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Foreword

Coming of age in the 1980s, I was left a little wild, as many in my generation were, due more to a sort of benign neglect than to any lack of boundaries. I could barely reach the wheel the first time my dad let me sit on his lap in the driver’s seat, steering my way up the street while his feet controlled the pedals of our family Wagoneer, the kind with the woody panels.

I was 16 when I finally got my driver’s license and my first taste of independence. Windows down, radio turned up, a foot a little too heavy on the gas, I zoomed around Nashville. The possibilities were endless.

That sense of freedom along with an imagination born from countless long and unstructured days created a fascination with stories that thrill and entertain. The most compelling stories of my youth were of the inspirational sports variety, like The Natural, A League of Her Own, and The Karate Kid—the underdog that defies expectations, never taking no for an answer, and the ever-winning combination of breathtaking action and so much heart.

As I have grown, I have discovered that truth is in fact stranger than fiction, and for every made-up story, there are 100 true stories just waiting to be uncovered. Tony St. Clair has found one of these stories, about long-forgotten race car driver Joan LaCosta—a woman who lived life to the hilt and deserves her time back in the spotlight.

St. Clair sets the scene with a slick promoter who fabricated a story meant to pack stadiums with the kind of spectators drawn to notoriously reckless drivers swerving and swishing their tin can cars around a muddy track. The stakes were amped up even further when Joan LaCosta, the new darling of the track, promised to take on the male drivers. Wild and wily, the young thrill seeker created a spectacle that the Roaring Twenties of North America couldn’t get enough of. St. Clair deftly captures the scene on the page, describing the way the sand and salt pricked the face of Joan LaCosta as her body and car flew across Daytona Beach at speeds never before believed possible by anyone, much less by a wisp of a woman.

Women in sports are gaining more attention in this cultural moment but have always wanted to participate, many having to fight to gain entry, sometimes accepting the role of the spectacle simply for the opportunity to compete. Joan LaCosta’s ever-evolving identity began with a spirit that carried through her life—the spirit of a restless soul chasing excitement and opportunity and refusing to be caged by societal expectations.

Writing a deeply researched nonfiction narrative about overlooked historical figures is a passion and a privilege. The hours, days, months, and years of tireless research, digging through obscure archives and sifting through decades of information for relevant context to bring these figures to life, takes a relentless drive and an unflinching belief that untold stories matter in the world. I spent my time immersed with women racing by foot and Tony St. Clair with women racing by car, but both our books show women refusing to be held back and determined to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt exactly what they were capable of—and it was extraordinary.

For many of us, sports of any form are as essential a part of our human experience as the air we breathe, and the legends that form around the heroes on field, turf, or track can endure well beyond their lifetimes. The glory those competitors are chasing can also be fleeting, which in the racing world compelled the drivers toward more and more dangerous attempts to break the next record and amaze the next audience. The drivers were keenly aware that their livelihoods depended on filling the stadiums and putting on a show, causing an escalating series of stunts that often ended in tragedy.

It took a certain kind of person to zoom around the track at breakneck speed inside an open-roof, bare-boned automobile and set land speed records across hard-packed sand behind a flaming engine. The stakes could not be higher, and as St. Clair shows us, Joan LaCosta seemed to thrive within that risk.

Framed by the high-rolling world of cutting-edge sporting, speakeasies, and Hollywood, with the looming sense of the coming collapse both on and off the racetrack, Tony St. Clair gives us an inside look at the early world of racing and a woman who was regularly competing with and clocking times that were better than the boys.

Jump in and enjoy the ride!

Aime Alley Card
Author of The Tigerbelles: Olympic Legends from Tennessee State




Chapter One

The Fastest Woman in the World

At noon on Thursday, October 3, 1929, at the lakefront Chicago Beach Hotel, a woman knocked at the door of Apartment 802. It was her second visit to the apartment. The day before, she had screwed up her courage just enough to make it to the eighth floor, but her nerve had deserted her after she hesitantly knocked on the door, and she had fled in a panic. This time, there was no turning back.

The hotel was a landmark resort and residential building in the prestigious Hyde Park area in the southern part of the city. The amenities were lavish, with 600 elegantly appointed rooms, all with an unobstructed view of Lake Michigan. There was a 400-foot front veranda, featuring tip-top service from one of the finest restaurants in the city. It had a ballroom for dancing and events, a radio station transmitter, a house orchestra, and a convertible tennis court/ice skating rink. The Chicago Beach Hotel was widely recognized as one of the top resorts in the world.

