Welcome by Ernst Jakob Henne

In 1923 – I was 19 at the time – I took part in a minor motorcycle race in Mühldorf, Bavaria. That event was to determine the course of my future life: it was the beginning of my motor sport career. In 1926 I was signed up as a works rider at BMW, the company that would remain my sporting home right until the end of my active racing life.

Back in the 1920s, everyone involved in motor racing was already fiercely committed to their goal of achieving higher speeds than all their rivals. Both drivers and engineers were permanently probing the limits of what was physically possible. This “pushing the envelope” to ever-new boundaries was graphically conveyed in various world record-breaking endeavours. When I embarked on my first record attempt in 1929, the absolute best time was 207 kilometres an hour. Eight years later I managed to set up a new record of 279.5 km/h, which was to remain unbroken until 1951. 

These days, production motorcycles easily attain such speeds, but in the 1930s we had to wrestle hard for every single second gained. Aerodynamics was still very much in its infancy, and quite a few motorcyclists took it into their own hands to construct the fairing for their bikes. The chassis, and particularly the wheels and tyres, had to be adapted to withstand the extreme loads they were subjected to, while the engine designers were constantly broaching new territory with their concepts.

Far be it from me to cast those years in a rose-tinted glow, for I am well aware that not everything was better back in the “good old days”. Many of my rivals and teammates lost their lives on the race track in those years. Far less attention than today was devoted to protective riding gear and the safety of race tracks, many of them as yet unsurfaced, which resulted in serious injuries and fatal accidents. This is an aspect that is all-too often forgotten when people recall the early days of motor racing. 

But for all the differences, there’s one thing that hasn’t changed through the decades: the sheer determination of motor racers to outspeed their rivals. Then as now, motor sport was a permanent battle against the clock, against the competiton, and above all against oneself. And nobody can do battle single-handedly: you have to have an experienced team backing you all the way. I had the good fortune that BMW invariably provided me with a sterling crew made up of talented engineers such as Schleicher, Brenner and Fockenberger, or mechanics like Kessler, Müller and Stramm – not forgetting my faithful companion Josef Hopf.

Roadrunner

Ernst Jakob Henne was born on 22nd February 1904 as the fourth child of the master saddler Jakob Henne in the southern German town of Weiler near Wangen. In his early childhood he suffered two major tragedies: his father died when he was just three years old, and his mother when he was five. Their children were initially placed in the care of a guardian, and at the age of eight Ernst was taken on at a farm near Tettnang, not far from Lake Constance. 

Childhood and youth

He spent the First World War with the Deutelmoser family, who had six sons of their own, and worked on the farm. It was there that he showed the first signs of a business streak when he began selling the local farmers’ eggs, meat and vegetables to people in the surrounding villages. The money he made was tucked away in a sock: his ambition was to become a mechanic, and the cost of an apprenticeship in those days amounted to around 300 reichsmarks. Ernst Henne was unable to draw on his inheritance – his parents’ house and workshop – since his appointed guardian had invested the money in war loans, which turned out to be worthless after the First World War.

In 1919 he took up an apprenticeship as a car mechanic in Ravensburg. As an apprentice, he was able to obtain his motorcycle licence at the age of just 15. His examiner inculcated the following maxim in him: “The real skill is in riding slowly.” Ernst Jakob Henne picked up a sound technical training, which would prove of great help to him at a time when motorcycles were still very unreliable. Working as a chauffeur in Munich and travelling across much of Europe as part of the job helped expand his horizons. After he had met his future wife, he began renting a small workshop from his prospective father-in-law and set himself up as an independent motorcycle mechanic. In time, the workshop was extended to include a petrol station – a mobile 200-litre barrel equipped with a pump – and a small shop, until this eventually became an official BMW dealership in 1926.

A racing career takes off

Before reaching this juncture in his professional life, he spent a great deal of time in the workshop repairing motorcycles of all makes. Thanks to the wide range of motorcycle brands around at the time, he acquired a very broad expertise. Only the weekends left time for actual motorcycle excursions. On one of these rare opportunities, Ernst Jakob Henne combined a Sunday ride on 1st July 1923 with a visit to a race organized by the Munich Motorcycle Club and held at the trotting course in Mühldorf am Inn, some 100 kilometres away. Arriving at the track very early, he rode a few laps on the Megola lent to him by a friend and then decided to sign up for the race. He took third place in the up to 750 cc class, behind Norton rider Bromberger from Munich and his future long-term teammate Stelzer, also riding Megola.

It is worth recalling at this point that motorcycle racing in Germany was in its infancy in the years following the First World War. The Mühldorf event was not only the first meeting to be organized by the Munich Motorcycle Club, but also the first racing event to be held in Mühldorf, which was destined to become a major bastion of two-wheeled racing. It was something the local newspaper, the Mühldorfer Anzeiger, immediately picked up on: “Since Saturday afternoon and throughout the whole of Sunday, it seemed as if all hell had broken loose in the town. There was a roaring and a rumbling as if our town was in the midst of some noisy battle. Petrol fumes filled the air and wrapped-up men and women took to the streets in their droves … It hardly needs mentioning that nobody wanted to miss out on the thrilling motorcycle races, which had crowds of many thousands beating a path to the race track.” Here, 7,000 spectators would witness the start of a unique career in motor racing. The fact that the newspaper incorrectly listed the novice rider as “Hene, Munich (Megola)” in the results was not something he dwelled on for long.

Gaining third place at this event whetted Ernst Jakob Henne’s ambitions, and he subsequently entered several regional races in the environs of Munich. On 1st February 1924, in the winter ride at Garmisch, he contested his first race of more than regional import. In it he pitted his skills against the motorcycle racing greats of the time: Stelzer, Bauhofer and Tomasi. Despite parting company with his bike on one occasion, he crossed the finish line in third place in the 750 cc class. The fastest time, incidentally, was claimed by Rudolf Schleicher, the designer of the first BMW sports model and himself an enthusiastic racer. As head of BMW’s racing division, Rudolf Schleicher would play a significant role in Ernst Henne’s ongoing career.

