
Ridgewood Grange, 
 Chilton Road, Upton, Didcot, Oxon. 

OX11 9JL 

10th March 2011 

Mr PHR Clifford 
Frampton Court Estate, 
Manor Farm, 
Frampton on Severn, 
Gloucestershire.  
GL2 7EP 

Dear Mr Clifford, 

You may recall that over a year ago you kindly gave permission for the publication of extracts 
from the Clays' Diary of a 1912 Motor Tour. 

For your information, and I hope also your entertainment, I am pleased to enclose a copy of 
the Spring issue of the VSCC Bulletin which contains the article. 

I have sent another copy to Pat Bennett to keep in the archive. 

Yours sincerely, 

Neil Thorp 
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Diary of a Motor Tour June 1912 
Neill Thorp 

he  village  of  Frampton  on 
Severn is dominated by its long 
village green and Frampton 

Manor. The Clifford family archive, 
held in the Manor, includes a fascinat-
ing typescript of a diary of an alpine 
tour undertaken in June 1912 by four 
members of the Clay family (Bridget, 
Arthur, Hilda, Wilfred) plus a friend, 
Miss G Wheatley. Hilda married 
Henry Clifford in 1913 thereby 
bringing the diary into the Clifford 
archive. 

The car was an 18/24 Austin (35 H.P 
on the brake) with a Pullman body 
running on 895x135 tyres. Unloaded 
weight was 36cwt but loaded it was 2 
tons 8 3/4 cwt. 

Far from being a mere description of 
the adventure, the diary contains metic-
ulous notes of the vehicular problems 
encountered along the way and gives 
an   insight  into   the  expectations  of  

contemporary automobilists, although 
the mechanical knowledge and Skills 
of the owner driver must surely have 
been unusual for the day. It is these 
topics that will be the subject of this 
article rather than the touristic and 
personal aspects; the latter are 
excessively concerned with the 
availability of lunch and afternoon 
tea! Direct quotes from the diary are 
in italics. Letters in the archive 
indicate that the diary and certainly 
the transcript can be attributed to 
Arthur Clay but, much of it was 
clearly written whilst he was engaged 
working on the car, probably by Hilda 
Clay who either had a good 
understanding of the technicalities or 
heard the men talking so much about 
them that the entries are very 
knowledgeable. 

The tour started on Thursday 6th 
June 1912. On the way down to the ferry  

The Start. Mancetter. 

at  Folkestone  they  were  accompanied 
by Dempster (who may have been the 
family chauffeur) and consumed a tank 
full of petrol (at ls/6d per gallon) — 10 
gallons giving 16 mpg. The first day in 
France took them 182 miles to Reims 
with the car running magnificently. The 
last hour was in darkness but the 
electric lamps worked splendidly. The 
next day the two chauffeurs spent 2 
hours on the car lubricating etc. The 
party went to Betheny plain to see the 
Aviation, but unhappily, owing to a fatal 
accident yesterday, there was no flying. 
These chauffeurs were family members 
not employees, as a letter home from 
Hilda Clay makes clear "Wilfrid has 
purchased a blue chauffeur's working 
suit, which is miles too big for him & 
which he looks too funny in, & is going 
to  spend an  hour playing  with the  car 

 
   

T
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The Breakdown. Bains-les-Bains. 

The offside, rear wheel bearing has 
seized and the wheel is stuck fast! 

before we start to-morrow." 
Leaving Reims on Monday they 

averaged 32 mph and for some 
distances as high as 45 mph. After 
lunch heavy rain was encountered near 
Chaumont, which necessitated closing 
all windows. Bridget, (in front) baled 
for dear life to keep the ship afloat. 
The sun had come out by the time they 
reached their destination at Bain les 
Bains but the poor Austin, coated with 
mud, had to stand all night in a wood 
shed, guarded by a fierce dog instead 
of lock and key! 

Leaving Bains the next day we had 
gone about three miles, and, having 
mistaken our road, were just at Bains 
Station when the off rear wheel seized 
suddenly and skidded about 15 yards. 
After inspection we came to the conclu-
sion that the brake had seized, and that 
the only thing to be done was to remove 
the wheel. This proved to be extraordi-
narily difficult, but was accomplished 
at length by main force and a long 
lever on the screw; when the real cause 
of the trouble was apparent. The balls 
in one of the races were in fragments, 
and the race had sheared the key, and 
had been revolving on the shaft. 
Fortunately I had a spare ball race and 
after labouring till 10.30 at night with 
the help of the local repairer, an 
intelligent but rather heavy handed 
person, we got the wheel on again. To 
bed late, after a strenuous "jour de 
panne". Fortunately the weather was 
perfect all day. If it had been wet, I 
don't know what we could have done. 

