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For my father, Jack Arute Sr.

You are indeed the “original.”



Foreword

Anyone who knows me knows that I don't have much love for the news media. I'm told they are a necessary evil, but I'm not so sure about the necessary part. Still, there are a few people out there who are fair, honest and know what they're talking about.

Jack Arute is one of ’em.

I first met Jackie at a NASCAR race back in the early 1970s when I was driving for the Wood Brothers. Back then NASCAR's top division was called Grand National. He was working as a reporter for MRN, the Motor Racing Network. To be truthful, he didn't really stand out, but with me that's probably a good thing.

It wasn't until he worked as a PR guy for Junior Johnson that I got to know him. Darrell Waltrip was Junior's driver back then, so you know I had a lot of sympathy for Jackie. Then Junior made Jackie his general manager, so he got to know what it feels like to be on the other side of the fence. I think that's one thing that makes him a good reporter. He understands the sport from the competitor's side.

When I saw him working at Indy in the early 1980s for ABC-TV, I was surprised because I had always associated him with NASCAR. He told me that he got the opportunity to work with ABC because he wasn't afraid to interview me. That didn't seem like enough of a qualification in my mind, but you never know about the news media. Or media news as I like to call them, because they're more interested in media than they are news.

I guess I can be pretty tough to deal with at times, but I just don't care to be bothered with interviews when I'm busy working. Jackie understood that. A lot of guys don't. All they think about is their job, not our job.

Another thing about Jackie is that he's pretty intense about his job. I like that. He takes it real serious, just like I take mine. He knows enough about racing that you can't blow him off with a simple answer. He doesn't just find out what, he finds out why, too. He's honest, not a phony. I like that too.

As I said, he gives me the credit for him getting his job with ABC. We were at Indy and I gave him a couple interviews, so the head honchos understood that I knew him and would work with him. His big break, as he tells it, was to get me to do The Walk with him from the garage to the grid on race morning.

He kept telling me how important it was to be on time, because it was a live show. I was scheduled to go on at exactly 10:17 a.m.

Well this was Jackie's first Indy 500 as a TV broadcaster, so that meant he was a rookie. Or, fair game!

He came by the garage about 10 minutes beforehand. I waited about five minutes and then headed to the men's room for a pit stop. I knew he'd follow because TV people are like that, but I pretended not to notice. I took my time, but I also knew when I had to be on camera.

I came out with probably less than a minute to go. Then I felt a little bad because Jackie was really nervous. I mean really nervous. Anyway, we did the interview and it came off right on time just like I knew it would.

He got the job with ABC. And he kept it even though I wasn't done playing jokes on him. One year I got hold of a water gun, it was like a bazooka. I mean it was Texas-big, and when you got hit with it, you were drenched.

Well it was a rainy day at the speedway and I was bored. Jackie was doing some live interviews right outside my garage. It was just too tempting. I let him have it right in the middle of the interview and he got soaked. I laughed my head off and so did he after he got over the shock.

And I'll tell you one thing—he is petrified, I mean really afraid of snakes. Now I'm not too crazy about them myself, but he's even more afraid of them than I am. So I always make it a point to get a piece of rope or a fake rubber snake to toss at him sometime during the month of May. It breaks up the tension in my garage to see a grown man holler and scream like a baby.

I think people will enjoy his book. He tells stories that look at Indy from the inside, the kind of stuff the average fan would-n't know. He has a way of getting people to talk about things that they normally wouldn't talk about. His stories are short, which I also like, and it's more like he's talking to you, just like he does on TV.

The Indianapolis 500 has always been very special to me. It is the one race that makes or breaks your season. You run good at Indy, and no matter what happens the rest of the year, you feel like you've had a pretty good season. Winning there changes your life forever. I've always said, Indy is what made A.J. Foyt famous. People know me from winning there.

So when people write about Indy, I'm always a little skeptical, because I don't think they can appreciate it the way I do. But Jackie does and it comes through in his TV work and now in this book. So I hope people will read it and get to know a little more about this very special race and all that it stands for.

Of course, he isn't paying me to write this, so I guess it doesn't really matter to me if people buy the book or not. They can get it out of the library, but they should get it. They'll be happy they did.

—A. J. Foyt Jr.

Four-Time Indianapolis 500 Winning Driver



Introduction

On March 6, 2010, I received a phone call from my agent. “Jack,” he said. “I don't have good news for you. NBC and IndyCar have decided not to bring you back for their telecasts this season.”

