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Dedication:  To my eight favorite Indianapolis 500 drivers including Harry Knight, Cliff Bergere, Tommy Hinnershitz, Bill Vukovich Sr, AJ Foyt, Bobby Unser, Gary Bettenhausen, and Buddy Lazier.
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I’ve got more than that including Jimmy Murphy, Louis Meyer, Eddie Sachs, Mario Andretti, Jan Opperman, Al Unser Jr, Phil Krueger, and Bill Vukovich II.  Probably forgot even more.

You can receive the author’s FREE newsletter, Indy 500 Xaminer, at https://jamesfrey.substack.com
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Preface:  It is tough to pick some of the craziest races in the one hundred plus year history of the Indianapolis 500.
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The first-year race of 1911 was certainly crazy, but it didn’t make the list.  The race featured the first flying start, as opposed to a standing start, in major auto racing history.

According to a race advertisement, general admission was priced at $1.  The starting field featured forty cars in rows of five.  The Dayton-Stoddard Model 11-A roadster pace car occupied the pole position, so a single car lined up in the ninth row.

Seven different drivers led the race for at least one lap.  Twenty eighth place starter, and former winner at the track, Ray Harroun was declared the winner.  Harroun, coming out of racing retirement, drove the only single seat car that also featured a rear-view mirror.

Sadly, after a dozen laps tragedy struck.  A car driven by Arthur Greiner had a tire failure and his car crashed.  Both Greiner and his riding mechanic Sam Dickson were thrown out of their race car.  Dickson hit a fence and was killed.  A large number of spectators viewed his lifeless body at the scene.

His Amplex racing machine was considered a “hoodoo car” or bad luck vehicle because it also crashed in practice.  That time, May 21, the driver was Gaston Morris.  The car hit the inner wall and then bounced back onto the track and again hit the wall.  Morris wasn’t injured but he announced he was resigning from the team.  The assigned driver, Walt Jones, also resigned from the car, but drove in relief for the team’s other car in the race.

The team’s other car also had problems.  During practice on May 24 the car skidded and flipped over before coming to rest on the track.  The driver, Joe Horan, and the riding mechanic, Emmett Ward, were thrown from the car.  Horan reportedly flew some thirty feet through the air.  He was lucky enough to receive only a broken leg and a nasty cut over his right eye.  Ward walked away with a strained neck and plenty of cuts and bruises.  This car was driven in the 500 by William Turner.

In the most frightening accident of the day, Joe Jagersberger’s car struck the outer wall on the main straight.  His riding mechanic, Charles Anderson, was thrown out onto the racing surface.

Harry Knight saw the helpless man sitting on the track and made a split-second decision.  He swerved his car to the left and struck a car sitting in its pit stall.  At the time there was no wall separating the track from the pits.

The impact sent people and cars flying in all directions.  Both Knight and his riding mechanic, John Glover, were tossed from their mount “like rag dolls.”  Glover may have gotten lucky when he landed in a mud puddle.  Both were knocked unconscious.

Knight awoke in the hospital with his mother sitting by his side.  He exclaimed “I didn’t hit him.  I didn’t hit him.”  For his actions at Indianapolis Knight’s name was submitted to the Carnegie Commission for Heroism to be considered for the Carnegie Medal.

It was reported that the race judge’s stand was evacuated during the melee as the men ran for their lives.  At this point some of the cars that were being monitored may have gotten lost in the shuffle.  Also, a large group of spectators left the track after witnessing this shocking accident.

Beyond the mid-point, Harroun spun his car on the main straight.  He was able to continue, with approval from the crowd, without striking anything.

Later in the race, the steel timing wire or cable was damaged.  It took a short amount of time to repair the wire and resume timing actions.

Harroun received the checkered flag to become the winner of the first Indianapolis 500-Mile International Sweepstakes Race.  He was relieved by Cyrus Patschke for about ninety miles.

There were, however, some questions about the true race winner.  Ralph Mulford’s team thought they had won the race, even signaling their driver to slow down near the end.  But neither he nor his team filed a protest.  However, third place David Bruce-Brown and his team did file a protest that they had finished in second place.

To try to answer some of these questions, a committee was formed to review the timing and scoring results.  Some from the group included the race’s referee, Arthur Pardington, in addition to the official timer, the chairman of the AAA Contest Board who sanctioned the race, and a member of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway.

They began their investigation at 3 am Wednesday.  They checked the lap records of every car for every lap.  They checked the Warner automatic timing device, and other devices used to time the event.  One of the devices was the Dictaphone made by the Columbia Phonograph Company which used fifty-one “wax rolls” of recordings.

The race started and finished on Tuesday May 30.  Thirty-four hours later the results were made official.  It was 6 am Thursday, June 1.

Finishing times were adjusted from the original results.  Ray Harroun was the winner in a time of six hours, forty-two minutes, and eight seconds.  His winning average speed was 74.61 mph.  Second place was Ralph Mulford with an elapsed time of 6:43:51. Third place was David Bruce-Brown in 6:52:29.  Fourth was Spencer Wishart.