On the Wednesday the car was 
running Al. The day's journey involved 
crossing the Col de la Schlucht where 
for several miles they were on 2nd at 
about 15 m.p.h.. The customs post was  

at the summit but they had very little 
difficulty at the Customs, thanks to the 
International pass, and the Triptyque 
provided by the R.A.C. They had to 
take a license for 5 days, costing 8 
marks and although the views were 
very fine dared not take photographs 
so near the frontier. [There are several 
later entries where customs, military 
installations or troop manoeuvres are 
mentioned which indicate the 
underlying tensions in Europe at the 
time. Hilda's future husband and 
Arthur were both killed in action in 
WW1.] 

The road out up the Hollenthall 
was a series of very well engineered 
loops and hairpin corners, none of 
which were at all sharp. The Austin 
went up on 2nd and 3rd at 15 to 18 
m.p.h. 

The new ball-bearing ran quite 
cool,  and we hope it will give no 
trouble. Sometime before or after 
Gerardmer the off front spring shifted 
on the axle, which we could tell by a 

slight difference in the position of the 
steering wheel, but this we considered 
need not be attended to till tomorrow, 
and it did not affect the steering of the 
car. 

On 13th June in Tetisee it was very 
wet and misty so the men spent most of 
the day with the car. The front spring 
proved to be a bigger job than we 
expected, as the pin holding the leaves 
together had sheared, and the leaves 
considerably displaced. Fortunately 
we secured the assistance of a most 
competent German chauffeur, and had 
the job very satisfactorily finished by 
lunch time. After lunch we thoroughly 
lubricated and generally attended to 
the car, and actually polished the 
brass work, but could not get her 
washed, so she is still covered with 
mud. 

Friday 14th June the party left 
Tetisee for Neuhausen which involved 
crossing the Swiss frontier. They 
missed the best road to Schaffhausen, 
and added about 20 miles to the 
journey making them afraid they 
would not get across the frontier 
before the Officials left, but finally 
came to it at Stuhlingen, about 8.0, 
and got through all formalities at both 
German and Swiss Zollhausen without 
much difficulty. The Swiss Official was 
very conscientious, and wanted to be 
quite sure what a "Pullmann Li-mou-
sine" was. 

The car was reported as running to 
perfection and was still reported as Al 
on Sunday 16th when they started on 
their first high pass but then on the 
first stretch of 1st speed we 
experienced 
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our first engine trouble, the pressure 
apparently running too high, and 
causing the carburetter to flood. We 
waited, a minute or two and started 
again without difficulty, and prevented 
a recurrence by opening the exhaust 
cut-out. However, a few miles further 
on the previous trouble with flooding 
re-commenced, and for a time we 
were "en panne". We found that the 
float was leaking slightly, and that 
there was some petrol inside, and as a 
natural result the petrol rose too high 
in the float chamber and overflowed 
at the jet. Being unable to mend the 
float, we decided to raise the collar on 
the needle spindle, so as to cut off 
petrol at a lower float level. This was 
satisfactorily accomplished and in 
about 20 minutes from our stop we 
were en route again; and found that 
our remedy was quite successful, and 
gave us no more trouble. 

Monday saw the party in 
Innsbruck where We managed to get 
the carburetter float repaired, we think 
quite successfully, and also had a big 
spanner and cold chisel and 
screwdriver repaired, which had been 
damaged at Bains. We also had holes 
drilled in the induction pipe and a ring 
cover to them fitted, to use as an extra 
air inlet, if desirable. We spun the rear 
wheels to make sure that the bearings 
were right, and adjusted the foot 
brake, tightened the spring seat clips, 
examined the gear box, and thoroughly 
oiled and greased all over. The spare 
ball race ordered when at Bains has 
not arrived. and cannot do so 
apparently for some time, so will have 
to be sent back. Let us hope it will not 
be required. 