I was shocked. Following the 2010 IndyCar campaign, my TV bosses told me not to worry. While a few minor changes were anticipated, my spot on the roster was secure.

“What did they say?” I asked my agent.

“They said that you were not in their plans.” The fact that my agent accepted that and did not probe any deeper resulted in my seeking new representation, but to this day, that is all I know about why my almost three decade run at the Indy 500 on television ended.

That did not end my love affair with the “Greatest Spectacle in Racing.” Instead, it just re-set it back to my childhood when I first discovered the 500 and fell in love with it.

Now I am just a fan. I still attend the race and celebrated with some 300,000 others its Centennial in 2011.

As I watched the pre-race ceremonies, I fantasized about what it must have been like when the first 500 Mile Sweepstakes (as it was first called) was staged.

America's romance with the automobile was in its infancy. The thought was a 500 mile race would showcase the durability of the automobile and influence sales.

What that crowd did not know was that the race winner, Ray Harroun, would change the course of driving with his innovation he employed to gain an advantage on his fellow drivers.

Those first cars required a riding mechanic. His job was to serve as a second set of eyes and ears (a co-pilot of sorts) for the driver.

As an engineer for the Marmon Auto Works located right in Indianapolis, Harroun calculated how much fuel would be needed to run the 500 miles.

He reasoned that if he could dispense with the riding mechanic, his car could increase its fuel load by the weight saved from driving solo.

Out went the riding mechanic and in went a larger gas tank. Ray also knew the need to know about the position and location of his fellow drivers, so he fashioned a mirror in a metal frame and suspended it at the top of his car's windshield.

From that day forward, every auto came equipped with a rear view mirror—an invention born from necessity.

That is the very first story to come from the Indianapolis 500, one that has survived for more than 100 years. A story that is told to visitors to the Speedway's Museum where they can still see Harroun's canary yellow car called the Marmon Wasp.

It was that story told to me as a child that first prompted me to write about my years at the Indy 500.

There are thousands of stories about Indy. It is what defines the race. They are about individuals; men and women who came to the Indianapolis Motor Speedway seeking an intangible. The stories do not define the speedway. Instead, they create the foundation for each individual's version of what Indy means.

For me, the stories that I have included were landmarks on my Indy 500 journey. Since this book was first published new stories have become part of my experience.

Stories like Helio Castroneves who has three likenesses on that iconic silver loving cup called the Borg-Warner Trophy. Stories such as Larry Foyt, son of A. J. Foyt, arguably the most famous Indy 500 driver, and his sacrifices to return his father's team to the racing pinnacle. Larry shelved his own driving career to oversee Foyt Enterprises. Along the way, he has shepherded his father's team with a keen eye to the elder Foyt's insistence upon not following the crowd. His sacrifice will not be rewarded until he returns a Foyt entry to Indy's Victory Lane.

Then, there's Dario Franchitti. A Scotsman with incredible talent who followed in the footsteps of his childhood hero, Jimmy Clark, and won the Indy 500 with the help of an expatriated Aussie named John Anderson. With weather threatening, Ando (as he was known), put Dario on a fuel conservation strategy that allowed him to stay out as others pitted. When the heavens opened up bringing out the red flag, Ando and Franchitti has won the 500. While Dario sipped the traditional quart of icy milk and soaked in his accomplishment with his wife Ashley Judd, Anderson quietly went about packing up the pit area.

Not all of Indy's stories are about the drivers or the owners. Some are simple stories about dreamers who grew up to find a place at Indy. One such story is that of Larry Curry.

He worked his way through the blue collar ranks of mechanics to eventually be the key guy at John Menard's racing outfit. He convinced Menard to hire Tony Stewart off of Indiana's short tracks.

He also went to jail.

Convicted of selling used parts from Menard's operation for his personal profit, Curry paid his debt to society and once paroled, returned to his love. Uncertain of the reception that awaited him, Curry persevered and played a key role in the development of Vision Racing and Ed Carpenter.

He has moved to Dreyer & Rinebold Racing where he oversaw their multi car team. In 2011 Curry put his 67th driver into the Indy 500 records as a starter in the famed classic. His Dreyer and Rinebold operation put four cars (the most of any team) into the Centennial edition of the 500. At the end of that race though, Curry's team watched as Dan Wheldon doused himself in milk after winning an emotional race that saw for the first time a driver crash on the last lap in the last turn and power his wrecked car down the front stretch to still finish second.

