


Tales

Travellers’

IT Has BEEN sugoested that an account of my experi-
ences in this year’s Alpine Rally would make a
* Traveller’s Tale™ and at the same time explain
how maotor rallies, which have become so popular
singe the war, are rum,

There are two great international motor rallics,
the Alpine in the summer and the Monte Carlo in
ihe winter, with more than the difference in season
1o distinguish  them.

In previeus years 1 have covered the Alpine Rally
by pushing ahexd of the competitors—keeping to the
main roads and avoiding some of the passes—in
order to get 1o the night’s stopping places before they
arrive. This year | was invited to ride in one of the
competing cars, which meant that I would have to
carry oul the duties of mavigator, time-keeper and
reserve driver, as well as collecting material for a
daily story. In the Aston Martin entered by my
colleague of the Daily Herald, Tommy Wisdom, who
is o ming motorist of considerable repute, 1 could
not have chosen a finer car to travel in nor a fincr

driver. :
Shortly before mid-

In the Monte Carlo
Rally the competitors
axt off from various
sarting  ponts  n
Europe and are callad
upon to travel a roule
of some 2000 miles
at an average speed of
31 m.ph. including
all stops for Tuel and |
faod.  This means
living in the car for
neardy three days and

nights and, as the |

ALPINE
MOTOR RALLY

The hazards of a 2,000 mile route
through many mountain passes

BY HAROLD NOCKOLDS

| The Motoring Correspondent of
The Times

night on July 11 we
awaited out turn W
cnter the closed car
park on the guayside
at Marseilles. Our car
had been left in the
park after it had been
examined by the offi-
cials earlier that day
to ensure that it was
a standard model,
Five minutes before
we were due 10 begin
the rmally we were

rowtes consist of main
roads throughout, the
rally is more a test of personal stamina than of the
car, On the easier sections it is possible to get
enough time in hand to have proper meals and a
shave, but dozing in the back of a car is no substitute
for real sleep, and fatigue steadily builds up as the
rally proceeds. What gives the Monte Carlo Rally
its adventurous appeal is the possibility of encounter-
ing snow storms and ey roads which do, of course,
call for good handling qualitics in a car as well as
driving skill. Even with a crew of three, taking it
in turns to drive, navigate, and sleep. everyone is
pretty weary by the time the journey is completed
assuming that you finish the course, which is by no
meians certain.

The Alpine Rally, on the other hand, consists of a
series of very long daytime runs with a night’s rest
between them (except for the first siage, which
includes a night section). Although it demands a
good deal of personal endurance, this rally is a much
greater test of the car, because the 2,000-mile route
includes many mouniain passes—aover 30 are climbed
and descended in the five days—and ithe hardest
driving is required in order to keep up the proper
average speed. A large part of the course is coverced
in the lower gears, which are used not only for climb-
ing but to save the brakes coming down the passes,
while the springs are given a tremendous pounding
by the speed at which the roughest surfaces have to
be taken.

