
FEATURE 1 by Joe Saward

I have piles of old files in the loft - the flotsam and 
jetsam of a lifetime spent in motor racing. The other day 
I was moving a pile of them from one place to another, 
when I spotted one marked “Le Mans” and, for reasons 
that escape me, I opened it.
 This is never a good idea because one is dragged 
into the past - and modern necessities are left behind.
 In the file, amongst a number of other folders, 
I found a sheaf of original reports from the 1955 Le 
Mans 24 Hours, typed on the thin copy paper that they 
used in the old days. There were even editing marks...
 I had inherited the files from a colleague, who I 
guess had inherited them a generation earlier...

The 1955 Le Man 24 Hours is remembered for only one thing: the 
worst accident in the history of the sport when a Mercedes-Benz 
sports car, driven by Frenchman Pierre Levegh, ran into the back 
of an Austin Healey, driven by Englishman Lance Macklin. The car 
flew over the barriers and disintegrated, sending wreckage into the 
packed area in front of the grandstands - at head height. At least 
83 people were killed (including Levegh) and a further 120 were 
injured, many of them seriously.
 Today, the number of people who were killed remains 
uncertain (as there were so many people involved that they were taken to 11 different 
hospitals). Some of those who were injured did not survive.
 There has long been controversy about how it happened. And if anyone was to blame.
 The battle was to be between the Mercedes-Benz 300SLR and the Jaguar D-Types. Jaguar Cars Ltd had a team headed by team boss 
Frank “Lofty” England with drivers Tony Rolt and Duncan Hamilton, who had won the race for Jaguar two years earlier. There were also entries 
for rising F1 star Mike Hawthorn (26), who was paired with Ivor Bueb (32), while the third entry was shared by promising youngster Don 
Beauman (26) and Jaguar’s test driver Norman Dewis (35).
 The opposition was formidable with Mercedes team boss Alfred Neubauer having a trio of cars for his Formula 1 stars Juan Manuel 
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Fangio and Stirling Moss, a second 300SLR 
for France’s Pierre Levegh and American 
John Fitch and a third for Karl Kling and 
Andre Simon (above, left to right: Neubauer, 
Fangio, Moss, Levegh, Fitch, Kling, Simon and 
engineer Rudolf Uhlenhaut).
 With the exception of the 25-year-old 
Moss, the team members were all 35 or older, 
with Simon (35), Fitch (37), Fangio (43), 
Kling (44) and Levegh (49). The last-named 
had dominated the race in 1952 at the 

wheel of a Talbot, but had retired in the last 
hour after an engine failure, which may have 
been caused by a missed gear change by the 
fatigued driver, who had driven the entire race 
by himself.
 Levegh was not his real name. He 
had been born Pierre Bouillin. His mother’s 
brother had been Alfred Velghe, a successful 
racer in the early years of the sport, mainly 
with the Mors company. Pierre was a brilliant 
sportsman, notably playing tennis and ice 

skating. He began racing in the 1930s and 
decided to adopt the name Levegh, which was 
an anagram of his uncle’s surname. He lost 
the chance to have more success because 
of the war. He had competed in occasional 
Grands Prix with Talbots, but the cars had 
not been very competitive. He was hoping to 
make up for the 1952 disappointment with 
the Mercedes factory team.
 Ferrari had a strong team as well 
with three 121LMs for F1 racers Maurice 
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Trintignant/Harry Schell, Phil Hill/Umberto 
Maglioli and Eugenio Castellotti, partnered by 
Count Paolo Marzotto.
 The faded pages of reports revealed 
that there have been a serious warning of the 
dangers during the practice session on Thursday 
night, just before midnight, he Moss pulled out 
of the pits into the path of the DB Panhard of 
Claude Storez, which could not avoid an accident 
as it was being overtaken at that same moment 
by an OSCA, which slewed out of control into 
the pitlane area where it hit Jean Behra and 
two journalists: American George McArthur and 

Spain’s Angel Diez de 
las Heras, a friend of 
Fangio’s. All three 
were injured, but 
fortunately none 
of them seriously, 
although Behra’s 
injuries meant that 
he has to miss the 
race.
 The Le 
Mans 24 Hours 
traditionally 
begins at 4 
o’clock in the 
afternoon on 
the Saturday 
and as the 
teams 
prepared for 
the start there 
were around 
250,000 
spectators at 
Le Mans for 
the race.
 The 
first two and a half 
hours were packed with action as 
Castellotti  took the lead chased by Hawthorn, 
while the Moss/Fangio Mercedes made a 
poor start and had a lot of catching up to do. 
Hawthorn and Fangio then got ahead of the 
Ferrari and began to battle for the lead. They 
had lapped everyone apart from Castellotti, 
two other D-Type Jaguars and the two other 
Mercedes, driven by Kling and Levegh. At 
around six thirty Hawthorn closed in to lap 
Levegh. Ahead of them was an Austin Healey, 

being driven by 
sometime Grand Prix driver Lance 
Macklin, the son of Noel Macklin, a celebrated 
automobile company executive, who had 
started the Invicta company. Behind them and 
closing in was Fangio. As they raced up to the 
start-finish area Hawthorn went past Macklin 
on the outside. He then decided that he 
needed to stop at the pits and pulled across in 
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front of Macklin and braked about 250 metres 
before the cars arrived at the pits. The move 
caught Macklin by surprise and he moved to 
the left to avoid hitting Hawthorn. Levegh 
was right behind him and have to move to the 
left as well to avoid hitting the Austin Healey. 