Unfortunately, the belief that 
repairs were successful were not well 
founded as was discovered the next 
day on the journey to Cortina. After 
Steinach there is a length of about a 
mile of decidedly steep running, 1st 
and 2nd, at the top of which we had a 
recurrence of the previous trouble of 
flooded carburetter. Clearly when the 
pressure rises  a little higher than 
necessary, the spindle lifts even when 
the float chamber is full. We did not 
stop long. and the car ran very well 
again afterwards. 

At about 5 o'clock the Austin 
passed through Toblach which was 
also the finish of the day's run from 
Trient of the Austrian Automobile 
Club's Alpine Tour. There were about 
20 of the tour's car drawn up in a line 
in a meadow just outside the village. 
Frustratingly the diary description is 
very brief: There were about seventy 
more yet to come in. Most of them 
were grey torpedo-  

shaped 4 seated cars, with tapered 
bonnets. 

At Cortina they found that the 
road up to the Hotel is most 
precipitous (1 in 5) and twisting and 
narrow, not really fit for a heavy 
closed car with such a load as we are 
carrying. Near the top we met a 
carriage, and I had to stop the car and 
then back her down to a comparatively 
level place for a fresh start. The ladies 
preferred to finish on foot, and the 
Austin easily finished the ascent, but I 
should not again come to a  

hotel with such a bad approach. 
One gets the impression that 

Cortina was a bit of a relaxation. The 
Chauffeurs took the car down to the 
garage to have the autovox horn 
repaired, which was done easily and 
quickly. [In the event the autovox failed 
again the next day.] We also bought 
some Kodak films for the panoram. 
Ever dedicated towards refreshments 
they went out again to have the tea 
kettle repaired and to go to the bank and 
the poste restante. 

Carburetter trouble persisted again 
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A long climb ahead. The pass can be seen zig-zagging up the shoulder to the 
right of the telegraph pole and then making a long traverse to the left to leave 
through the dip in the top left. Quite something for a 21/2 ton car in 1912. 

the next day with three or four recur-
rences but the party were quite blasé 
about it by now- the trouble was slight 
and we were only delayed half a 
minute each time. It is annoying that 
the carburetter should be so 
sensitive, but now we know it, it is 
not serious. 

Friday at San Martino was wet and 
the morning was spent in oiling and 
attending to the car. We emptied the 
engine case and were glad we had 
done so as there was a large 
quantity of water in it, but to our 
dismay we found that oil was hardly 
obtainable in San Martino, and we 
could only get half a gallon, which, 
with a gallon of our own in reserve 
raised the gauge to three-quarter 
full. More was obtained the next day in 
Bozen. 

The next few days the car was 
running splendidly and motoring related 
entries appertain mainly to the 
engineering of the various mountain 
roads and the Stelvio which had only 
just been cleared of snow. This pass was 
attempted in eamest on Monday in 
heavy rain. The dreaded corners 
turned out to be not nearly as bad 
as we anticipated. It is true that we 
had in all to reverse 34 times going 
up and 9 times going down, but in 
every case except three, a single 
reverse was sufficient and it was not 
necessary to make use of our block 
after all. 

About two miles further on [from 
Franzenshohe] the road begins to go 
straight up a steep hill side in thirteen 
almost parallel lengths, with sharp 
hairpin corners, at most of which we 
had to reverse. The road was so 
slippery with mud that we stopped to 
put on the Parsons chains which went 
on without difficulty and only kept 
us 

about twenty minutes altogether. We 
reached the summit at 1.30, the 
engine quite cool and comfortable, 
although the whole climb from Trafoi 
had been done on bottom speed. 
Although second speed was too high 
there was plenty to spare on fourth 
and we could have tackled 
considerably stiffer gradients if 
necessary. 

As we had reached the top we had 
met a German lady and gentleman on 
foot and heard terrific snorts from a 
motor out of sight on the Italian side. 
They told us that they had been hung 
up for an hour at a corner just below, 
and had had to get men to dig them 
out of the snow. We walked fifty yards 
down the road and found it walled with 
snow twenty feet high, and the cutting 
only just the width of a car. There was 
also 