In 1925, Henne switched to an Astra with a British 350 cc JAP engine – a light and agile machine which was in stark contrast to the unwieldy Megola. The Astras were built very near Henne’s own workshop in Munich and, by now an experienced mechanic, he would frequently help his colleagues out. It is hardly surprising in the light of his racing talent that he was provided with a motorcycle which he rode, among other races, in the Burenwaldrennen of 1925, in which he took his first victory. But Henne was not immune to setbacks. He encountered his share of technical faults, such as a flat tyre on the Solitude track near Stuttgart. And he also made mistakes, for example at the Schleizer Dreiecksrennen (triangular race), when he lost control in a bend while in the lead and was very lucky not to hit the telegraph pole at the roadside.

The road to BMW

That autumn, Henne made his first major international appearance in the Monza Grand Prix, taking sixth place in the 350 cc class. It was an exceptionally difficult race, with just six out of 22 starters reaching the finish. In the 500 cc class, a mere three out of a starting field of 19 completed the race. Henne failed to gain a better placement due to serious problems with the ignition in the heavy rain. A faulty spark plug also left him with painful memories of Monza: after burning his fingers while frantically replacing it, he put the faulty plug in his pocket – in those days a spark plug cost the equivalent of a week’s wages, and Ernst Henne didn’t have money to burn. Shortly after setting off again, the still hot plug burnt his upper thigh and turned the rest of the ride into a painful ordeal. Under such circumstances, it was an achievement just to finish the race, even if Ernst Henne had set out with considerably higher expectations.

One close observer at Monza was Rudolf Schleicher, BMW’s chief engineer and race manager. Schleicher, who had himself notched up several successful years in motor racing, recognized Henne’s talent. The fact that Henne hailed from Munich may have encouraged his decision to hire him for the 1926 race season. But Henne’s contract was not undisputed; after all, three of the best and most popular racers of the day – Stelzer, Köppen, and in particular Toni Bauhofer – were already under contract to BMW, and now 21-year-old novice Ernst Henne was being recruited alongside these seasoned bikers. But Schleicher fought his decision through, and Ernst Henne began gearing up for his BMW involvement.

During this period of preparation, Henne had a serious accident on a Moto Guzzi while on a private ride in icy conditions when his sidecar caught a telegraph pole. The experience reflected the toughness that would distinguish Ernst Henne on many another occasion to come. While he lay in a coma with two skull fractures and a seemingly slim chance of survival, some rash newspapers were already publishing tributes to his life. The moment he woke up from his coma nine days later, however, he ignored the doctors’ strict orders for him to stay in bed and discharged himself from hospital. He hired a horse-drawn sled to take him home on the icy roads; the horse shied, tipping the sled over along with the coachman and passenger, and Henne hit his injured head on the road. On the subsequent train journey to Munich he lost consciousness, and eventually came to at the Munich University hospital. Ernst Henne’s comment on such accidents: “Every time I woke up to see people in white coats and pictures of saints on the walls, I knew that something must have happened again.”

First victory on BMW

In 1926, when a fully recovered Ernst Henne joined BMW, the Bayerische Motoren Werke were still a fledgling motorcycle production company but already very successful on the race track. In 1924, a year after the first BMW motorcycle was launched, Franz Bieber won the first German Championship for BMW in the 500 cc class, and in 1925 BMW even managed to field two German Champions: Rudolf Reich in the 500 cc and Josef Stelzer in the 250 cc class. There were also victories in the major German events: the Avus, Schleizer and Buckower Dreicksrennen (triangular races), Eilenriede, the Eifelrennen, and the Rund um Schotten race, to name a few. 

When he joined this highly successful works team, the expectations weighing on Ernst Jakob Henne were commensurately great. But having proved his capabilities on several occasions, he had plenty of self-confidence, and thanks to the 500 cc BMW he at last had a competitive racing bike which, with the backing of the company, was being steadily improved.

Ernst Henne claimed his first major success for BMW on 2nd May 1926 at the Karlsruher Wildparkrennen. In a nailbiting final sprint, he just managed to beat Hans Soenius from Cologne, who was later to race for BMW as well. Henne had survived his baptism of fire for BMW, but there was little time to celebrate: two weeks down the line he would be firing up for another major race – on the Solitude track outside Stuttgart. 24 riders signed up for the 500 cc class, and there was strong competition from the likes of Georg Thumshirn on Ardie and British rider Joe Craig on Norton.

Battling against wind and weather

Weather conditions were disastrous. Apart from the rain there was thick fog, which meant that the riders were struggling with visibility of around 50 metres. Yet even when a hailstorm struck, the 267-kilometre race was not called off. Ernst Henne ultimately created a stir by not only winning the 500 cc class with a more than eight-minute lead over Thumshirn, but also clocking the fastest time of the day, which left the 750 and 1000 cc riders trailing as well. “We take our hats off to the performance of the riders,” wrote the Stuttgarter Neues Tagblatt after this event in the most appalling weather. Several of the leading favourites, including Joe Craig and Tazio Nuvolari, came off their bikes, and one contestant even collapsed unconscious after crossing the finish line. “The competitors will look back with horror on this terrible race that took them through water, mud, hail and the pitch-darkness of the woods,” the local newspaper went on. Ernst Jakob Henne, however, can look back on it with some satisfaction: thanks to his win and his “manly” performance, he was now fully accepted as a member of the BMW racing team.

German Champion

1926 saw Ernst Jakob Henne win another major race. At the Eifelrennen, the last race before the opening of Germany’s prestigious Nürburgring circuit, he not only crossed the finishing line first but claimed the German Championship title at the same time, which in those days was still decided on the basis of a single race. 

In the 1927 season, Ernst Henne – both the press and BMW’s racing division had by now dropped the “Jakob” – was lining up on the grid to contest the 750 cc class. Among the victories he claimed were the Kolberger Bäderrennen, the Internationales Arlbergrennen and the ADAC Herbstrennen held on the Solitude track and covering 220 kilometres, during which he carved out a 15-minute lead over second-placed Thumshirn. That year also marked Ernst Henne’s second German Championship title victory.

Highs and lows in the international arena

For all his successes on home territory, the year 1927 also brought Ernst Henne and BMW back down to earth with a bump. At the first major encounter with Britain’s top-flight motorcycle racers at the European Grand Prix on the newly built Nürburgring, the company sporting the blue and white emblem had to face up to its limits in the prestigious 500 cc class when the first four places were taken by British manufacturers. Josef Stelzer, BMW’s fastest rider and winner of the 750 cc class, came in more than twenty minutes behind the winner, Graham Walker, on Sunbeam. For BMW this was a deep humiliation. The only rider who managed to keep up with the prodigious speed of the British rivals was Ernst Henne, who was once more in the saddle of a 500 cc machine. He worked his way up to within a few seconds of front rider Walker, but had to retire from second place following an accident. This was naturally a bitter disappointment, but looking back on the race up to the point when he crashed out, Ernst Henne knew that he and his BMW had the capacity to keep pace with the international leaders.