The problem was that there was not enough 
room for all three cars to go side-by-side. 
Levegh hit the back of the Austin Healey and 
was launched into the earth bank beside the 
track the car disintegrated on impact, while 
Macklin’s car spun down the track.  As this 

was happening Fangio arrived  on the scene 
at  155 mph and he  managed to avoid hitting 
anything. Macklin later described the incident 
as follows.
 “As I was rolling along backward I saw 
Levegh’s car following me in the air, with 
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Levegh sort of hunched over in the cockpit,” 
he said. “I felt the heat of his exhaust as he 
went by me, no more than three feet over my 
shoulder. Then there was a hell of a bang, like 
a bomb had hit.”
 Macklin also said that during the 
evening that followed Hawthorn confessed 

that it had been his fault.
 “Mike came through the pit door, tears 
streaming down his face, and he tottered over 
to where we were sitting. ‘Lance, I’m terribly 
sorry,’ he said. ‘I feel terrible. I’ve caused all 
these deaths. I’ll never drive a car again’.”
 The race was not stopped - a very 

controversial decision - but at two o’clock in 
the morning word came from Stuttgart that 
the team should withdraw the two remaining 
cars, despite the fact that Fangio/Moss was in 
the led and the Kling/Simon car was third. The 
crash was the primary reason that Mercedes 
left the sport at the end of that year and 
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stayed out of racing for more than 30 years.
 Among the papers I found was a note (right) reporting on the 
Mercedes reaction with the comment that the statement 
“purports to say if only by inference that Hawthorn was 
basically to blame”.
 The statement itself says that “because of the high 
speed applied in overtaking Hawthorn had to step on the 
brakes hard and, while doing this, his car skidded”. The 
statement went on to say that Macklin also had to brake hard. 
“The track was blocked by these two cars for a moment”.
 Levegh had no chance to stop his car.
 The day after the accident the French authorities 
began an investigation. This was conducted by magistrate 
Zadock Kahn, under the guidance of the Prefet of the Sarthe 
departement, Pierre Trouille. As this was beginning on the 
Monday, the French President Edgar Faure and his cabinet met 
to discuss their response to the disaster and announced that all 
motor racing in France should be suspended.
 On the first day of the investigation Kahn heard Hawthorn 
and “Lofty” England.
 “It is admitted that Hawthorn wanted to stop in the pit to 
take on fuel,” Trouille explained. “The car seems to have started 
weaving. The Austin-Healey of Macklin, which was following behind 
the Jaguar of Hawthorn, was bothered by this weaving and moved 
lightly to the left. Arriving in his turn the unfortunate Levegh 
turned to his left to avoid his predecessor and for an instant the 
two right wheels of his vehicle passed over the Austin Healey  while 
the two left wheels climbed the flank of the protecting fence.”
 The engine broke away from the chassis and bounced 
through the crowd, decapitating 14 people. The main part of the 
chassis hit the parapet at the entrance to an underground passage under the track. This stopped more wreckage from flying into the crowd.
 Hawthorn argued that he had done nothing wrong.
  “In my judgment I allowed sufficient time for the driver of any following car to be aware of my intentions and for him to take such 
action as might be required without being of danger to others,” he said.
  Macklin was heard by the magistrate on Wednesday, June 15. After more than an hour the hearing transferred to the circuit so that 
Macklin could show the judge exactly what had happened.
 “Hawthorn turned too sharply towards the right and braked. I braked my car as hard as I could to avoid him,” he said. “My wheels locked 
and I was carried towards the left. Levegh’s car hit the back of my car. I was spun around.”
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 Did Macklin think Hawthorn was to 
blame?
 “It is difficult to speak of 
responsibility,” Macklin told the investigator. 
“Hawthorn no doubt committed an error, 
but the real responsibility was the speed 
of the cars. Going at 200 kmh to 240 
kmh, Hawthorn could not halt within the 
distance of 200 metres. He made a mistake 
in passing me. In the excitement of his 
struggle Hawthorn executed a manoeuvre 
which astonished me and he left me no other 
alternative than to either run into him or turn 
to the left.”
 Kahn studied a number of written 
testimonies from eyewitnesses in addition to 
his interviews and turned to experts for help. 
On June 20, he and his experts watched all 
the available film footage of the crash, frame-
by-frame.
 On June 23, Fangio returned to 
Le Mans, after winning the Dutch GP at 
Zandvoort on the 19th. He told Kahn that he 
had seen Levegh throw up his hand to signal 
that there was a problem. He said that he only 
became aware of the crash when Macklin’s car 
bounced into his path.
 “All my attention was concentrated on 
the road, where I had to find a hole through 
the confusion. I was doing 250 kph and I could 
not dream of stopping.
 “As far as I am concerned it cannot be 
a question of speaking of responsibility,” he 
says. “Its just fate. That is way it goes. But 
the organisation of the race must be changed. 
It no longer corresponds to the current speed 
of motor racing.”
 Kahn concluded that no-one should be 
prosecuted. Much would change in the years 

that followed as many of the street and road 
circuits disappeared and  promoters had to 
invest in new permanent race facilities.
 In his autobiography “Challenge Me 
The Race”, which was published following 
Hawthorn’s Formula 1 World Championship 
title in October 1958, Hawthorn implied 
that he had not been the person responsible 
for the Le Mans crash. Macklin took this 
to suggest that it had been his fault. He 
therefore  initiated a libel claim against 

Hawthorn , although this had not come to 
court when Hawthorn was killed in an road 
accident in January 1959.
 Original sources are always more 
interesting than regurgitated facts as they 
give one the chance to take a fresh look at 
historical events, without the slants that other 
people have given the story.
 I am now keen to get back to the loft 
to find out what other treasures I have hidden 
there.                     v

22