snow on the road surface and 
altogether it looked most 
unpromising. We could not return, 
however, even if we had wished it, 
for I had already taken the 
"definitive" pass out from the 
Austrian Customs at the summit. 
When the time came to start again 
the Germans bade us farewell with 
the gravest forebodings, and we 
started off down the lane of snow. 
For a couple of hundred, yards we 
could see nothing but the snow walls 
rising high above the car on either 
side, the mud guards touching them, 
now on one side and now on the 
other. Then we got through the snow 
field and came to the critical corner 
and to our delight got round with a 
single reverse. The corners from 
here to the Italian Customs House, 
about three kilometres down the hill, 
are much easier than on the Austrian 
side. We quickly got through the 
Customs, and, starting again at four 
o'clock gave a lift (on the tea basket) 
to one of the officials down to Nuovi 
Bagni. Soon after the Customs 
House, the road runs down a series 
of zigzags , even more wonderful 
perhaps as an engineering feat than 
those on the Austrian side, nearly all 
the corners being easily turned 
without reversing. Then the road 
runs through a number of fine rock 
tunnels where our headlights were 
decidedly useful. Wet photographed 
the car emerging from one of them. 

On Tuesday 25th they joumeyed 
from Bormio to Tremezzo but at Tirano 
the magneto ignition suddenly failed 
and as it was just 12 o'clock and 
very hot we decided to stop at the 
Grand Hotel and let the ladies have 
lunch while the magneto was being 
examined. 
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The local repairer was summoned and 
cleaned the contacts without result. 
Then an English mechanic who had 
just arrived for lunch on an English 
Daimler, lent a hand and took down 
the high tension brush and cleaned 
and tuned it up, but with no better 
result. We were almost giving it up and 
had come to the conclusion that we 
must go on on the battery ignition 
when I suggested examining the 
connections at the switch on the 
dashboard and it was immediately 
evident that the trouble was caused by 
a crack in the insulation of the 
magneto high-tension lead which 
caused it to short across to the low-
tension terminal. We wrapped the wire 
with rubber tape and the result was 
perfectly satisfactory, so we went to 
lunch. .... We started again at 3 o'clock 
and had only gone a few miles when 
the same symptoms of a failure of 
ignition began again. We found that 
the short circuit had perforated a 
clean hole through the rubber tape and 
things were as bad as before. We took 
some plastic rubber from the Harvey-
Frost vulcanising outfit and worked it 
well into the crack, and then bound it 
round with adhesive tape and the 
result this time was quite successful. 
The problems were not quite resolved 
however as later that day the magneto 
ignition was again giving some trouble 
as it missed badly at slow speeds, 
though working perfectly when the 
engine was running fast. At times we 
had to use the battery ignition. Also, 
on the following day, the engine still 
misses a little at slow speeds but 
improved towards evening, and we 
think it may be due to inferior surface 
on the high-tension terminal  

on the magneto which will no doubt 
correct itself in time. 

On the Thursday the chauffeurs 
spent the whole moming with the car, 
presumably remedying unrecorded 
faults but the next day they decided to 
get the local repairer to adjust the 
handbrake, which involved drawing out 
a very inaccessible split pin, which we 
had already attacked more or less 
determinedly on two occasions, but the 
local repairer and his mate were 
exceptionally incapable and gave up 
hope after an hour's struggle. They had, 
however, moved it slightly and the 
chauffeurs managed to get it out 
themselves and then to adjust the brake 
satisfactorily. It kept us long enough 
however to delay the start till 11 
o'clock, and we fervently wished that we 
had Mr. Austin or his head 
draughtsman with us to see how things 
ought not to be designed. 

When they eventually got going the 

car was running very well until going 
over the Simplon pass they again had 
trouble with flooding of the 
carburetter and unfortunately it was 
not so readily got over as before, as it 
happened five times before reaching 
the summit and delayed us quite an 
hour. We had thought we should find a 
spot to lunch before the summit, but 
this was not the case, and it was nearly 
three o'clock before we stopped at the 
Kulm Hotel, just beyond the summit. 
The car ran beautifully between stops, 
and, if anything, showed a tendency to 
be short of pressure, but suddenly, 
without warning, the pressure would 
run up, and the annoying flooding 
begin again. We have come to the 
conclusion that it is due to the relief 
valve getting gummy with oily exhaust 
and occasionally sticking. Since 
cleaning it with paraffin the trouble 
seems to have ceased.  

On the homeward journey starting 
from Caux , via Lausanne to Dijon the 
car ran superbly throughout, 
travelling at great speeds when the 
roads allowed. The weather was 
perfect. It is a great grief to us all to 
find that we have lost our beloved 
"block", a triangular block of wood 
with a handle which we brought to 
assist on the passes when reversing, 
but has proved its value in all sorts of 
ways. It must have worked loose from 
its strap on the bumpy road between 
Partarile and Salins. We hope that 
some passing car has picked it up and 
taken it back to the passes of Tyrol. 
W.S.C. burst into poetry, as follows:-  

TO A BLOCK. 