The big change in the finishing order was for fifth place.  Joe Dawson, in a team car to Ray Harroun, was given fifth.  Originally, he was not listed as finishing the race because it was believed that his car broke down after a radiator leak caused his car’s engine to seize.

Dawson, who had been running in fourth place late in the race, was credited with a fifth place after the results were analyzed.  Apparently, Dawson’s Marmon broke down after he had already completed 200 laps.  He was actually on his 201st lap when the engine stopped on the back straight.  A four-inch gash was discovered in the radiator as the answer to Dawson’s plight.  He was given the one to go signal, a green flag, when he should have been given the checkered flag.

Original fifth place finisher Ralph DePalma was slid back to sixth place.  Charles Merz was moved back to seventh, William Turner was moved back to eighth, and Fred Belcher, who reportedly drove the fastest lap of the race in a Knox at some 92-mph remained in ninth place.  Harry Cobe who was originally listed as finishing in eighth place was awarded tenth place.

The biggest loser was Hughie Hughes.  The Mercer driver was listed as finishing in tenth place.  That was important because only the top ten finishers would earn any race money.  The revised results meant that Hughes and the team would have a great story to tell of their adventure, but would go home empty handed.  Hughes was given twelfth place, just behind Gil Anderson in a Stutz.

Ironically, all timing and scoring sheets were subsequently destroyed.  The runner up finish for Mulford would be his best effort in ten subsequent starts.

Six drivers and mechanics were injured in various incidents throughout the race, and one fatality occurred.  That was much better than some had predicted.  The race would be held again the next year.
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Chapter 1-1912
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Not the First Two or the Last Two

Ray Harroun came out of retirement to win the 1911 Indianapolis 500, and then retired again.  Winning car manufacturer Marmon also retired from producing racing cars after much success.  However, young driving star Joe Dawson still wanted to race.  He was an employee of Marmon, and his father was the plant manager there.

Just six weeks before the second annual Indianapolis 500, the world was shaken by the sinking of the Titanic.  The ship was billed as “unsinkable.”  Ironically, the Titanic’s keel was laid down at the same time that ground was broken for IMS in March 1909.

The great ocean liner struck an iceberg.  She slipped beneath the waves after 2 am on April 14.  The world renown accident caused the loss of 1,500 souls, approximately 700 survived the sinking.  The wreckage of the great ship was finally discovered on September 1, 1985.

One of the Titanic’s casualties was Washington Roebling II.  He was the namesake nephew of the man who supervised the construction of the building of the Brooklyn Bridge.  Washington, known as Washy, was quite the racing driver and “engineer.”

He and his father Charles were involved with the Mercer Automobile Company.  In 1908 Washington won a pair of time trial events at a contest in New Jersey.  In an act of extreme bravery on the Titanic, Roebling II surrendered his seat in a lifeboat to women and children.  The thirty-one-year old’s body was never found.  Mercers competed in the first Indianapolis 500 in 1911 and would compete again in 1912.

When the 1912 edition of the Indianapolis 500 came around, Joe Dawson was “lent” to fellow Indianapolis car manufacturer National.  Because of deadly racing accidents the National Motor Vehicle Company had a policy that wouldn’t allow a married man to race for them behind the wheel.  Dawson was single so he fit the bill perfectly.

The first Indianapolis 500 had a starting field of forty cars, but there were much fewer cars entered for 1912.  Only twenty-four cars qualified for the race.  The payout for the finishers was also increased from the top ten, to the top twelve places.

There was $40,000 in prize money, double last year’s amount, up for grabs. The race winner would receive $20,000, also double the previous year’s reward.  The top twelve finishers would receive prize money only if they completed the five-hundred-mile distance.

Qualifying for the race was held Monday May 27 starting at 9 am.  A maximum of 30 cars would be allowed to start the race.  The entry fee for each car was $500.  Any car not qualifying for the race received 80% of the fee returned to its owner.

In order to qualify for the race, each car had to attain an average speed of seventy-five miles per hour for one full lap of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway.  No matter who the fastest cars were, all eligible cars would start the race in the order of their entry date.  Mr. Fisher would pace the field again, this time in a gray Stutz roadster.  Unlike last year he will lead the field from the front instead of lining up on the inside pole position.

David Bruce-Brown came back to the Indianapolis Motor Speedway in 1912.  He was the fastest qualifier, this time driving a National to a speed of 88.45 mph.  But he had to start in twenty third position.

On race day gates opened at 5:30 am, and drivers were to be with their cars by 8 am.  Carl Fisher’s Stutz will maintain a speed of sixty miles per hour to the starting line.

At slightly past 10 am a cannon blast was heard on the speedway grounds.  Was it a terrorist attack or the start of a war?  No, it was the signal to begin the parade lap that would send the cars to the starting line.  When the cars drew near the line, Fisher veered to the inside and another cannon was fired signaling the start of the event.
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