The 1928 Targa Florio held in Sicily was the highlight in the international competitive arena for Ernst Henne. This event, which covered a total distance of 324 kilometres, rated as one of the most challenging circuit races of those years. Each of the three laps involved an altitude difference of 1,000 metres, a total of 1,400 turns and 2,000 gear shifts. Furthermore, the circuit’s characteristics were in constant fluctuation, ranging from pitted and potholed stretches to paved tracks to tarred roads. Henne entered the race with unpleasant memories, for in the previous year he had been forced to drop out with an engine fault. At the start, before the contestants had even reached the first switchbacks, there was thick fog along the route. However, Ernst Henne’s experience from the previous year and his detailed knowledge of the course stood him in good stead – he and his teammate Koeppen had set off for Sicily ten days prior to the race to prepare themselves. This time his BMW stood up to the rigours of the event, and Henne returned to Munich with a commanding victory under his belt. The Targa Florio was the last major circuit race he won.

Off-Road

By the late 1920s, Ernst Henne ranked as one of the best and most versatile motorcycle riders in Germany. His racing performances had demonstrated his command of every discipline, from short-distance to endurance events and from tarmac to gravel tracks. In his search for new challenges, he signed up for the International Six Day Trial of 1929. 

That year the competition was staged in the Alps, starting in Garmisch-Partenkirchen and leading through Austria, Italy and France to Switzerland and its final destination in Geneva. Ernst Henne on his 750 cc BMW collected very few penalty points and went home with a silver medal. A mere rookie, he had managed to place himself in the first third of a field of 168 participants.

Fresh challenges 

Apart from the German Grand Prix and the Marienberger Dreiecksrennen, Ernst Henne took part in no further notable races in 1929. There were several reasons for that. Firstly, there was his marriage to his longstanding teenage sweetheart, Maria Magdalena Riep. Naturally enough, the restless racer now began to devote more time to his private life. That same year he also became a BMW car dealer and now had to spend more time looking after his business in Munich. Finally, there were the pending world record attempts, and preparing for them left little time for other sporting ventures.

Focus on six-day events

In 1930, Ernst Henne similarly held back from national racing events. It thus came as a surprise when, in 1931, as team captain on a BMW R 16 in the International Six Day Trial in the Italian Dolomites, he led the German Trophy Team with Julius von Krohn on Zündapp and Josef Mauermayer/Ludwig Kraus with an R 16 sidecar combination. While Henne and Mauermayer/Kraus completed the six-day event without any penalty points to secure a gold medal, von Krohn unfortunately collected six points, which resulted in the team just being beaten by the fault-free Italians. It was nevertheless Germany’s biggest success to date in that event.

Henne captained the German team again in 1932. Von Krohn had been replaced by Josef Stelzer, which meant that this year the German flag was being flown by a team made up of BMW riders exclusively. Henne and Stelzer completed the race without incurring any penalties, but this year it was the sidecar combination that notched up 36 points after suffering major damage to the outrigger wheel. Germany took third place behind the winning British team and the second-placed Italians.

Germany emerges victorious

1933, finally, brought the long-awaited triumph: again it was Henne, Stelzer and Mauermayer/Kraus who made up the German team on BMW. Their toughest rivals were the British title defenders, a team who had not only won seven out of the 13 events so far, but also had the home advantage at the event’s venue in Wales. From the start, it was clear to everybody involved that it was the finer details that would determine the outcome of the race. Sure enough, both teams completed the first few days free of error, but the third day saw Henne sustaining a puncture. He had to patch up his tyre without any outside assistance, as decreed by the rules. This lost him more than twenty minutes, and each minute short of the time control counted for a penalty point. After repairing his tyre, Henne launched into a furious bid to catch up, as a result of which he made it to the time control just forty seconds adrift, earning him a single penalty point. Almost simultaneously, British rider Bradley, who had lost his way in the heavy rain, incurred two penalty points. Since neither team made any more mistakes during the remaining three days, the BMW squad just managed to pip their rivals to the post. The crucial factor in Germany’s win – on this most observers agreed – was Henne’s rapid repair job and courageous catching-up exercise on the third day’s stage.

On their return to Munich, the victorious team met with an exuberant reception – justifiably so, as the three BMW riders had won what was generally regarded as the unofficial European off-road championship.  

Henne as an ambassador for Germany and BMW

The British showed themselves to be good losers, and the following tribute was paid to the winners by Motor Cycle magazine: “Full honour must go to the victors for their magnificent achievement, for the team was well organised, rode sportingly, and their machines – all 750 c.c. flat-twin B.M.W.s, with shaft drive – finished in excellent condition.” The sincere congratulations from the British “showed how appreciative all were of the Germans’ sportsmanship and their well-earned victory”. 

Such acknowledgement was not to be taken for granted – the British regarded themselves as the hub of international motorcycle racing, and with some justification, while the press clearly favoured their own national racers and manufacturers. However, the German team under the leadership of Ernst Henne managed to nip any ill feeling in the bud. 

Apart from his outstanding talent, it was Ernst Henne’s comportment off the race track which above all earned him a great reputation beyond any national frontiers. Not only had he proved indispensable to BMW as a sportsman, but his role as a representative of the BMW marque in those years cannot be rated highly enough.

Title defenders times two

The team’s success in Wales also gave Germany the right to host the Six Day Trial in 1934. The race was held in the mountains around Garmisch-Partenkirchen. The German team lined up with the same team as in the previous year and again on BMW R 16 models. The 1934 event proved to be even more exciting than the preceding Six Day Trial, with a nailbiting three-way battle emerging between the hosts, the British and the Italian teams. 

After Perrigo incurred a penalty point for the Brits, it wasn’t until the final race on day six that the duel between the penalty-free German and Italian teams was decided. In a nerve-racking finish, the German team managed to assert themselves to claim victory after six days with a lead of just six-and-a-half seconds.

In 1935, the Six Day Trial took place in the German Alps once more, this time in the area around Obersdorf. There was a change in the team profile, with Ludwig Kraus moving from the sidecar to the saddle in the combination, and Josef Müller now taking his place in the sidecar. 