"Was it for this thou leaft'st thy native land. 
To bear us company across the sea, 
And toiled and wrought and brought us safe 
through all, 
And never failed us when we needed thee? 
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Was it for this thou nursed our weary heads. 

When underneath the car we wrought our 
task. 
Or putting by thy pride in case of need. 
Thou acted as a hammer if we ask ? 

Was it for this that on the Arlberg Pass, Our 
first co-venture on the mountain road. Or on 
the Brenner when the pressure failed. Thou 
carriedst on thy shoulders all our load? 

Was it for this that on the Stelvio. 
Full forty times thou tookest in thy care. 
Ourselves. the car and all its precious freight. 
While we reversed and turned and twisted 
there? 

Was it for this that when we wished to stop. 
To photograph the Pass. to have our "the". 
Times without number thou didst do thy work 
And 'neath the wheel all uncomplaining lay ? 

Was it for this ? - that soon as we had passed 
Beyond the mountains and had reached 
again, 
Stretching in front as far as eye can see 
The wide straight road across the level plain. 

That at the moment when thy work was done, 
Thou shouldst be cast aside. alone, forlorn. 
And left to perish in a foreign land, 
Bereft of friends and from thy country torn. 

Think not so harshly, for we knew not when 
Nor how we lost thee. We had thought to bear 
Thee home again with us, and o'er our hearth, 
An honoured servant. to enshrine thee there! 

' Twas not to be; but still as years roll past, 
When to the mind old tender memories flock 
Of Dolomites, lakes, snow and hairpin bends. 
Then shall we think of thee. old faithful 
wooden Block. 

(Copyright 1912, by Wilfrid Henry 
Clay in the United States of America.) 

They arrived at Fontainebleau at 
eight the following day, they ran 
through a good many heavy squalls 
of rain which necessitated lowering 
the front glass, but it was a very nice 
day. The car ran A.l., and gave no 
trouble. The last two miles the 
engine was running irregularly 
owing to water or grit in the 
carburetter. 

They continued to Paris as the next 
stop where the more urgent of the 
ravages of the trip were attended to by 
a mechanic replacing the blown 
exhaust joint, fitting a new tail lamp 
bracket (broken at San Martino), 
repairing the autovox again and 
draining and refilling 
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the engine and clutch (as the oil pur-
chased in Italy was so unsatisfactory). 

The trip home concluded on 
Saturday 6th July; whilst on the ferry 
they saw an array of battleships and 
cruisers in the Solent on their way to 
the review at Spithead. A fine view of 
a magnificent fleet. There were four 
or five rows of ships about three miles 
long. Whilst dropping off one partici-
pant at Berkswell Hall near Coventry, 
the Daily Mail aviator, Hucks, flew 
over the house while we were 
standing at the front door, on his very 
speedy flight from London to 
Birmingham, in a 70 h.p. Bleriot. 

Had the car with its load of 
luggage and passengers weighed and 
found that we turned the scale at two 
tons eight and three quarter 
hundredweight - a truly heavy load for 
Alpine touring - with the exception of 
one day's delay at Bains we have had 
no trouble with the

car of any importance. It is a 
remarkable fact that the Palmer 
Cord tyres (895 x 135) on the rear 
wheels, and the Dunlops in front, 
have not been touched throughout 
the tour and the two spares carried 
prove to have been superfluous.... 
the splendid running of the car be 
equalled, [and] cannot easily be 
surpassed. 

It is interesting to consider that all 
the other mishaps, even those to which 
they would have wished to draw to Mr 
Austin's attention, were not considered 
to be of importance. In view of the 
final comments maybe Mr Austin 
design was not so bad after all. Also 
noteworthy is the camaraderie of the 
early motorists whose chauffeurs 
(voluntarily or otherwise) helped out 
whenever possible. 

The author is indebted to Mr Rollo 
Clifford for permission to publish 
these extracts from both diary and 
scrapbooks and to Mrs Pat Bennett for 
her help in making them accessible. 

A Grand Picnic. These motor tourists certainly seem to have known how to 
live well and the amazingly capacious Austin was able to carry the five of 
them plus their luggage and spares to keep them going over a lengthy 
journey. They don't seem to have been hampered by excess weight and the 
lack of front brakes.  


