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I have been fascinated by the Indianapolis 500 since elementary school.  I read numerous books about the drivers and the race.  There are some books that talk about heroes racing in the Indianapolis 500.  Almost all of them list the great achievements, and rightly so, of the race winners.  But this book is about men who actually risked their lives during the race and tried to help fellow competitors.  None of these listed drivers have won “The Greatest Spectacle In Racing” although one man was a relief driver whose car won the race.  I hope this book gives appropriate recognition to these men and their deeds at the world’s greatest race.

Indianapolis Motor Speedway was founded by partners Carl Fisher, founder of Prest-O-Lite, James Allison of Allison Fountain Pens and business partner in Prest-O-Lite, Arthur Newby of the National Motor Vehicle Company, and Frank Wheeler of the Wheeler-Shebler Carburetor Company.  The oval track, actually a rounded rectangle, is two and a half miles long.  It was supposed to be a testing and competition facility that would help manufacturers of automobiles and tires.  The first automobile race was held in August 1909.

From videos I first became aware of the safety crew members who perform their duties at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway.  When a car would crash you could see the safety trucks moving in the background toward the car before the car had stopped.  They were immediately on the spot rendering aid.  Those actions impressed me.  You will be able to see some of these actions in both videos and photos.  I hope by telling the story of these heroes you too will be impressed by them and their selfless acts.

J Louis Frey
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Harry C. Knight was born in Jonesboro, Grant County, Indiana on August 6, 1889.  At the age of 13 he was working two jobs, one as a bellhop at the Columbia Club in Indianapolis, and when that was over, he would go to a local garage to work on and learn about automobiles.  Knight’s actions impressed Col. Russell Harrison who was a member of the Columbia Club.  The club, founded in 1889 and still in existence, was formed to help elect Benjamin Harrison as president.  Col. Harrison was the son of former US President Benjamin Harrison, the only Indiana native to become president.  Harrison, the younger, hired Knight as his chauffeur.  The pair, along with a few others drove a Queen automobile, with a two-cycle engine, from Indianapolis to Washington DC.  The trip on unpaved and primitive roads took some 34 days.  It was worth it when they reached their destination.  Harry Knight, at age 14, got to meet President Theodore Roosevelt in the White House.  He was also spotted by the Washington DC police department, who were concerned about his “youthful appearance” while operating a motor vehicle.  When they were told about the young man’s automotive prowess the DC police superintendent granted him a “driving permit.”

The 1910 racing schedule at IMS featured races on Memorial Day, Independence Day, and Labor Day.  All of these races were sanctioned by the AAA, the American Automobile Association.  Louis Chevrolet won the first race on the brick surface after the original stone and tar surface was replaced in 1909.  After the July races, Tom Kincaid was killed at the track while testing his National racing car.  Kincaid or Kincade, who had already won races at IMS and held the track record for 100 miles, was considered a star driver, and was twenty-seven years old.  He had driven to victory in the Prest-O-Lite Trophy Race in May.  Tom crashed in the second turn, the car flipped over and crushed him.  The National Motor Vehicle Company was based in Indianapolis.  Its president was Arthur Newby, one of the owners of IMS.  Later, Joe Dawson won the 1912 Indy 500 in a National.

Knight’s first Championship Car race was at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway on Saturday September 3, 1910.  Knight was twenty-one years old and driving a Westcott automobile.  He had gained his AAA license the day before.  Harry was no novice having driven in endurances races before this.  Knight started the 100 miler in third place and raced to a second-place finish.  The winner was Eddie Hearne in a Benz automobile.  The Westcott racer was built in Richmond, Indiana and the brand was making its first appearance at the track.

This event was the eighth of ten scheduled that day.  It was called a 100 mile Free For All.  Knight, driving car number 27, was noticed because of his age and his consistent driving talents.  He did not make a stop during the race and finished three minutes behind the winner.  Hearne’s winning time was 79 minutes 58.9 seconds.  Hearne earned a reported $1000 and Knight a sum of $800.  Knight finished ahead of Al Livingston in third and star driver Ray Harroun.  Other events included a time trial, five races for different engine sizes and car weights, and just prior to Knight’s race was the Speedway Helmet Trophy Race.  This ten-mile race was won by Hearne in just over seven minutes.  A photograph of the cars at the starting line before the race shows Hearne on the inside or pole position, and Knight in the third spot.

Knight’s second race was the next event on the schedule, a Five Mile Free For All With Handicap.  Knight finished in fourth place with a handicap of twenty seconds.  He earned $40 for his efforts.  Both races were classified as Class D events and open to all cars.
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