Staying in front in Europe

Rather than using the minimally modified 750 cc pressed-steel production models, 500 cc supercharged racing models were now being fielded. Henne and “rookie” Kraus remained penalty-free and managed to compensate for the points picked up by Stelzer. 

With a final tally of 25 penalty points, Germany were able to defend their title successfully once again, putting the Czechs (66) and British (401) firmly behind them in the placements. 1936 saw Germany fielding the same team as in the previous year. 

From the start, Ernst Henne had problems with the powerful supercharged engine which, designed primarily for road racing and record-breaking attempts, proved unreliable in off-road endurance events. 

He incurred two penalty points for exceeding the time limit, and the following day had to replace an engine piston, which resulted in a further 15 penalty points. Although his teammates remained penalty-free, the German total of 17 points led to a “mere” second place behind the British team. When the Six Day Trial was held in 1937, Ernst Henne was absent from the list of starters. Illness had put the brakes on his racing plans and he had to abandon any ambitions to get even. 

But a tally of three trophy wins with the team, as well as four gold and two silver medals, plus one bronze in the individual placements, put Ernst Henne up among Europe’s front-runners in off-road competition as well.

Fastest Man

The extensive rules and regulations of the FICM, the Fédération Internationale des Clubs Motocyclistes, can be summarized as follows: "In order to effectively exclude external influences, it is necessary to complete a distance of exactly one kilometre or one mile along a stretch of road with a maximum gradient of one percent in either direction. The return run must take place at the latest within ten minutes. The speed achieved is then calculated using the average time of the two runs." 

Preparing for a record attempt

Even if holding the world record doesn't necessarily mean that the rider or the motorcycle is the best in the world, it is still an objective way of determining the fastest machine or rider. The stopwatch is the only opponent during a record attempt, and the evidence of a stopwatch is indisputable. 

Ernst Henne was a man whose healthy sporting ambition constantly pushed him to the limits, and who committed himself to bringing the world record to Germany at least once. The BMW motorcycles which had been used for racing were obviously not up to the job. Although the slim, light frame was suitable as a basis for the running gear of a record-breaking machine, the engine as it stood was distinctly lacking in performance. Rudolf Schleicher managed to achieve some initial success using supercharged engines, but he decided to leave BMW after Max Friz, the head designer at BMW, called a halt to the testing programme in 1927. 

When Henne suggested attempting to break the world record to Franz Josef Popp, chairman of the board at BMW, Popp remembered the testing Schleicher had started and ordered the completion of the supercharged engine on the basis of this preliminary work. Schleicher's long-time colleague, Josef Hopf, shouldered most of the burden of further development, but the engineers Brenner and Fockenberg and Max Friz himself were also involved in the completion of the engine. The chassis and the trim were constructed with the assistance of Josef Hopf in Ernst Henne’s own workshop, and parts of the chassis used plywood secured with gaffer tape. 

Henne’s honeymoon took him to Paris, which gave him the opportunity to take a slight detour to the Montlhéry circuit and the concrete track at neighbouring Arpajon, which boasted a length of six kilometres and a width of fourteen metres. This was where the British had made their successful record-breaking attempts and he wanted to study the characteristics of the track. He had already spoken to the relevant people at BMW to find out the exact details of the regulations, and was on the lookout for a suitable track for his own record attempt. Ultimately, the ideal location was found in the direct vicinity of the BMW factory: the road to Ingolstadt. Just a few kilometres outside Munich, the road had a straight, flat stretch some four kilometres in length which seemed perfect for the run. As early as 1923, BMW had achieved speeds of up to 120 km/h with the first sport prototypes on this stretch of road. The fact that the road was barely five metres wide with trees on both sides didn't appear to bother anyone. Ernst Henne started his training in August.

September 19th was to be the big day: Ernst Henne and his 750 cc supercharged BMW were at last ready to go for the record. The fact that the Englishman Bert Le Vack had pushed the record up to 207.5 km/h just a few weeks before didn't concern Henne and his colleagues unduly as they knew that they had already broken the 200 km/h mark a number of times on unofficial training runs.

The day the record fell

At 4:30 on the Thursday morning the BMW team set off to complete the on-site preparations. And this is when the first problems arose: the track was still damp from the light rain that had fallen during the night. Henne kept his speed down at around 170 kilometres per hour for the initial test runs, but even then he needed some 2,000 metres, instead of the 1,000 metres he had needed previously, in order to bring the motorcycle to a standstill after completing the timed distance. Slowly but surely, the number of spectators increased, and by around 7 o'clock there would be about a thousand of them, despite the fact that the police station responsible for closing off the road had banned all promotion of the record attempt. However, the rumours that an attempt to break the world record was to take place just outside Munich had spread like wildfire amongst the ranks of the city's motorcycle enthusiasts. A large number of journalists were also present for the event, having been driven to the track from the BMW factory in a bus borrowed from the Wanderer company.

The time needed to reassemble the electric clock delayed the start. The clock was a tried and tested chronometer from Löbner, triggered by thin wires stretched across the road, with the time being logged on a paper strip. This chronometer was a highly sensitive piece of equipment and one of just three that had been approved by the FICM. The system had been dismantled the night before to protect it from overnight rain. Reassembly and accurate calibration took some considerable time in the morning. But by the time the chronometer was finally ready for use, the track had dried out sufficiently for Henne to leave the speeds of the training runs behind him.

At 7 o’clock in the morning, he is ready to roll for his first record attempt. He is dressed in a white woollen sweater, breeches with elastic bands to hold them tight to his legs, leather boots and a helmet in the shape of a teardrop. The spectators alongside the track are asked to lie down flat on the ground to avoid distracting the rider, and Henne roars off on the compressor-aspirated 750 cc BMW. But this attempt has to be aborted when the tyre parts company with the wheel rim shortly after the start. 

The first world record

At about 8:30, racing director Franz Bieber authorizes the next official attempt: Ernst Henne accelerates, and as he breaks the thin wire stretched across the starting line, it is not only the official timers who start their stopwatches – a multitude of journalists and spectators follow suit. A mere 17 seconds later he breaks the wire 1,000 metres down the road, and another 10 seconds pass before the third wire at 1,608 metres, or exactly one mile, is broken. Henne turns and starts his return run immediately, and the measured times show a slight improvement. Even though the results of the official electrical timing are initially kept under wraps, it is clear to everyone present that Henne is on course to break the record. The manually operated stopwatches of the spectators suggest speeds between 215 and 220 km/h. Even allowing for a certain degree of inaccuracy, there is still enough leeway to beat the 207 km/h record that Le Vack had set previously. 

