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A PREAMBLE

Great abilities are not required for an Historian . . .

Imagination is not required in any high degree.

SAMUEL JOHNSON (via Boswell), 1763

HISTORY 1S INCOMPLETE. Nobody knows all of it; no one, if he did, could ever
tell all of it. No greater number, however they tried, could ever agree on all its content.
So this little book is just a taster. There is more, much more, vast and
immeasurable. that might justifiablv be incorporated in it. The social history of the
motor car is infinite in its ramifications ~ which is to say, again, that none could write
it all nor read it. Had this litde book only succumbed to its author’s temptation 1©
include a chapter on roads, for example. it would have to be twice its present size, 101
the subject of roads is worth a book in nself. Yet, as every driver knows 100 well who
has encoumtered the sheep, the pedestrian, the truck, the cvclist or the occasional level
crossing for frogs or locomotives. the road and the car are not co-extensive.

The car. being a partial expression of the individual who gains freedom in it,
does not share limits with anvthing or anvbody. It does, however, suffer limits.
imposed by its own deficiencies or others’ wills, and that is part of its social history
no less than of its technical background.

The study of what the car has done 10 society has attracted some interest among
a few serious writers, and among an unholy rabble of activists; but they have
invariably taken a view that has been either geographically too narrow or historically
100 short. The study of what society has done to the car has been virtually overlooked.
but it is just as important an aspect of the story. The unfolding and interaction of
political. scientific, technological. migrational, agricultural and domestic histories will
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be snown to have affecied the course taken by the car in its development, to have
distracted and delayed and debased it. 1t will be seen that it is no fault of the car that
it has failed to keep its initial promise, nor that it has been accused of evils beyond all
reasonable guilt.

To hint at the limnatons suffered by the motor car must lead at least to some
veiled criticism of the obsessive enthusiasm often devoted to the motor car. There are
those to whom the machine has become a god, prompting a reminder that ‘the idols
of the nations are silver and gold, the work of men’s hands . . . Those who trust in
them will become like them’ - that is to say, futile. However, if this book should
enlarge the interest of the motoring enthusiast so as to embrace or at least explore
such manters as architecture and chemistry, mathematics and poetry, physics and
fashion and all the other subjects that it will show to be relevant, that will be no bad
thing. In the study of the car, as in life jtself, though nothing may marter all that much,
vet evervthing matters.

To write a chronological account of it all would result in something impossibly
complicated. cross-referential, and decidedly heavy going. Instead, a chronological
table — relating motoring developments to what happened contemporaneously in
politcs, art, economics and the standard of living — is offered as an appendix, while
the text of the book is composed in a series of parallel secuons each of which explores
a certain theme.

It is freely admitted that there are repetitions in this book. They are not here
merely to demonstrate the theory so well expressed, in The Hunting of the Snark, that
‘what 1 tell you three times is true’. In fact the principle of threefold iteration is
soundly established as part of the schoolieachers’ art, pithily expressed by one
practitioner in the formula ‘First you tell them you are going to tell them, then you
tell them, then vou tell them that you have told them’. However, the reiterations in my
text are sometimes merely duple, sometimes manifold. In any case I consider them
justified by the intricacy of the relationship between the car and many superficially
unrelated aspects of the human life through which it passes: something relevant to the
subject matter of one chapter may be equally relevant to that of another, and is not
to be denied its additional place.

For example, Napoleon’s journey from Vilna to Paris in 1812 crops up in more
places than one. So it should, for it is relevant in all those places. It may occasion some
surprise that a history of motoring should delve so far back, but it could be argued
that it should start even earlier. We have to consider the ground upon which the motor
car first tentatively set its wheels, the civilisation that laboured to give it life. I find
good grounds for arguing that modern times began in 1800, the vear in which Volta
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created his electrical pile, in which the patent protection enjoyed by Boulton & Watt
for their primitive steam engine ended. and in which the Napoleonic Wars began. 1f
that be the beginning of modern dmes, it must also be the beginning of the motor car,
the time of fertilisation if not of parturition.