£

allowed o enter the
park, stow our gear,
stari the car and move up 1o the starting line, 1t was
an exciting scene, with glaring are lights lor the tele-
vision cameras and a vast erowd of spectators.  Then
the route card was handed 1o me through the window
and we were waved on, My job at that moment
{ns 1l was on leaving every control) was to mike sure
that the trip indicator on the speedometer had been
wal 1o zero, o check my chronometers (three in a
wooden box) with the official clock, and 1o set two
of the chronometers working from 12 o'clock—ihe
third being used as a normal clock, Why 12 o'clock 7
Because the roote card stated the total ime—say two
hours 45 minutes—we were allowed in which to reach
the next control, and by starting the clocks al
I2 o'clock I was able to judge how we were gelling
on more easily. My next job was to work out the
actual time we were due to arrive at the next control,
which was done by adding the hours and minutes
shown on the route card to our starling tima, The
organizers cunningly avord telling you the actueal
time you are due at the next contral, leaving vou 1o
work this cut for yourself—with all the consequences
of losing marks for being too early or too late if you
make a mistake, This gives rise 1o frequent panics
on the navigator's part when he is aboul (o have the
roule card stamped by the timekeeper’s clock (which
registers the time) at the ¢ontrods, and whenever
possible [ got Wisdom 1o check my figures before
having the card stamped.
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The average speed lor cars in our class was nearly
AT m.p.h., which meant that we hod 1o travel just
over nine miles every quarter of an hour in order 1o
keep on schedule.  Accordingly my next job was
to keep an eye on ihe irip recorder and tell Wisdom
every quarter of an hour how many minutes we
had in hand or in arrears. In additon, 1 bad o
irace our roule of maps ||1I.'-I.'I-'|I:EI'| Framnce, llql:-',
Ausiria, Switzerland, back into Ialy, and 1o the
finish at Cannes, so that we did not waste any time
deciding which way (o go al ¢rossroads and turnings.
I also had o work out when we ought to stop for
petrol, bearing in mind that we should not have
time to do this withouwt endangering our average
speed on certain sections where the controls were
close together.  Finally, 1 had to have approximately
the right amount of money ready af each petrol
sation=—in French, Malian, Ausirian, or Swiss
currency—so that no time was lost in waiting for
change, An incidental job on the passes was (o
sound the horn in the Continental manner at every
blind comer—Wisdom's hands being fully occupied
with the steering wheel and gear lever,

We had barely started from Marseilles befiore |

was considerably put out by finding the electric torch
would not work. [ had taken the precaution of
getting a spare battery, but [ had neglected to bring
a spare torch, with the result that 1 had to do the
best | could by the dim light illuminating the instru-
ments.  Fortunately the night route was easy o
follow over fast main roads through Aix-en-Provence
and Gap to Guillestre, where we arrived with nearly
hall an hour i hand just as dawn was breaking.

AL Guillestre we carried out the procedure which
marked the end of every stage during the rally and
the beginning of the next. My job was to stand
beside the timekeeper's clock at the side of the road
and wail for the exact moment to arrive when the
rowle card could be stamped withowt loss of marks
for being too early or too late. (You are allowed
a * tolernnce ™ of two minutes each side of the correct
mintte, bat i is wsual o make sure of losing no
marks by being “* bang on ' your time.}  Meanwhile
Wisdom moved the car up alongside and put the
specdometer trip indicator back to zero. [ would
then have the card stamped, nip smarily into ihe
car, and away we would po—with mysell settling
down to the rowtine of specd and distance calculations
which 1 have already described. On this occasion
nol a second could be wasied, becouse there was
only a short distance to go to the next control and
the Col d'lzoard had to be climbed and descended
on the way, making our average speed of 37 m.ph.
an extremely difficult iask.

The Col d'lroard is a narrew road which is moi
normally wsed by moior traffic—it was built as o
military road—and it is considered by experienced
rallyists ns the most frightening of all the passes in
the rally. In the higher reaches the road runs along
the face of a vast, steeply sloping scree without any
wall or marking posis on the outer side.  The whole
district is bleak and devoid of vegetation.  Aliogether
it is 8 disturbing initiation for anyone who has not
taken part in the rally before. Although 1 was
fully occupied in trying to do my sums while the
car was roecking rom side 1w side round emdless
corners, leaving me littke time o contemplate the
hideous precipices and chasms we were skifting as
fust as Wisdom could drive, | found mysell feeling
slightly sick. Before we reached the top | decided
that 1 was being aliogether too (ense.  Becoming a
determined fatalist, 1 did not give this aspect of the
rally another thought for the rest of the trip.
Returning to my chronomelers, 1| realized that this
section was going to be what rallyists call extremely
* tight.” We raced up 1o the contral at Mont Genevre
with my chronometer registering the exict minule we
were due to clock in.