Danica Patrick's career at Indy crashed the “glass ceiling” for women. While she never won the 500 Her mark on the “Brickyard” is unmistakable. Like Tony Stewart, Danica said goodby to her Indy love at the end of 2011, to pursue a NASCAR career. Driving for, ironically, Tony Stewart and Dale Earnhardt, Jr.

Year to year and day to day, Indy's storybook adds chapters. Some are long and momentous and others are short and sweet.

But each one of them is a golden thread in the tapestry that is the Indianapolis 500.

The stories here are what Indy means to me.

—Jack Arute, November 2011



Preface

When I was first asked to write this book, I agreed only to silence folks. “Jack,” they would say, “You have so many stories. You need to write a book.”

I didn't think I could do it, but now that I have, I'm glad that people pestered me the way they did.

As I worked my way through this project, I found myself realizing just how thankful I am for my life. I realized that God allowed me to fulfill a dream. I also understand what an important role the Indy 500 has played in who I am. When the book was completed, I was grateful but also a just a bit sad. You see, like A.J. Foyt, Rick Mears, the Unsers, the Andrettis, and others who have spent so many Mays at the corner of 16th Street and Georgetown Road, I don't know what life would be like without Indy in May.

If that sounds just a little too melodramatic, then I apologize. But if you've ever been to the Indianapolis 500, I think you know what I mean.
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(Photo courtesy of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway.)





MY FIRST INDY

My first trip to the Indy 500 was a high school graduation present from my father, Jack.

Every year, he and his friends had made the trip from our home in Connecticut to the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. Even though my passion for Indy—which my father had instilled in me since I was five—was our connection as father and son, he never would bring me to the race. He had convinced me that children under 16 simply weren't allowed at Indy, so I listened to the race on the radio and dreamed some day of being there.

That moment came in 1969 when I was 18, and my dad finally took me. They called me Jackie back then, and I went with him and his two friends, Ray and Rich Garuti, his partners in modified stock car racing in New England.

We had silver badges that gave us access to Gasoline Alley, and I immediately recognized the sights and the sounds. There was Al Unser Sr. and Bobby Unser. Over there was J.C. Agajanian, who politely gave me an autograph.

When we walked in the gate, nothing surprised me, because for nine years, Sid Collins had described the Indianapolis 500 for me. So when I walked in, it was like, “Oh, yeah, Sid described it this way.”

I soaked in every minute of this first day, snapping at least 300 pictures with my camera. Lying in bed that night at the Holiday Inn across the street, with all four men sharing a room and two to a bed, my father began to quiz me on the past history of the 500.

“Who won the 1959 race?” he asked.

“Rodger Ward!”

“Who was his sponsor?”

“Leader Card!”

“Who drove the Belond Exhaust Offy in 1957?”

“Sam Hanks and then the next year it was Jimmy Bryan!”

“Name the only three-time winners of the race?”

“Louis Meyer, Mauri Rose, Wilbur Shaw, and A.J. Foyt, but Foyt went on to win his fourth and is the all-time win leader!”

That was the kind of background that I got exposed to. I got the tribal rite handed over to me. We spent the next three days at the speedway, the nights at local tracks in the area watching smaller series compete, and I got caught up in the whole drama of what Indy means.

Finally, it was race day, and we trekked to our seats in the paddock penthouse—the same seats we still own to this day. The seats began to fill around us; the tension began to build.

At last it was time to start the race.

I remember watching the crowd fill up and my dad turning to me and saying, “There are more people here than any other sporting event in the world.” All of these things I had heard about, and now I was witnessing it.

When they said, “Gentlemen, start your engines,” it was a culmination of all my dreams. And when the field rumbled off, I just let all the drama of it soak in.
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HANDS ON THE WHEEL

The craziest guy I ever met at Indy was Jim Hurtubise, a driver with tons of promise in the late 1960s and early 1970s. I remember he showed up at a small track where my father's car raced, the Stafford Motor Speedway in Connecticut.

He had an FIA license and was looking for a ride that night in a NASCAR modified. Well, the NASCAR chief steward was a guy named Fran Grote, and when “Herk” handed him his FIA license—which allowed you to race Indy cars, NASCAR Grand Nationals, and even Formula One cars—Grote growled at him.

“Buddy, you need a NASCAR license to run here!”

Herk didn't protest. Instead he dug out $75 in cash and bought a license.

