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    Long Description
    The map shows that at point 1 the Contal Mototri is technically disqualified only a few miles north of Peking but takes a train over mountains and continues. At 2 the Contal is stranded in Gobi between camp and Pong-Hong. Out of race. At 3 the Spyker is stranded in Gobi 150 miles from Ude. At 4 the Itala falls through bridge just before Tankhoy. At 5, after Omsk, the Itala detours and takes the route recommended by the Russian organising committee towards Tyumen. At 6 both the De Dion-Boutons take the official southerly, steeper but more direct route over Urals.

  



[image: Route map of the Peking to Paris. Numbers are present at various points to show significant developments in the race. This half of the map begins from Moscow. Check long description for details.]

  
    Long Description
    At 7, after Moscow, the Itala takes another long northerly detour at the request of the Russian organising committee. At 8 the De Dion-Boutons and Spyker take the more direct route from Roslavl. At 9, in Berlin, Godard is discreetly removed as the driver of the Spyker and replaced with another driver.

  



We invent the future out of fragments from the past.

Erwin Panofsky, 1892–1968
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In the late nineteenth century, French illustrator Albert Robida imagined what a visit to the opera might look like in the year 2000.





Preface

 

 

 

He would be a rash man who would deny that within a dozen years or so, the entire balance of the world’s population may not be shifted by means of the all-conquering motor.

Comyns Beaumont, 19071

 

In January 1907 Le Matin, a Parisian newspaper, threw down a gauntlet to the world. What they proposed was an automobile race across two continents, a grand experiment that would push the boundaries of a fledgling technology. The trailblazing motorists would set off from Peking and drive westwards to Paris, passing through five capital cities and covering some 8,000 miles. What would unfold over the following months was both a rip-roaring adventure and a parable about the birth of a new world: ours.

While such a journey might be daunting even today, in 1907 the idea of driving so far and through such remote country was considered laughable. But, just as Le Matin had intended, it drew the eyes of the world. A week after the race was proposed, the Sydney Morning Herald called it ‘such a bold and gigantic scheme that it almost takes one’s breath away’ and ‘sufficient to frighten the pluckiest and most enterprising of promoters’. For the Evening Bulletin of Honolulu, it was ‘the most stupendous automobile race ever undertaken’. According to one estimate, between 500,000 and 600,000 people thronged the rain-soaked streets of Paris to see the winner enter the city        . Participants – several of whom nearly died in the attempt – were compared to Heroic Age explorers like Richard Francis Burton, Roald Amundsen and Ernest Shackleton. The winner was ‘a pioneer of civilisation whose name will be quoted by future generations’.2

The Peking–Paris was a decisive moment. It put the utility and practical significance of the automobile beyond doubt. Afterwards, even the most hardened sceptics could not ignore its potential as a rival to the railway or its applications in both civilian and military life. If the race was not quite the reason the automobile triumphed, it certainly smoothed its path. In practical terms, driving across two continents was the sternest test the technology had faced. Although there had been races and rallies before, they had been far shorter. One contemporary called it ‘the greatest event in the automotive world, not just for the past year, but even for the entire existence of self-moving carriages’. The endeavour was adjudged to have ‘worldwide economic and social significance’. The Sunday Times dared prophesy after the completion of the Peking–Paris that ‘the automobile may be looked upon as one of the greatest mediums of civilisation in the future, as it will penetrate into the furthest corners of the earth long before such places are reached by regular trade routes.’3

The race also had potent symbolic resonance as a harbinger of a new era of globalisation. The distance between East and West had never before seemed so small and traversable. ‘The Peking to Paris motor race may have something to do with the poetry of motion,’ argued a writer in the South China Morning Post, ‘but it helps to destroy the poetry of distance . . . Locomotion and communication are making the world smaller.’ Portions of the Silk Roads, which had begun to wither with the completion of the Trans-Siberian Railway, could suddenly be reimagined (as they are being once again today, thanks to China’s Belt and Road Initiative). Automobiles could be agents for progress, civilisation and peace. One journalist opined that similar rallies – ‘universal attempts to extend the civilisation of the world’ – would be their own form of diplomacy. ‘[W]ars are likely to disappear since the common interests will become so strong in the future that they will easily absorb the separate interests of the different nations.’4

The Peking–Paris encapsulates the West’s ideas about herself and her role in the world a few short years before these would be overturned by the First World War and the breakdown of empires. It is emblematic of the struggles of the Old World to retain technological and industrial supremacy. And it offers a window into Russia and China at pivotal moments in their history, moments that seem increasingly relevant to their own self-image and foreign policy today.