It was a beautiful seasonal destination, but by this time of year, the cool autumn air and the crisp breeze off Lake Michigan had emptied the hotel beach of vacationers and given notice that summer was officially over. The empty hallways, lack of cigarette smoke, and open dinner reservations hurtled the hotel into its chilly slow season.

The country was entering a similar season; it just didn’t know it yet. People were still dancing, still popping champagne corks. Filmmakers continued to release movies filled with optimism and joy. On with the Show!, the first all-color full-length talkie, heralded the start of the lavish Technicolor movie musical era. It reinforced the public consensus that the country was still in an upward arc.

But in August, the warnings of an oncoming recession whispered in small towns and large cities and across the Great Plains. Auto and house sales declined, as did steel production. Easy credit had inflated personal debt, which was reaching dangerous levels. In September, the stock market hit a record high that it would not see again for 25 years. Later that month, the London Stock Exchange collapsed, and 24 million pounds of value was wiped out. American investors started to lose confidence in foreign investments.

By the end of October, it would all come crashing down at home.

The knock at the door surprised Mrs. Rebecca Bobbe. Guests usually rang from the downstairs desk that they were arriving or at least gave some prior notice, and Mrs. Bobbe didn’t recall ordering any service from the dining hall. Her husband, Joseph, wasn’t at home. Draped in $20,000 of jewelry in anticipation of dinner service in a few hours, she went to the door and cautiously opened it.

In front of her stood a slim, haggard-looking young woman in a light-tan overcoat with a turned-up collar. A sporty hat covered her chestnut hair. She held what appeared to be a small pistol in one hand and a chloroformed cotton rag in the other.

“Don’t scream or make a noise and you’ll be safe,”1 the trembling woman said.

Mrs. Bobbe could see the assailant was desperate, but somehow, the shaking hands and pained eyes of the thin woman didn’t evoke danger. Bobbe resisted.

The two women struggled. The robber lashed out, fighting with a surprising fury, and with a wild blow she blackened Mrs. Bobbe’s eye. Bobbe’s maid heard the shouts and rushed to the entranceway from the other room. All three struggled to the floor, and Mrs. Bobbe and her maid were able to restrain the attacker. Other residents passing by in the hallway saw the commotion and raised the alarm, and hotel security quickly apprehended the now-docile thief. Her aggression melted away immediately.

When the police arrived, they sized up the assailant. She was slight in frame, but her arms were strong and tight, like boat ropes; they seemed out of place on the petite woman. Her flashing eyes weren’t flat and hard like one might imagine a career criminal’s; they were soft shimmering, bright-gray pools, like polished gunmetal. She was taken downtown to the police station, booked into custody, and held in lieu of $25,000 bail.

The woman carried no identification but eventually volunteered to the police that she had been in Chicago for only the past three days after leaving Toronto. Her name was Josephine Rust, of Alabama. Her husband, Thomas, a Canadian bootlegger racketeer, had forced her to commit the robbery. With her plaintive eyes and soft Southern accent, the police quickly grew sympathetic to her, dubbing her “the sweet girl graduate of the rackets.” Sargent Egan of the Chicago Police admitted, “She’s one of the nicest girls I ever saw . . . and a slick one.”2

This unlikely yarn from the slick-talking Southern girl about being bamboozled by a Canadian ne’er-do-well only fueled the lead detective’s skepticism. After two and a half days of continuous questioning and the constant evaporation of the multiple stories that poured out from the “poised, song-voiced”3 suspect, the truth finally came out. The now-sobbing woman in the detective’s office wasn’t the victim of a feared booze kingpin, browbeaten into committing an armed holdup. She wasn’t even Josephine Rust.

Her name was Joan LaCosta, and she was the most famous female race car driver in the country.

* * *

Before LaCosta became a nationwide racing celebrity, she was born Marion Carver in Kentucky on May 11, 1901. Her parents, William and Nora Carver, raised Marion and her younger sister, Jeanette Helen, in Paducah, a transportation hub at the confluence of the Ohio and Tennessee rivers, not far from the Mississippi. She never lost the soft lilt of her Southern upbringing. Marion was the name her father had wanted to give his first son (the boy he never had) and instead gave it to his first daughter, keeping the typically male spelling. The masculine moniker suited her well. She grew up as a rough-and-tumble tomboy who learned to drive the family car at age 12 and rode motorcycles in her teens.

[image: ]
Figure 1.1. Joan LaCosta posing behind the wheel.
Atlanta Journal. Image enhanced for clarity by Adelis Segundo Briceño.