Going for the next records

The gearing on the rear wheel is replaced and Henne is ready to attempt the world records over the distances of one kilometre and one mile from a standing start. Henne squeezes maximum performance out of the motorcycle and it is 26 and 36 seconds before the wires at one kilometre and one mile respectively are broken. The experts among the spectators who have their stopwatches with them calculate speeds in the region of 140 km/h for the one kilometre distance and 160 km/h for the mile from a standing start.

The timekeepers are not permitted to make an official statement, because the FICM have to verify the times. The people from BMW are also sworn to silence, but they have been told enough to know to that the old records have tumbled. 

It was time to take a break. Henne took the opportunity to take a short rest while the mechanics replaced the engine with a 500 cc unit because the team aimed to break the record in this class as well. But unexpected problems lay in store: by around 1 p.m. Ernst Henne has been on his feet since 4 o'clock in the morning and under constant pressure since 7. It is then that a bolt on the front axle works loose during a record attempt and the axle comes adrift. With superhuman effort, phenomenal riding skill and a great deal of good fortune, Henne is able to keep the motorcycle on the track. A crash would have had fatal consequences, not only for the driver but also for the spectators lining the track. This signalled the end of the record attempts. 

But the prevailing opinion is that Ernst Henne had set eight world records on just this one day: in the 750 cc class and the 1000 cc class, over one kilometre and one mile, from a standing start and a rolling start. The time clocked over the rolling start kilometre turned out to be the absolute world speed record, or as Henne calls it, the "overall world record".

Problems getting the records accepted

The documents for the record attempt were all signed, checked by the national sports commission and then sent on to the FICM in Geneva. Now all the people in Munich could do was to wait for official recognition. But what was initially thought to be a mere formality turned out to be something of a bureaucratic nightmare with little promise of light at the end of the tunnel. 

Unconcerned by the squabbling, Henne put the wheels in motion to continue his interrupted series of record attempts. He wasn't able to put the missing records in the 500 cc class out of his mind, and four weeks later, on October 15th, he returned to the same stretch of road to have another attempt at them.  Dressed in white overalls, he was able to clock up an average of 196.72 km/h over the flying kilometre, and notched up the record for the 500 cc class. He then had a go at a mile, and again was on course to beat the record on the first run. But a fault in the supercharger meant that he was unable to start the return run within the 10 minutes allowed. The team at BMW decided to break off the attempts. The record over a mile was already pretty much in the bag, but this and the attempts from a standing start were abandoned.

Finally, in January 1930, the news broke that not all the records from September had been recognized. The reason given was that Henne had made the attempts for both the kilometre and the mile in a single run. The kilometre record was irregular because the return run had not been carried out “immediately” after passing the line: a very strict interpretation of the regulations, suspected by the majority of the German press to be an attempt by the British to boycott Henne's records. The speeds over one kilometre, some 220 km/h for the flying start, were thrown out, but the records over the mile were officially confirmed. Thus, Ernst Henne officially took the “overall world record” with a speed of 216.75 km/h. And not only that, the record had been achieved on a 750 cc machine, unlike his competitors who had used, and would continue to use, one-litre engines. On October 15th, he had also bagged the records over the flying kilometre for both the 500 cc and the 750 cc classes with a clocked speed of 196.72 km/h, adding up to a total of six official world records.

Germany’s most popular motorcyclist 

His records had made Ernst Henne a favourite among the German racing community, and the ensuing squabbling surrounding the official recognition of his records only served to increase their affection for him. Not only BMW, but also the other suppliers to the automobile industry who were involved, such as Bosch, Metzler and Gargoyle, took full advantage of the popularity of the world record and the rider who had brought it to Germany. Ernst Henne himself had a shrewd understanding of marketing, a domain which had previously been a preserve of the British, again putting Henne well ahead of other German riders. From restaurateurs to tailors, they were all proud to count Ernst Henne among their clientele. And, of course, Henne's own business profited from this popularity. After all, what self-respecting motorcyclist wouldn't want to buy their BMW from the world record-holder himself? 

The countless interviews he gave over the years that followed revealed him to be a perfect sportsman. He even managed to remain friends with his competitors. One of the first people to congratulate him when his record was officially recognized was his predecessor Bert Le Vack. He closed his letter with the words, "I hope you have better luck with the officials the next time you attempt to break a record.” Even later on, the relationship between the record-breakers was marked by mutual respect. Henne was never heard to speak a disrespectful word about his challengers, a fact that brought him considerable popularity abroad.

Henne on ice

Spring 1930, and a frozen lake in Oestersund was the scene of a “competition on ice”. Henne accepted the invitation of the Swedish Automobile Club, as he had set his sights on the world record on ice as well. For this record, which is not officially regulated by the FICM, he trained on the Eibsee in Bavaria. He was riding on spikes for the first time and had dropped unnecessary ballast. The machine carried no excess weight and, apart from the characteristic curved Henne handlebars, had no aerodynamic features. 

During the warm-up in Sweden he was badly shaken: running at around 170 km/h he was caught by a gust of wind and lost control of the machine. He slid across the ice for a half a kilometre, but apart from one or two knocks, remained unhurt. Undeterred, he set about the flying kilometre and his time was sensational. He was clocked at 198.02 km/h. Not only was this 40 km/h faster than the previous record, but it was barely 18 months previously that this speed had first been achieved on a motorcycle on a proper road. 

The struggle for the record

Ernst Henne started the new year in the same way as he ended the old year – with a world record. But the British were itching to get the overall speed record back. The 30th of August 1930 saw Joe Wright put up a time of 220.99 km/h in Arpajon, beating Henne's best attempt by four km/h. But Ernst Henne had another trick up his sleeve. Barely three weeks later, he was at his old stamping ground on the road to Ingolstadt just outside Munich, intending to set yet another record-breaking time. And it was a realistic goal. After all, the previous year he had been timed at 220 km/h over a flying kilometre – it just hadn't been recognized as a record.