 

It is difficult to comprehend the scale of the challenge the Peking–Paris competitors faced. For a start, automobiles were in their infancy. Karl Benz’s Motorwagen – usually celebrated as the very first automobile – was patented in 1886. It was a spindly contraption consisting of an engine, a seat and three wheels. It fielded around 0.6 hpFN1 – like an underpowered hotel hairdryer on wheels – and managed a top speed of just under ten miles per hour. By 1907, the technology had progressed, but automobiles were still rare and considered unreliable. An article in The Economist castigated those who had ‘rushed with such luckless enthusiasm to invest in motor-bus companies’, arguing instead that ‘the horse is coming triumphantly through the ordeal’.5

Although there had been races and rallies before Le Matin proposed the Peking–Paris, they had been far shorter and notoriously dangerous – usually involving fatalities. Automobiles were temperamental, prone to frequent breakdowns and punctures. (Most owners considered it essential to employ a chauffeur who could both drive and maintain the machine in working order.) Motoring manuals contained long lists of the tools, lubricants, spare tyres and parts that it was advisable to carry, even on short journeys.FN2 They were also so expensive to buy, run and repair that they were out of reach of all but wealthy elites or manufacturers.

The year of the race, 1907, was one of the last when the automobile would be considered an experimental novelty rather than a practical form of transport. Radical sporting events like the Peking–Paris, which emphasised the exploratory and long-distance capabilities of the vehicle, rather than the more usual, humdrum ones, would also help nudge carmakers to go all in on combustion engines. It was also the final year when Europe – and France in particular – could claim to be the centre of the automobile industry. While their own manufacturers had been rapidly catching up, many Americans were still importing European cars. By October 1908, however, the very first Model T was completed at Henry Ford’s plant in Detroit; already the automobile was settling into a new spiritual home.

What made the Peking–Paris so compelling was that the motor car was only half the challenge. Even the most bullish enthusiasts were intimidated by the route. Throughout western Europe, roads were generally poor outside major cities; and within them, many were cobbled or covered with tram rails, which hardly made for an enjoyable ride. Elsewhere, roads often existed in name only. From Peking to Moscow, the initial four-fifths of the route, the motorists would drive on tracks formed by the passage of donkeys, horses, carts and people on foot. These would be ankle-deep in dust or knee-deep in mud, depending on the weather, and littered with trees, roots, boulders and other debris. Where there were major obstacles – for example, in the mountainous passes north of Peking – vehicles would need to be lifted bodily over obstructions. Where even this proved impossible, drivers would be forced to make their own road, using pickaxes, axes and shovels.

Most of the land through which the motorists would drive was remote and sparsely populated: accidents or miscalculations about equipment, food or fuel supplies could prove fatal. Participants would have to scale mountain ranges and cross a desert. The vehicles in the race were phaeton-style – the most common at the time – which meant that apart from flimsy canvas canopies (soon discarded to keep the weight down), they would be open to the elements. Since there were no petrol stations, fuel would need to be sent out in advance and left in strategic locations. For a portion of the route, this meant transporting fuel by camel. If motorists failed to locate a cache, or if one was pilfered before they reached it, they would be stranded.

 

Despite the doom-mongering, participating in so historic an event proved a strong lure: the starting line would feature a compelling and varied cast of characters. Among their number were an Italian prince and his chauffeur, a former professional French racing driver and a conman, as well as journalists whose job was to write and transmit regular reports on their progress.

The Peking–Paris was a news age phenomenon, garnering headlines from Melbourne to New York, Manchester to Shanghai. Newspapers revelled in the glamour and drama of the race, spinning it as a triumph of modernity over antiquation, of speed over sloth, of Western civilisation over Eastern barbarism. There was also a sense that it was a triumph of journalism. Proposed by a canny French newspaper, the story held the news-reading world captive for months, elevating the newspapers and journalists involved as surely as it did the automobile itself. And it was the telegraph that would prove crucial to the whole endeavour. Its physical structures – offices, wires and poles – helped shape the route while also transmitting updates to readers around the globe.

