe Camille Desinge du Gast, to give her her full name) who was an astonishing sportswoman and was widely regarded as one of the richest and most accomplished widows in France because of her many sporting exploits. Regarded as the first internationally known female racing driver, she was variously a balloonist, parachute jumper, fencer, rifle and pistol shot, horse trainer and concert pianist.

Born in 1868 in Paris, du Gast grew up in a wealthy family during the ‘Belle Epoque’, a period that saw a flourishing of arts and culture in France and was marked by great technological advancements. The youngest of three children, she quickly earned the title of garçon manque (descriptive French for tomboy), as she demonstrated from an early age an independent streak. As soon as she could, she pursued a wide range of traditionally male-dominated sports.

She labelled herself an ‘exploratrice’ and enjoyed the benefits of a liberal upbringing and a financial freedom due to her family’s wealth that allowed her to transgress gendered social norms of her class and pursue adventure. She pursued her interests with little regard for the opinion of others. She famously said that ‘life was just too boring for women’ and proceeded to challenge this at every opportunity.1

She was regarded as the most beautiful woman in Paris and had many hopeful suitors but married Jules Crespin, a wealthy department store heir, when she was 22. He supported and encouraged her passion for the many sporting activities she enjoyed. She kept her maiden name to avoid her exploits being linked to her husband’s Duffel stores and seen as promotion for them. Unfortunately, her marriage ended when Jules died in 1895 aged just 27. Three years later she learned to drive, becoming the second woman in France to receive her brevet. Having watched the start of the 1900 Gordon Bennett Cup Paris to Lyon race, she was captivated by the spectacle and decided that this was a sport she had to try. She had come to know Bennett and there were unsubstantiated rumours of her having an affair with him, although this seemed to be a common trait in Camille’s life. Perhaps as a result of the relationship, in June she entered the Paris–Berlin Trial and was the only female to start, driving her standard road model 20hp Panhard et Levassor. The route was effectively a road race of 1,105km and she took part with her riding mechanic and close friend the Duke of Sagan, Helie de Talleyrand-Perigord, on board. He was a prominent French socialite who also seemed to have fallen for Camille’s charms, although one Paris newspaper described him as a dandy lured by the smell of oil and petrol. Of the 120 teams that started the race, only forty-seven made it to the finishing line. Camille drove cautiously and finished in a creditable thirty-third place overall.

Camille was known for her exuberant lifestyle and the loss of her husband did not dint her zest for life. She sensationally became the leading figure in a Parisian scandal of ‘La Femme au Masque’ (the Masked Model), which was the subject of three court cases. Camille had been mistakenly named as a mystery woman who featured in a scandalous painting of a nude female, wearing just a small Domino mask. Camille rose above all the salacious accusations but bitter legal proceedings took place between Camille and her family. The barrister Maître Barboux represented her father and brother, who had jointly accused Camille of posing for the picture when she was 17. Barboux conducted a character assassination of Camille in court that undoubtedly led to her losing the case.

Her honour was defended by the Duke of Sagan after the case when he took action to make up for the torrid time she had in front of the court and massed newspaper journalists. What happened next was widely reported internationally, such was du Gast’s fame. The West Gippsland Gazette in Victoria, Australia, even covered the incident in detail:

The prince rushed in the direction of the advocate’s residence, and meeting Maître Barboux at the entrance, he called him an insulter of women, and struck him in the face.

Apropos of this exciting episode, Madame Du Gast is represented as having said in the course of conversation that she intended to administer correction to Maître Barboux with a horse-whip which she had concealed in her parasol.

There were a limited number of motoring events for the increasing number of vehicles now appearing on the roads of France but in 1903 Camille took part in the ill-fated Paris to Madrid race. This time she was at the wheel of a real racing machine, having been invited by Baron Adrian de Turckheim to drive one of his factory prepared 30hp 5.7-litre de Dietrich cars. She was now a popular favourite with the French public and the media, who closely followed her exploits.

Unsurprisingly, when she set off on the epic race to Madrid, she was cheered by the crowd as she had become a true celebrity and was met with hats flung in the air as she passed the enthusiastic crowd.

However, not everyone was in favour of women competing in any sporting events of this nature. The Autocar magazine wrote of her exploits at the time, ‘The gallant Frenchmen applauded and raised their hats, but for ourselves we must confess to a feeling of doubt as to whether fierce long-distance racing is quite the thing for ladies.’ Comments of this nature were still being written about women racers thirty years later. It was noted that Du Gast sat bolt upright in her car and clearly it was an impressive sight; women were not wearing racing overalls in these days and were attired as if promenading or heading to an event. Her upright driving position was not as a result of the car’s design but attributable to her fashionable corsetry, whale bone and lacing, that kept her rigid stance throughout the journey, whilst her diminutive riding mechanic tucked down out of the wind emphasised Camille’s regal posture.

Having started in twenty-ninth place, her progress in the race was initially good as she was soon running in eighth, having climbed up the field. However she was soon to come across the crashed de Dietrich of Englishman Phil Stead, near Libourne, outside Bordeaux.

He had rolled his car into a ravine at Combe-du-Loup after a collision with another competitor and was trapped underneath. Camille stayed with him until an ambulance arrived, sacrificing her excellent position in the race to tend Stead as she had a good understanding of first aid. The doctors later assured her that her nursing of the injured man had probably saved his life.

Restarting, she arrived in Bordeaux, now in seventy-seventh place, to find the race stopped.

What became known as ‘the Race of Death’ had already seen two fatal driver accidents and at least six spectators killed from crashes. About
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