I said that Hurtubise was a talent with much promise. He'd driven a front-engined Novi to the front row of the 1963 Indy 500. But a fiery crash in June 1964 left his life in the balance.

Surgeons explained to Hurtubise that the fire had destroyed his hands to the point that all they could do was one of two things—fashion bone and skin grafts in such a manner that he could tie his shoes and accomplish other everyday tasks or mold them so he could grip a steering wheel.

With Herk there was no debate.

“Get to work, Doc, I've got races to run!”

Hurtubise didn't make the 500 field my first year there in 1969, but I made a beeline to his garage in Gasoline Alley. He was a hero to me—not because of his driving record but because of his hands.

It didn't matter who I was. When Herk saw me skulking around the front door to his garage, he crinkled up his scar-pocked face and said, “Ya wanna come in, kid?”

“Uh-huh, sure Mr. Hurtubise. Thank you, sir,” I stammered.

Inside was a complete front-engined roadster. My dad said that the car was of Herk's own design and called a Mallard. It looked to me to be about twice the size of the cars that I'd gawked at moving back and forth in the rest of Gasoline Alley, but it was a page from the past that my father had so religiously brought home to me.

I ran into Jim Hurtubise on a regular basis in the years following that meeting in 1969. In fact, in 1981, I was right back in that same garage when the gun went off to end qualifications for the 500.

Jim had his trusty Mallard sitting there in the garage—just the way it looked back in 1969. But something was a little different. When the gun went off to end qualifications, I found out what the difference was: Herk opened up the engine cowling, and sitting there, instead of the Mallard engine, was an ice chest of frosty beer!

“Dig in,” he smiled. “It's party time.”

Hurtubise fell upon hard times in his later years, but he was always part of May at Indianapolis. He managed a car wash less than a block from the track, and you'd see him walking around the garage when he wasn't there servicing the coin machines or filling the detergent tanks at the car wash.

But as the years went by, fewer and fewer fans remembered him. I never forgot him. Jim Hurtubise was always Herk—the guy with an FIA license and a car powered by beer!
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REBEL WITH A CAUSE

Lee Roy Yarbrough caught my eye with his trademark Confederate flag painted on top of his helmet as the racers lined up to start the race. When the flag dropped, the cars around him spun ahead, and in a puff of smoke he was left behind as he struggled to start his car, the Jim Robbins Special. But he just sat there alone on the straightaway.

His crew ran out onto the track. They lifted the rear engine cover and swarmed around the engine, working in a frenzy to keep their car in the race. But the pace laps continued, and the mass of cars pulled farther away. Suddenly and magically, the car fired up, everyone stepped back, and Yarbrough pulled away.

With the green flag about to drop, Yarbrough sped along, frantically trying to cover lost ground.

“Man,” I thought, “look at him trying catch up! This guy has a huge set of you-know-whats.”

I lost sight of him after turn 2. As the cars approached turn 4, he came back into view. Yarbrough was on the outside, still behind the pack but screaming down the track. He kept trying to gain back his position, but on lap 65 his car failed him. A split header ended his day.
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IN THE PITS

During the race, Lloyd Ruby—one of my father's favorites—built a lead of almost an entire lap over Mario Andretti. For “Rubes,” it was his race to lose.

Ruby ducked into the pits for his stop on lap 106. It was a routine pit stop for fuel and tires. All four tires had been replaced, and the crew just waited for the tank to fill.

The tank continued to fill for what seemed like an eternity. Unfortunately, Ruby wasn't about to wait—he was ready to get back out on the track. The car lurched forward with the hose still attached. We watched as methanol spilled out onto the pit stall as the fuel bladders inside the car ruptured.

The spill ended Ruby's dream of victory. The team just helped Ruby from the car, packed up their tools, and left the cursed pit.
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ONE AND ONLY

Mario Andretti was more than happy to claim Ruby's dream; he went on to win his first Indy.

From where we were sitting, we could see Victory Lane. It was a dream come true to see it live.

We watched the car owner, Andy Granatelli, a man of considerable bulk who was known for wearing a white suit plastered with STP logos to Indy, plant a big kiss on Mario when he got to Victory Lane. Mario looked so small—you could barely make him out from the hordes of people surrounding him. But as I watched him hold the trophy and drink the milk, he became a giant in my eyes.
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Car owner Andy Granatelli plants a big kiss on Mario Andretti after his win in 1969.

(Photo courtesy of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway.)
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