Although focused on the immediate difficulties and dangers of the race, the Peking–Paris motorists were witnesses to seismic historical events. China – although vast and the source of many luxury goods coveted by other nations – was largely viewed with contempt by the West. During the previous half century she had endured a number of humiliating and expensive military defeats, leaving her with enormous debts and a tattered reputation. Relations with many Western powers were strained. A vivid image by French political cartoonist Henri Meyer in 1898 neatly sums up the state of China’s foreign relations. In it, Queen Victoria, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, Tsar Nicholas II of Russia and a Japanese samurai are seated around an enormous pie labelled ‘China’ (see page 44). While they wield knives and squabble over who will take the best slices, a Manchu gentleman stands behind them with his hands raised in impotent horror. To make matters worse, the Qing dynasty, which had ruled China for over two hundred and sixty years, was faltering from one crisis to the next. It would fall four years after the Peking–Paris, ending more than two millennia of imperial rule, ushering in a period of turmoil and paving the way for the rise of Mao Zedong and the Communist Party of China.

The Russian Empire too was in tumult. In the late 1800s, it was the largest empire in the world, stretching from the Black Sea in the west to the Bering Straits in the east, with a population of around 135 million. Its sheer size – not to mention its geographic, cultural and linguistic diversity – made it challenging to govern. Like China, it had been ruled by the same dynasty since the seventeenth century, and the system they were using to control their territory was beginning to show signs of strain. The empire was reeling after the revolution of 1905 and a bruising defeat in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–05). Although, in theory, the unrest had been quelled and concessions made, including the formation of an elected parliament, the situation was anything but peaceful. Arson, murder and armed robbery were daily occurrences; soldiers were stationed at every bridge and patrolled city streets. Aristocratic estates were regularly overrun, pillaged and burned by the peasantry. A few days before the first motorists crossed the border, Tsar Nicholas II and Prime Minister Stolypin seized back political power from the Duma in what is often called the June Coup.

Things were scarcely less troubled in the West. In terms of size and scope, this time is often seen as the high-water mark for colonial expansion. From the late nineteenth century, both older colonial powers – including France, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom – and newcomers – Japan, Italy and the United States – had scrambled to acquire influence and territory in Asia and Africa. Technological developments such as the telegraph and railways had allowed them to acquire and exert greater control over conquered land and people. However, holding on to these empires was beginning to create more and more problems. Colonial expansion and retention was costly, both financially and in terms of lives lost to uprisings and disease. Squabbles between colonial powers were also escalating as they tried to secure raw materials, trade routes and fertile land in which to grow cotton, tea, indigo and other valuable crops. The dawn of the new century would see imperial rulers engaged in tense diplomatic wrangling, crystallising the alliances and enmities that would play a pivotal role in the outbreak of the First World War seven years later.

 

My fascination with the Peking–Paris story began with a mistake. Researching the origins of rosso corsa, Italy’s racing red, for The Secret Lives of Colour, I came across numerous references to Prince Borghese and his pioneering run from Peking to Paris. The story went that Italy selected the colour of the prince’s car as its national racing colour in tribute to his success. Captivated, I wrote the story in my book, dutifully emailing the museum that houses the car today to confirm that the Itala, now a dull grey, had once been bright red. (Legend had it that the car had been hastily repainted to prevent rusting after being accidentally dropped off a boat.) To my horror, it would turn out to be untrue. The museum tested the paint all the way down to the metal and not a scrap of scarlet was found. Worse, I received this information after The Secret Lives of Colour had gone to press.

This was far from the first red herring I would encounter. Those participants who later published books about the Peking–Paris race had a habit of obfuscating the truth, prompted by rivalry, loyalty, censorship, the desire for a good story or patriotic fervour – one simply turned out to be an inveterate liar. A resurgence of interest in early automobiles and races during the 1950s and 1960s, particularly in Britain, produced several more books about the race. While dashing reads, these helped enfold the Peking–Paris in further layers of myth.

Researching this book has been an exercise in pruning back legends and unearthing previously overlooked primary sources. By going back to and cross-checking against contemporaneous telegrams and news reports, I hope to put a few hardy Peking–Paris fables to rest, including the one about rosso corsa that I unwittingly helped fuel.