As a child, she would walk by the Nashville, Chattanooga and St. Louis Railway train cars as they swayed on the tracks, slowly creeping through town, hauling loads of coal to the boats that carried that coal to the rest of the country. Children would pick up rocks and toss them on a passing open car heaped with the black ore, sending the smooth pebbles from quiet Kentucky to the big cities up north.

William Carver was a stonecutter and a hardworking laborer, noted for his taciturn expression and conservative attitude. His sober personality matched his profession as a careful and successful carver of marble and granite memorials. In December 1901, six months after Marion’s birth, he put a paid announcement in the local Paducah News-Democrat newspaper advertising the opening of his “New Marble Shop”4 on 1308 Trimble Street, conveniently located just three blocks from the Oak Grove Cemetery. Marion grew up walking through that graveyard, staring at the beautiful engraved headstones of folks from her town (some of those memorials carved by her father), reading the “born” and “died” bookends of the lives of the small-town Kentuckians. So many of the stones simply read, “Loving Daughter, and Loved Mother,” an entire life in a few words.

The summers in Kentucky were muggy and hot. Mornings brought a misty haze that floated over the strawberry fields, and the heated afternoons warmed the Ohio River. Marion swam in the slow waters that wound along Paducah and walked barefoot to and from the beach, singing along with the cicadas. That green-eyed chorus of bugs emerged in June, waking from their slumber and crawling from their loamy beds for a few weeks of summer exultation, thrumming the air, males croaking for a mate, searching to pair off with another dewy partner. They then laid their brood in the soft earth for another year, tucked in with the oak and maple tree roots.

The first crisp crack of the September autumn air was a farewell to the cicada. The Ohio River shrank to its seasonal ebb, the fescue grass came alive again, and the quiet Kentucky fall signaled the start of the school year for Marion. Her daily attention now leaned to books, music, and silent pictures.

The movie theaters were an exciting new portal for the child’s imagination. In 1910, there were more than 7,000 theaters across the country, around 500 in Chicago alone. The Wallace Theater and Casino was the favorite spot in Paducah to see the latest films. The movies were still crude, ‌with rudimentary special effects, and featured far more gaudy action scenes than plot twists. But the impact of the screen was stupendous. The new moving picture medium closed down vaudeville venues faster than the automobile killed the horse and buggy. And almost every week, a new actor or actress graced the entertainment pages of the papers.

Marion saw the public rise of Lillian Gish, Charlie Chaplin, Gloria Swanson, and Rudolph Valentino, each one a singular star in the film firmament. And one night in January 1910, after the theaters had closed for the evening, she saw an actual wonder of the skies.

Halley’s Comet was expected to return to view that spring. The legendary comet was the first one discovered to have a predictable orbit, visiting this world approximately every 76 years. In early 1910, astronomers saw the comet heading toward Earth and announced that a spectacular night show was due to arrive in May.

In an amazing coincidence, in January 1910, a different, mystery comet appeared in the Southern sky. It was first visible in Paducah on Sunday evening, right after dusk on January 24 and for several days after that. It was extremely bright from some viewpoints in the world, possibly the brightest comet of the century. Many hastily assumed it was Halley’s Comet.

Instead, it was one of those exceedingly rare, long-orbit visitors that had last been seen in the night sky 9,200 years ago, when the walls of Jericho were crumbling, and that no human alive would see again. There were famous recurring comets like Halley’s, and then there were these fantastic, once-in-every-several-millennia occurrences like this one, the spectacular “Great Daylight Comet.”5

Some believe that heavenly bodies have influence over people’s destinies. In 1910, the year of the comet, Marion’s father made the momentous decision to leave Kentucky, hoping to make a better and more prosperous life for his family. Paducah was a beautiful small town, but the opportunities of a bigger city and a larger customer pool made financial sense. In 1911, he chose Tennessee. William Carver became a partner in the Memphis Marble & Granite Works and built up the business rapidly.

His no-nonsense attitude carried over from his work to his homelife. He bought a house on Bullington Avenue, a rough middle-class neighborhood with its share of colorful characters. The churchgoing Mr. Carver never backed down in the face of anyone breaking the Lord’s Commandments, and Marion witnessed her father in action often.

In one instance, on a muggy Saturday night in July 1913, the Carver family was bedding down to sleep when 22-year-old Ruth King staggered down the street that ran in front of their home. She was loudly complaining about her three-day-old marriage to a local man by the name of T. J. Kelly and drowning out the creek frogs with her screaming epithets. Carver was incensed. He stormed outside and confronted her, then went to the police station and filed a complaint. She was apprehended the next day on the warrant. Her policeman husband and a local saloon owner paid her bail, but unfortunately, it didn’t quiet her or the neighborhood for long.
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Figure 1.2. The Great Daylight Comet of 1910, pictured from the Lowell Observatory on January 28 in Flagstaff, Arizona.
Lowell Observatory.