This time the event was officially announced and over 10,000 spectators were on hand to witness the new record. The first surprise was Ernst Henne himself with an astonishing new look. He had attached an aerodynamic tail to lengthen his back, a feature that was to become his trademark along with his teardrop helmet and white racing overalls. The German press had already found a suitable nickname for him, and the terms “white ghost” and “white phantom” started to haunt the papers. After all, the press photographers of that era were barely able to capture the fast motorcyclist on paper. Henne posted a speed of exactly 221.54 km/h over the flying kilometre distance, bettering the time put up by Wright by just half a kilometre an hour. But it nevertheless meant that Henne regained the epithet of “the fastest man on two wheels”. The fact that he was able to tuck no less than 11 class records under his belt that weekend only serves to underscore his ambition and drive.

Henne and those responsible at BMW had already ticked off the racing year with this series of successes when they heard that Wright had regained the title. His staggering time meant that Henne and the engineers at BMW had more than enough to keep them busy during the winter months: Wright had pushed his OEC Temple to 242.56 km/h at a new record track near Cork in Ireland. This made him 21 km/h faster than Ernst Henne. In a struggle where fractions of seconds counted, 21 km/h was in a different league. 

Records galore

The winter months saw the supercharged engines undergo innumerable tests on the rigs and Henne used the opportunity to get the aerodynamics of his motorcycle just right. The record attempt took place on the Neunkircher Allee in Wiener Neustadt, Austria. This stretch of road was not only longer than the local stretch just outside Munich but also a few metres wider, and the team were sure that they would be able bring the record back home. But they “only” achieved a speed of 238 km/h – changeable winds and winter damage to the track rendered better times impossible. But Henne nevertheless managed to break six class records. His first record attempt with a sidecar saw him pull out a speed of 190.27 km/h, which meant that he could now safely call himself the “fastest sidecar driver in the world”. Thus 1931 passed with no improvement on the record, and in April 1932 he was only able to post a few new class records in Wiener Neustadt. 

In 1932, he attempted the long-distance records over five kilometres. His record runs formed an attractive side show to the car racing at the legendary Avus track. The spectators – well in excess of 100,000 turned up – were enthralled. Yet Ernst Henne was seemingly oblivious to the backdrop and was able to set new marks on the 750 cc BMW on the Saturday and on the 500 cc BMW on the Sunday.

In November 1932, the time was finally ripe: the Hungarian track at Tat saw Henne take his BMW up to 244.4 km/h over the flying kilometre. Almost two years to the day after he had first broken the absolute record, it was his again, and the troubles and disappointments of the last two years paled into insignificance. The British were unable to break the record and it was Henne himself who managed to improve on his best time two years later at Gyon in Hungary with a speed of 246.089 km/h. Autumn of 1934 was a good time for him. He managed to push the sidecar record up to 207.732 km and set a series of class records. In Gyon, Ernst Henne had an attempt in a closed Mercedes car, but the bodyshell threatened to part company with the car and he decided to stick to records on two and three wheels.

All-round fairing

At the end of September 1935, Henne made his first attempt on the new autobahn between Frankfurt and Darmstadt. Here he was able to improve on his previous top speed by another 10 km/h. At the end of the session, the record stood at 256 km/h. Henne had now managed to top his own record twice in a row and he was clearly not about to sit back on his laurels and watch the British push their motorcycles ever faster until they stole his record from him. But the people at BMW had long since recognized that it would not be possible to attain any significant improvement in speed by simply increasing the power of the motor. Since aerodynamic drag increases exponentially with increasing speed, aerodynamic improvements offered far greater potential: streamlining was the new order of the day. It was no longer enough to attach a few deflectors to the engine and chassis. The only feasible solution for future record attempts would be to design an all-round fairing for the motorcycle.

Ernst Henne had to make considerable adjustments to the way he rode. His “two-wheeled limousine” had very little in common with a traditional racing motorcycle. The motorcycle and rider are completely surrounded by an aluminium shell; the rider “climbs in” through a hinged cockpit and peers through a cellulose acetate screen which offers somewhat restricted vision. The rider is forced to crouch on the motorcycle and is firmly secured in his riding position. Since it is not possible to put your feet on the ground, two extendable stabilizer wheels are fitted to prevent the machine from falling over at low speeds or when standing. In addition to all this, the very narrow shell means that even narrower handlebars are required, putting an already stressed rider under even more pressure. 

The shell concealed a newly designed supercharged engine. Rudolf Schleicher, the engineer, had reduced the cubic capacity to 500 cc and the valves were now driven by a vertical shaft. It was basically the same engine that had been used successfully in competition both on and off the road. The first trials with this 500 cc engine already delivered some 90 bhp at the rear axle, which bettered the performance of the 750 cc push-rod unit used previously. 

Countless trial runs were carried out on a stretch of autobahn that runs through the Hofolding Forest near Munich. Some basic work had already been done on streamlining, but this had been carried out with aeroplanes or, more recently, with cars in mind. 

The acid test

A number of different shapes and deflectors were therefore tested on the record-breaking machine. Many a normal driver was left wondering whether they may have taken leave of their senses after having made acquaintance with Henne testing his BMW motorcycle on the autobahn near Munich.

The new vehicle made its official debut in October 1936 with the record attempts on the Frankfurt autobahn. The team was under considerable pressure this time round as the Briton Eric Fernihough had turned up in Frankfurt and had his sights set on the record as well. Unlike Henne and his aerodynamic “egg”, Fernihough was relying on the sheer brute force of his 996 cc Brough Superior which, according to speculation in the press, was capable of delivering over 200 bhp. But Fernihough was unable to break the 250 km/h barrier. It was small consolation that he succeeded in breaking Henne's record over a kilometre from a standing start which had been in place since 1930. Fernihough had been expecting much more from this attempt.

Even Henne and BMW didn't get off to the ideal start. On Saturday morning, Henne was able to push his two-wheeler to over 260 km/h, but heavy side winds prevented him from making the return run. On Sunday the conditions were ideal, but problems with the gearshift put paid to some promising runs. Henne's engineer, Hopf, managed to sort out the problems and Monday morning heralded clear, calm weather with temperatures below freezing. Henne set off at 8 o’clock and was able to open the machine up properly for the first time. 

Up to 250 km/h everything went according to plan, but then the machine started to vibrate and became difficult to control. Henne believed the instability would subside at a higher speed and opened up the throttle, but the motorcycle was still bucking and Henne had difficulty bringing it to a halt after completing the timed stretch. But his time was good and the 270 km/h barrier had been broken. After the rollercoaster ride he had just experienced, feeling even more helpless than ever enclosed in his shell, Henne wanted nothing more than to get off the motorcycle. 