Taking 1t quictly after this all-out mun, Wisdom
handed over the wheel 1o me so that he could doze and
refresh himsell for the tasks ahead. Dropping down (o
the plains of Northern ltaly, we passed through Turin



and took the ourestrada (o the racing track at Moneza,
where each car was timed over one kKilometre from a
standing start. The heat was inlense, and we were
allowed & rest of two hours in which to have lunch
{a ham roll and Coco-cola) followed by a sleep in
the shade of some trees. On the road once more we
headed for Bolzano and the most difficult part of the
day’s run—ithe Pordol and Falzarego passes leading
tix the finishing control at Cortina 4" Am peero. 1t was
on this last section that we unhappily lost 40 marks
through being four manutes late. This was not the
fault of the Aston Martin nor of Wisdom—I can only
think that I failed in my duty of keeping him completely
au fait with our position. Having travelled 607 miles
since leaving Marseilles, we left the Aston Marin in
the pare fermd and went o our hotel.

The next day’s run was perhaps the most exciting
in the whale rally, A course of 189 miles, bringing the
competitors back 1o Corting, was closed to all other
traffic for an Nalian road race, the Coppa Dolomiti,
and the rally cars were sent round this course belore
the race stared. Our average speed was raised (o
41 m.p.h. and the run began with a timed ascent of
the Falzarego pass. In these racing conditions it is
*“ safe ™ 1o use the full width of the road, going round
lefi-hand corners on the ¥ wrong ™ side, as there is
no danger of meeting another car coming towards you.
{In point of fact Wisdom did collide head-on with an
American car which had strayed on 1o the circuit
during the 1950 rally, injuring himsell’ and his wife,
who wias accompanying him.) During our climb
up the Falmrego we fell behind schedule, as indeed
did everyone, but later on we dropped down 1o straight
maun rosids where the speedometer needle sometimes
crepd past the 100 m.p.h. mark. [t was exciting to
approach a town at this speed along a road lined with
spectators, braking and swinging through a large
square before a vast crowd. Then it started 1o rain,
and the speed of the Aston Martin was mercifully
reduced. The roads of Northern ltaly are terrifyingly
shippery in the rain, and a British driver, ussll to non-
skid roads at home, can easily find himsell in un-
controllable skids. This did in fact Ji:lpp['n on that
day, and the Bniish contingent lost several of its
members when their cars crashed into walls, sign-
posts, and other hard ohjects. For all Wisdom's
experience—he has twice won his ¢lass in the Mille
Miglin—we ourselves HH:I'I'_-' came o greel on a sharp
right-hand bend with a building bevond on which was
writlen in large letiers the word * ADAGIO™
Wisdom had just said something about * | suppose
this is where the dancing girls come from,” when ihe
front wheels ceased to grip the road and we slid
straight on into a wall—much 1o the joy of a row of
small boys who were sitting on top and obviously
waiting for victims, When we tried 10 move backwards
we found that the front mudguard was bent into the
iyre, but some blows with a hammer soon released it
We finished that day with five minutes in hand, afler
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passing through one of the heaviest rain storms Fhave 1o refluel the car. For my part 1 have never sweated

ever expericnced. s0 miuch before, and [ was thankful we still had time in
The next day’s run, from Cortina o Menaggio on hand 1o gulp down a Coco-cola before we set off again.
Lake Comao, was 500 miles in length and included a This day's run of 307 miles to Aix-les-Bains was

timwed ascent of the 9.000-M. Stelvio pass (where the  regarded as an ensy day by the organizers, but it in-
Aston Martin won 115 ¢lass) and the passage of the  cluded one very tight section of 42 miles from Pré
Monte Giovo, Bernina, Julier, and Splugen passes, 51 Dadier over the Petit S5t Bermard pass to Aime,
We collected our car from the closed park shorly  where our 37 m.poh. average would obviously be hard
after & o'clock in the morning and were hard ot it o achieve, When [ had the card stamped and leapt
every moment of the day 1l we reached Menaggio  towards the car 1 found Wisdom in despair because
al o guarier o nine that night. We had only a few  the self-starier would not work., I pushed the car
minutes in hand at the most at each control, and our  backwards dewn the road, but the engine would not
food that day consisted of one ham roll apicce. turn. The next step was 1o see whether the starter
But we had not lost any more marks, The hotel at could be freed by turning the shaft with a spanner,
Menaggio was unable 1o cope with the inrush of  but by the time this had been done and the engine
vired and dusty rally drvers ; so having collected some was working agnin we were [5 minutes behind our
information we adjourned o o workman's café to proper starting time.  As we rushed round the con-
wrile our stories over i glass of beer while the hotel  tinual hairpin bends of the pass we had 19 miles to go
stall got things orgamized. At 10 o'clock I was and 20 minutes in which to get there and the position
ielephoning my story to Printing House Square. wits much the same as we went down the other side,
Before 1 lefi London 1 had armanged to be called ot Somchow—I can never understand guite how it was
the various places 1 was staying at during the rally ; done—we hurtled into the town of Aime and had the
this arrangement worked perfectly and the paper  card stamped without loss of marks—but we were
carried a story of the rally every day. imte the second minute of ouar * wolerance.””