And vet, can we not see the potential of it even earlier? Is the revolution it
brought about not discernible in the revolutions that took place back in the 18th
century? ] cannot trace the one without noting the lessons of the others; and 1 say so
- more than once.

There really is nothing wrong in repetition. Truth, opinion, even a mere felicity
of expression, must bear more than one iteration. The serious student of Setright’s
works over the past forty vears may note the occasional fragment of earlier output in
this book, though now amplified or qualified by additional material. This is entrely
proper, as may be seen by analogy 10 music, where composers from Bach to
Shostakovich (with partcularly strong supporting argument by Prokofiev) made
repeated use of what they had already written. If what 1 have said before seems to be
right still, then where it is relevant 1 must say it again.

So 1 say again that this book is incomplete. It would have to be true of the half-
dozen most recent years, which as always cannot be seen in perspectve until they are
more distant. It is true also, and especially, of one aspect of motoring history that this
book will not address in detail. The chapter headed ‘Sport’ is not a history of
motoring sport at all, but an account of the influences that beset it. Of histories
recounting in stupefving and technically quantified (though rarely technically
qualified) detail the events of more than a hundred years of contention, confrontation.
contumacy and controversy masquerading as an ennobling activity, we have had more
than enough, in books by Sewright and by countless others. ‘We need no more. Perhaps
the relevant chapter in this book will show why we need no more.

What we do need is a book 10 show us — especially those of us too young to
remember — what good and evil things have been done to, with, for, and by, the motor
car. 1 would like this 10 be a book that the enthusiast for motoring can read with
pleasure, the critic with growing understanding, the historian with some surprise, and
the scholar with satisfaction. Jt should also occasion, amongst such diverse readers as
industrialists, accountants, politicians, advertising agents, media people, civil servants,
and sporting promoters, not a little embarrassment, wonder, or shame.

See how it strikes you.
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ag range, it became in the next few vears the most compellingly fashionable
colour — first for sporung cars. eventually for evervthing — ever to take over the
motoring scene, in varying interpretations from Positano Yellow to that sunburnt
orange which distinguishes western Texas.

The Miura had a further and more lasting influence on fashion. Cleverly
offsetting that extraordinarily positive colour was the ulumate in negatvity, matt black:
1 was applied 1o evervthing — window surrounds and wiper arms, mirrors and grilles,
louvres and lamp-rims — that might conventionally be polished or plated. Again the
indusuy at large was keen to copy: it took time to find black coatings that would stay
matt and not chip or flake off. but in the end it would be a useful production
economy. The public was not at all indignant about the cheapening of their cars.
where there had once been costly chromium or stainless steel, because the public had
been told that non-reflective black was safer in that it did not cause dazzle.

And so it went on. the eternally double-crossing pendulum of perfidious fashion
swinging with predictable duplicity. After the all-black car came a passion for cars that
were all white. More recently, a sudden taste for pale wood floors (there had to come
a ime when wall-to-wall carpeting would be deemed dowdy) and pale metal furniture
and firtngs. in domestic interiors and in restaurants and office buildings. was carried
over into the interiors of cars for the surfacing of controls, handles, fascia panels and
the like, while their exierior paintwork was chosen from a bewildering variety of
metallic silvers all offering the pretence of aluminium body panelling. There was
plenty of fake carbon-fibre in the interior trim, 100, as blatantly unconvincing as the
fake woodwork that had been happily accepted by the multitudes for half a century.

Ardfice has become entirely acceptable in that time, but of art there has been
precious litde. What we are left with is fashion; but, as Coco Chanel (who must be
recognised as an authority) told us vears ago, fashion is what, goes out of fashion.

390

TIMESCALE

W/SR = world speed record: LSR = land speed record; italics in motoring colum( ates a
production car as distinct from a protoype or a racer
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POL( AND ECONOMICS
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LIFE AND ART
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POLITICS AND ECONOMICS LIFE AND ART YEAR MOTORING
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POL.. .S AND ECONOMICS LIFE AND ART YEAR MOTORING
Israel: Yom Kippur War extensive famine 1973 Arab ol embargo
provides excuse for
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1978  Porsche Turbo
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