But instead he turned around to start the return run. He now expected the instability and was better prepared to keep the machine under control.  His courage was rewarded. An average time of 13.235 seconds for the kilometre distance meant a speed of almost exactly 272 km/h. He also broke the record over a flying mile with a speed of 262.75 km/h along with the 500 cc record over a mile from a standing start. Afterwards, aerodynamics experts discovered that the motorcycle would have uncontrollably turned broadside on had he reached 280 km/h and would have taken to the air like a ball. This would have meant certain death for Ernst Henne.

Successful challengers

In 1937, Eric Fernihough's efforts were finally rewarded: on April 19th in Gyon, he was able to better the previous top speed by just over one km/h and set a new target of 273.244 km/h. Ernst Henne's dominance had been broken for the first time in almost four-and-a-half years. On one run, Fernihough had even topped the 280 km/h mark, but was unable to make the return run within the allowed time due to a damaged gear pinion. The fact that he also took the records for the flying mile and the mile from a standing start, and for the sidecar over a flying kilometre and flying mile, probably didn't bother Henne and BMW as much as the fact that the British had got their hands on the absolute record again. Fernihough was also riding a motorcycle with very little in the way of fairing. His approach – banking on the sheer power of the one-litre JAP engine – appeared to have paid off.

But Henne and the engineers at BMW were unconcerned; their engine was now delivering well over 100 bhp. In addition, the fairing was improved still further and stabilizers were added on both sides to counteract the instability. Between the 25th and 29th of October, Henne's stretch of autobahn near Frankfurt played host to an official record-breaking week: racing cars from Auto Union and Daimler-Benz and motorcycles from BMW and DKW were to spend five days chasing records. Henne wanted “his overall world record” back again. But bad news was to accompany the preparations: the record had been bettered yet again! On 21st October, the Italian rider Piero Taruffi reached a speed of 274.181 km/h astride a Gilera. Initially this record was not officially recognized, as the regulations stated that to break the record the rider needed to be at least five hundredths faster than the previous record-holder, and Taruffi was only 45 thousandths faster than Fernihough had been in spring.

But Taruffi's top speed showed that BMW had adopted the right approach: Taruffi had also used a 500 cc machine and an all-round fairing which appeared to have been even more rigorously realized on his motorcycle. Whereas DKW were able to break one class record after another, the record week turned out to be something of a disaster for Henne and the BMW team. As soon as they reached speeds above 250, the all-too familiar instability set in. Even changes to the side fins didn't improve matters. Disappointed, the team headed back to Munich. Ferdinand Porsche, who was at the event, offered his assistance and asked for plans of the machine to allow his aerodynamics expert to recalculate the fairing.

The final run

Back in Munich, work immediately began on the fairing; the side fins were removed, and the team adopted a suggestion from Ferdinand Porsche to split the tail fin slightly at the end, also setting it slightly higher than before. The machine now resembled the 250 cc DKW used by Ewald Kluge in his successful attempts on the records in the quarter-litre class during the Frankfurt record week. In order to improve visibility and balance the cockpit was removed, and Henne took up his legendary teardrop helmet again. 

The motorcycle handled superbly during testing and the critical instability didn't rear its head at 250 km/h. During unofficial testing in the Hofolding Forest, speeds of over 260 km/h were recorded. The BMW team wanted to regain their record the same year, so they applied for the Frankfurt autobahn to be closed again. Henne himself was in a hurry as well. He was already considering ending his racing career and wanted to retire holding the “fastest man on two wheels” title. Permission was soon granted, and just five weeks after their failure at the record week the BMW team arrived back in Frankfurt.

On the morning of 28th November, after a clear, frosty night, the first timed run resulted in a marginal improvement of the world record. The main objective had been achieved and Henne went on to do what he was best at: he achieved a speed of 279.503 km/h over the flying kilometre and the return run was clocked at 280.155 kilometres on hour. 

He also took the world record for the flying mile and over distances of five kilometres and five miles, both with flying starts. The 270.47 km/h he achieved over the five-kilometre distance was a sure sign that Henne felt comfortable on his machine. 

In the afternoon, the team went on to tackle the shorter distances from a standing start, but it wasn't to be. At 2:30, Henne, who was both exhausted and frozen to the core, insisted that there was no point continuing. With a total of 12 world records under their belts – the times were valid for the 500, 750 and 1000 cc classes – the BMW team headed off to Frankfurt to celebrate. Henne's wife and his engineer Rudolf Schleicher were the first to be informed that these had been Ernst Henne's last attempts at the world records and that he would be retiring from active racing.

His last record was to remain intact for almost 14 years until April 1951, when Wilhelm Herz bettered the speed of 279.503 km/h on the Munich-Ingolstadt autobahn.

4 Wheels

In the autumn of 1932, the motor sport commission introduced a change in the regulations governing the racing car category. These cars, which had in previous years weighed between 1,100 and 1,400 kilograms, would now be limited at just 750 kilograms. One direct consequence of this modification was that there were now only few drivers capable of controlling such lightweight racers delivering an output more than 350 brake horsepower – a fact that was reflected in the numerous accidents during races and practice runs in those years. While searching for suitable racing drivers, Mercedes called to mind one of its dealers in Munich who had proved his prowess in handling great speeds on two wheels: Ernst Henne. 

Racing start with Mercedes

On 12th April 1934, together with the Mercedes team, Henne embarked on his first test drives on the Nürburgring with the model W25, and instantly encountered the difficulties inherent in this type of car. He was already spinning on the first turns, but came to no harm. During the afternoon’s three-lap test, however, he was involved in a serious accident. While taking a corner at around 180 km/h, he lost control of the car and plunged down a 15-metre deep embankment. Henne was taken to hospital, but emerged relatively unscathed with no more than cuts to his face, bruising and a sprained ankle. He blamed himself for the accident: “I was trying to force the car to take the corners at high speed,” he confessed to Mercedes race manager Alfred Neubauer while being treated at hospital.

The Grand Prix driver

Following this, Ernst Henne managed to get to grips with racing cars to the extent that Mercedes signed him on, initially as a substitute driver. He did not make it onto the track in either the French or the German Grand Prix, having to wait until 15th August for his first race in the Coppa Acerbo in Pescara, Italy. Newcomer Ernst Henne managed to draw attention to himself during a practice session when he was timed at 300 km/h on the straight. In the race itself, which started on a wet track and saw numerous retirements, Henne acquitted himself well. On lap 17 of 20, however, tragedy struck: when he attempted to lap Henne, Algerian driver Guy Moll was caught by a gust of wind while doing 260 km/h and had a fatal crash. Ernst Henne finished the race in sixth place, but was unconcerned about his placing: he couldn’t get Moll’s accident out of his mind.