The time had now come for us to think seriously When we left the Aston Martin in the closed car
aboul our tyres. At the speeds we were driving on park at Aix-les-Bains that night we took with us the
rough mountain roads it was impossible to compleie itwo used wheels which had becn changed at Biella
the rally with one set of tyres without running the risk amd the two new covers, carrying them {(an idea
of punctures causing us io lose marks. And so in sugested by my wife) on a broomstick we bad in the
addition to two spare wheels we had two new covers car. These were given to a garage to be frted during
stowed in the space behind our scats.  We decided the evening, 50 that we shoubd have 1wo spare wheels
tor change the rear wheels durimg the course of the with new tyres for the last day's run,
day's run, choosing a place when we had sufficient It is characteristic of the Alpine Rally that the last
time in hand. This turned out to be Biella, where  day is the most difficult of all—440 miks from
we worked like fury to change the wheels as well as Adx-les-Bains to Cannes with a sertes of mouniain
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passes taken in close succession with hardly any
opportunity for a breather. The day began badly
with & grating nolse under the car. This grew pro-
gressively worse until there was a loud erash and the
exhaust pipe was trailing along the ground, having
broken at the rcar end of the silencer. We jacked
the car up and I produced some wire, which Wisdom
discoverad was too fragile for the job, so 1 set oul to
find some more in the hamlet where we had stopped.
I helped mysell 10 a strand of thickish wire from a
garden fence, but this turned owt 1o be wo thick.
S0 we lashed the exhaust pipe together with somc
cord a5 a temporary repair until we could reach a
garage.  Just before we found the garage the whole
silencer broke loose and clattered along the rood
behind us. 1 luckily remembered to take a piece of rag
with me when I went o retrieve it, because it was more
than somewhat hot. The French mechanics guickly
removed the tail end of the pipe, and we set off ance
more with an open exhaust which deafened us in
the coupd body of the Aston Martin., By now we were
hot and dirty, and Wisdom remarked that there might
Just be time for a quick drink ai the top of the Tseran
pass, the next conirol, provided T had a few francs

handy. [v was then that | found my wallet was not
in the proper pockel of my bush shirt, and [ felt
convinced 1 must have left it ot the garage. Afler
some moments of Mrenzy | found [ was sitting on .

Al the next refluelling stop we changed the from
wheels, as the tyres were getting dangerously smooth.
The penalty for finishing with a Faulty exhaucst system
wis five marks, and (o avold this we would have 1o
make up suflficient time o gel the pipe re-fitted al o
garage. This we failed 1o do, alilough we arrived ai
Cannes with ten minutes in hand. The last part of
that run was a torment of heat, noise, and thirse.
Although we had lost 45 marks and failed (o win one
of the coveted Alpine cups awarded to those who
finished without penalization, we had made the fastest
time im our class in most of the speed tests—and abowve
all we had completed the rally. There was some
satisfaction in this because of the 95 cars that set out
from Marseilles, only 23 reached Cannes. Even then
the rally was not quite over, for we had to undergo
a test of braking, scocleration, and manocuvring on
the froat at Cannes before we could leave our gallant
car an the pare fermd for the last time for its final
examinalaon,