The desire to dig deeper into the race and explore its historical context took me to a host of unlikely locations: a family home on an island in Lake Garda, archives at Hong Kong University and Queen’s University Belfast, automotive museums in Turin and at Brooklands, and an otherwise unremarkable hill in Camborne, Cornwall. I spoke to family members of the original racers, who generously shared photographs, documents and troves of family lore. I interviewed enthusiasts who have organised or participated in recent Peking–Paris rallies.FN3 Some of the research and most of the writing of this book took place during the Covid-19 pandemic and the early months of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. This made my plans to retrace the original route with my husband in a vintage Toyota Land Cruiser impossible. It is my sincerest hope that we will one day fulfil this dream, although by that time we’ll be taking our daughter with us. (She was born a week after the 116th anniversary of the start of the race.)

Doing justice to the Peking–Paris story has meant learning about the development of the automobile, which led, in turn, to finding out more about horse-powered transport, road accidents, telegraphy and the politics of oil. So that I could get a better understanding of the people and places the Peking–Paris participants encountered, I unearthed accounts by others who had travelled the same way in the years before and after 1907. Within the book, these themes and others interleave the primary narrative of the race in the form of standalone essays, which you can read in turn, skip to or read later, as you wish.

What writing this book has taught me, and what I will share with you in the following pages, is that the Peking–Paris race is a parable about a world teetering on the very edge of the most consequential century in human history. We are the inheritors of the world the Peking–Paris race helped create.

 

Kassia St Clair

March 2023

Vauxhall, London





 

Men travel faster now, but I do not know if they go to better things.

Willa Cather, 1927





[image: Charles Godard and Jean du Taillis in their car, shaking hands with admirers crowding round it. Buildings are visible in the background.]

Charles Godard in the driver's seat of the red, blue and white-striped Dutch Spyker, shaking hands with admirers before the start of the race.





Prologue

 

Peking: 10 June

 

 

 

It is three minutes to nine on the morning of 10 June 1907. Gloved hands elegantly raise a white flag high into the air and the crowd below hushes. Or hushes as much as a crowd of that size ever could. Within the parade ground of the French Legation in Peking, the panting of several stray dogs and the yips of a pet can still be heard, along with a chuckling coloratura of caged larks held by a few Chinese dignitaries. Horses’ harnesses, spurs and dress swords clink. Ladies’ skirts rustle. The click of cameras. A breeze jostles colourful bunting and a large banner over the gate reading ‘BON VOYAGE!’ The wind brings with it the quickening patter of a June rainstorm that might, with luck, fall long enough to slake Peking’s dust but cease before it renders the streets an oozing, mustard-hued morass. Discernible above, below and overwhelming all other sounds is one never heard on the city’s streets before: the throbbing, thrillingly modern basso profundo of five automobile engines.

 

The automobiles had gathered in the misty parade ground just before seven thirty, expecting an eight o’clock departure, but at ten minutes past the hour they remain stationary. Tedious formalities gobble up the minutes. The crowd, buzzing like an overheated hive, is polyglot and overwhelmingly European. The band of the French colonial infantry hustle through their repertoire. Diplomats and businessmen from France, Holland, America, Russia and Britain talk shop in a confusion of tongues. Some had arrived by train earlier that morning or the day before from the business centres of Tientsin and Shanghai to witness the historic start of China’s first automobile race. Most drolly predict it will end before the cars reach the Great Wall, a day or so’s ride north. They regale one another with a crescendo of travellers’ tales: the rocky pinch of mountain passes, infested roadside inns, ruts like moats, the parched vastness of the Gobi.

Heads turn to watch the slow progress through the crowd of a dignified, white-bearded figure. Sir Robert Hart, Inspector General of China’s customs service and the most revered foreigner in China, nods and exchanges greetings with acquaintances, leaving a respectful hush in his wake. He stops to talk to a statuesque couple wearing well-tailored, ankle-length travelling coats. It is Prince Borghese, driver of the Itala, and his wife, Anna Maria. She is vivacious, putting both hands out in greeting and smiling. Borghese inclines his head.

Nearby, Jean du Taillis, a correspondent for Le Matin, due to travel with the Spyker, perches on a packing case like an ungainly heron. An assortment of clothes, long limbs and wire-framed spectacles, he is completely absorbed in scribbling a last-minute dispatch. Luigi Barzini, his slight, beaky colleague from the Italian newspaper the Corriere della Sera and a passenger in the Itala, stands a few feet away, one ankle crossed over the other, surveying the scene around him.