On 9th September, Henne contested his second race: the Italian Grand Prix at Monza. But the event was quickly over for him, with a technical fault in the supercharger forcing him to retire on only the second of 116 laps. Two weeks later, at the Spanish Grand Prix, Henne was on the substitutes’ bench again. He took part in the practice sessions, but did not compete in the race itself. At the Czech Grand Prix in Brno he claimed sixth place together with substitute driver Hanns Geier before a crowd of more than 350,000 spectators. This success was the last race Ernst Henne contested in a Mercedes racing car.

The switch to BMW sports cars

After his ups and downs with racing cars, Ernst Henne subsequently focussed his attention increasingly on his world record attempts on two wheels. These were rewarded at the end of October 1934 with new absolute best times in the solo and sidecar categories. It seemed that Henne had had his fill of car racing and favoured the more secure territory of two and three wheels once again.

But in 1935, virtually unnoticed by the press, Ernst Henne registered for the two-litre sports car class in the Kesselbergrennen with a BMW 319/1. In this sports car, weighing 730 kilograms and with an output of around 55 bhp, Ernst Henne felt considerably more at ease than in the Mercedes racing car, which had a comparable weight but an output around seven times that of the BMW. In this mountainclimb event, Ernst Henne finished as runner-up in his class before a crowd of 100,000. On the five-kilometre course he was beaten only by his fellow-BMW driver Ernst von Delius, who had a lead of six seconds over him. For the novice at the wheel, this was an excellent result. That same year Henne was to enter the Eifelrennen with a 319/1 as well, but cancelled his involvement due to a bereavement.

The BMW 328

Under the management of Fritz Fiedler and Rudolf Schleicher, BMW developed a new sports car for the two-litre class in the mid-1930s. This car was designed on the one hand to be internationally competitive, and on the other to provide a high-performance everyday car for well-heeled customers. The model BMW 328, which was to become legendary, did not mark its debut at a motor show, as was usually the case, but was unveiled before the public at a motor racing event on 14th June 1936. 

The venue was the Nürburgring, and as if the presentation of a new model wasn’t sensational enough, BMW had another surprise in store for the spectators: sitting at the wheel of the car was Ernst Henne, who – with the exception of the previous year’s Kesselbergrennen – had not competed in any car races since his time with Mercedes. Beyond a few practice laps with Mercedes and the motorcycle races that now lay several years back, Henne had no experience on the Nürburgring either. This was, after all, a track which later earned the dubious nickname “green hell” on account of its hazardous nature.

Henne was in the only BMW 328 on the grid – a prototype in the classic white livery of German racing cars. The other BMW drivers in the two-litre class were racing the familiar 319/1. Henne did not disappoint either the BMW management or the 250,000 spectators who had come to watch the race. From the outset, he began clocking up some superior laps and had soon caught up with the supercharged cars that had started ahead of him. Not only did he win the two-litre class without the help of a supercharger, he also achieved the day’s best time among all the competing sports cars by averaging 101.5 kilometres an hour. The crowds were delighted and the motoring press were unstinting in their praise, sharing their admiration equally between the “motorcycle world record-breaker” and the brand-new sports car.

Two weeks later, Henne was competing in the French Grand Prix at the high-speed track of Montlhéry. But the new car was not up to the unrelenting rigours of the event, and Henne along with the other two BMW 328s had to retire from the race prematurely. The weaknesses were pinpointed relatively quickly, and by the 1937 season the BMW 328 began to dominate the sports car arena.

Again it was Ernst Henne who contributed two spectacular victories: on 16th May he won the two-litre sports car class in the Belgian Grand Prix des Frontières at Chimay, ahead of Ralph Roese and Herbert Berg, both also on BMW. On 30th May he won the Grand Prix in Bucharest, with an average speed of more than 140 km/h earning him overall victory in the sports car category.

Ernst Henne was to line up on the starting grid one more time, namely at the Nürburgring, where a year previously he had driven the BMW 328 to a commanding victory in its debut race. The spectators well remembered that wild ride from the previous year, and Ernst Henne was their undisputed favourite. But this race proved the very opposite of his previous performance: on the first lap he span out of the Hatzenbach corner and had to retire. 

The press conjectured that this was caused by a faulty brake system. Unlike the serious accident during practice in 1934, Henne had reined in his ambitions this time around. Yet again he was taken off to hospital, but again survived the accident without any lasting injury.

Retreat into private life

The Eifelrennen was Ernst Henne’s last major sports car competition. He set about preparing for his final record attempts in Frankfurt and, following their successful completion, he retired from active motor racing. His attention now turned to his motorcycle and car dealership, and he was finally able to devote more time to his family as well.

When war broke out, Ernst Henne – who had gained his pilot’s licence back in 1932 – was conscripted to the German air force. However, a medical examiner declared him unfit for duty on account of the numerous head injuries he had suffered in the course of his racing career, and so he was exempted from military service. He spent the war years looking after his business, which he kept afloat through car and motorcycle repairs.

Epilogue

When the Second World War was over, BMW – whose automobile plant was in the Soviet-occupied zone – did not resume car production until 1952. A full five years earlier, the first post-war models were already rolling off the assembly line at Daimler-Benz. 

Ernst Henne, as popular as ever, became a Mercedes dealer of the first hour, now selling trucks and buses as well as cars. With the determination to succeed that had already marked him out as a motor sportsman, he set up one of Germany’s largest Mercedes dealerships. By the early 1990s he had a staff of 600. 

In 1991 he invested a considerable part of his fortune in establishing the Ernst-Jakob-Henne-Stiftung, a foundation supporting people who have hit on hard times through no fault of their own. 70 years on, in 1997, the business that had carried his name from the beginning was absorbed by DaimlerChrysler AG. Henne retired to the Canary Islands where, with his second wife Martha, he is enjoying his twilight years far away from the hurly-burly of earlier days.

And in south Munich, where a young, racing-mad mechanic set up his first small workshop in 1923, the inscription “Auto-Henne” is still emblazoned on the entrance to the back yard, recalling one of the most successful and popular racing talents in recent German history.