Of the five automobiles in the parade ground – all heaped with luggage and supplies – two attract the lion’s share of comment. The first is the tiny, three-wheeled Contal Mototri. Despite being thought of as an automobile, it is clearly more akin to a motorcycle, with two wheels at the front, one at the rear and two seats, one in front of the other. From the moment its participation was announced months before, experts and casual observers had agreed that its lightness will be an asset on poor roads. Besides, it is French, and therefore hails from the heart of the motoring world. Even so, it now seems implausibly frail and overburdened beside its burlier fellows, scarcely robust enough to leave the city, let alone travel 8,000 miles westwards. The Dutch Spyker draws a larger group. Whether this is because of its outlandish paint scheme – the blue, white and red stripes of the French flag – the imposing height of its green canvas cover, its smart Louis Vuitton travel trunks or the volubility of its barrel-chested, bandy-legged French driver, Charles Godard, is uncertain. A small contingent from the Dutch Legation stand beside it, determinedly ignoring the snub implied by its paintwork and loudly talking up the Netherlands’ motoring industry to anyone who will listen.

Beside them are the favourites. A twin pair of vehicles from the French manufacturer De Dion-Bouton. Their pedigree is impeccable: not only are they from the largest and most successful marque, but also their predecessors triumphed in the world’s first motor race from Paris to Rouen on 22 July 1894.

Nearby is the stripped-down carcass of the prince’s enormous vehicle, the Italian Itala. Its bodywork has been removed, and so have the seats and practically everything else. In place of mudguards are long wooden planks, on which are stowed a few lengths of rope, a pickaxe and blankets. It is easily five times the size of the smallest competitor, the Contal, and roars loudest, its engine packing nearly three times the horsepower of the next most powerful vehicle, the Spyker. Notwithstanding the hauteur of its driver, it seems a hulking, skeletal carthorse next to its sleeker, leaner rivals.

Something Godard says – one hand tented on his chest, the other raised in declamation – elicits laughs and cheers of ‘Bravo!’ A soldier, wandering over to du Taillis, smirks and waves a cigarette in Godard’s direction, wondering how the journalist will fit into the Spyker, overflowing as it will be with the ego of his travelling companion. Eyeing Godard, du Taillis shrugs. ‘C’est juste “Le Fanfaron du Gobi”.’FN1 If he is privately less sanguine, he consoles himself with the thought that Godard will at least make for compelling copy. Speaking of which, might the soldier be able to take this report to the telegraph office for him? Today, if possible: he wants to make Le Matin’s front page. Du Taillis gets up to stretch his legs and say his goodbyes. Catching his eye, Barzini smiles, shakes his head and turns towards the imposing figure of the Italian prince, in whose vehicle he will travel.

Finally, the preliminaries are complete. Each driver has been solemnly handed a note for 2,000 francs by a representative of the Russo-Chinese Bank, the return of a deposit they paid months before to secure their place in the most daring automotive challenge the world has ever known.FN2  The time is 8.50 a.m. Passengers extricate themselves from conversations and stride to their vehicles, fighting to squeeze in amidst luggage and equipment. Cavalry officers mount their horses: they will escort the cars out of the fortified Legation Quarter and into the city beyond. The band form up by the gate. 8.54 a.m. Drivers move to the front of their vehicles, insert crank handles and give them a sharp, clockwise turn. Engines snort into life. Plumes of smoke erupt from five exhausts and fill the air with the acrid smell of combusting fuel. 8.56 a.m. The starter is Madame Boissonnes, wife of the first secretary of the French Legation. She takes up a position in full view, holding her white flag in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other and looks round at a carpet of expectant faces. The scene settles. Voices mute. Faces crane towards her. Hands tighten on wheels. Down flies the flag. Smash goes the bottle. Shards of emerald glass and champagne spume catch the light. The race from Peking to Paris has begun.1
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Hitting the Road

 

Birth of the Automobile

 

 

 

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

Thomas Babington Macaulay, The History of England, 1848

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

[image: A three-wheeled open carriage with one small front wheel and two larger back wheels.]

The very ﬁrst automobiles, like this 1886 Benz Patent-Motorwagen, clearly showed their 'horseless carriage' origins. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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