After years of similar adventures, including one that involved Carver and three other men chasing down and apprehending a couple of armed robbers near the Calvary Cemetery, the family moved and built a house at 1748 Glenview Place in a more upscale neighborhood.

Mr. Carver’s increasing financial success provided young Marion the opportunities to showcase her creative potential. She loved music and took private piano lessons at a small Memphis studio run by Lillian Fraser Payne.

On Thursday, June 6, at 8:00 in the evening, Marion stood offstage at Houck’s Concert Hall, staring at the audience with her friend Opal Bender. Miss Payne addressed the crowd (made up mostly of parents and friends) and announced the names of the first two pianists to take the stage. Marion and Opal looked at each other nervously; both were leading off the recital. As the lights dimmed, the pair stepped to the dais and took their seats at the piano. With a nod from the instructor, Marion, who was playing first chair, launched into a rousing rendition of “Charge of the Uhlans.”

The atmosphere was electric. Being the center of attention was a natural environment for Marion, and she came alive when every eye in the house was focused on her and her talent. It was an auspicious debut for the young Kentucky transplant. There were a few more musical interludes from other students, then it was Marion’s turn again. She rushed to get back onstage for her second performance, this time playing a solo piece by Paul Wachs, “In the Swing.” It was here in the spotlight that the dark features of young Marion became fully illuminated. After that moment, for the rest of her life, she would switch into “performance mode” whenever she was in a public setting, and she showed no fear, no hesitation. As long as she was perched center stage, she was magnetic.

Marion’s outer confidence belied the nervous child inside. She wouldn’t back down from a scrap, but she was more than a little afraid of thunderstorms and mice. Tornados weren’t rare around the Memphis area, and a particularly violent series of twisters tore through the South in early June 1916, killing more than 100 people, two-thirds of them in neighboring Arkansas. Images of destruction and grief plastered the papers. Marion never forgot about the loss and devastation so close to home.

But the possibility of danger didn’t curb her predilection for excitement. She quickly evolved into a teenage version of The Perils of Pauline.

The Perils of Pauline was a 20-part serial that played on nearly every movie screen in the country in 1914. It was the iconic cliff-hanger series, and each chapter highlighted another death-defying episode that put Pauline (actress Pearl White) in palm-sweating danger. Whether she was under attack by “Indians,” submarines, airplanes, or counterfeiters, she somehow always managed to escape by mere inches thanks to her heretofore hidden talents of piloting, swimming, or fighting.

In episode 15, Pauline tackles the new world of race car driving. The opening scene shows Pauline at home, sitting in a comfortable living room chair, when a note arrives. She eagerly tears open the envelope, revealing an invitation to a racing engagement sponsored by the International Motor Car Association. Despite the scoffing of the men of the house, Pauline and her copilot take on the evil nemesis, named Ferrari (years before the real-life Ferrari became a racing legend).

Avoiding the metal tacks scattered across the racetrack and overcoming the dirty tactics of Ferrari, Pauline finally triumphs, driving first across the finish line and promising to give her winnings to the underprivileged, thanks to the IMCA race sponsors.

Marion was the target audience for these thrillers. She was driving cars and riding motorcycles around the dirt roads of Memphis as a teen in 1914, and she was always pushing for more excitement, more danger.

This passion for racing was stoked by the Tri-State Fair held in Memphis. In 1914, an ambitious young promoter by the name of J. Alex Sloan approached the secretary of the fair, Frank Fuller, and pitched an idea. Sloan was putting together a circuit of dirt racetracks for automobiles across the country, and he thought Memphis was a perfect fit. The planning board was eventually swayed, and a one-day event was scheduled. The response was so positive that the fair committee made it an annual event. The next year in 1915, the October 4 and 5 races were trumpeted throughout the Tennessee media, with the Commercial Appeal printing the press notes from the promoter Sloan in its September 26 edition:

Secretary Frank Fuller of the Tri-State Fair has set aside Monday and Tuesday, October 4 and 5, as automobile race days and has secured the entries of Louis Disbrow, Eddie Hearne, Bill Endicott, Tommy Milton, Joe Bianchi, George Clark, Louie LeCocq, Howard Kizer, Sig Haugdahl and other stars of the gasoline competition game. . . . A special match race for an additional purse of $1,000 has been arranged by Secretary Fuller between Mrs. Elfrieda Mais, champion woman driver of the United States, and Miss Bunny Thornton, Europe’s premiere woman auto race pilot.

A certain fourteen-year-old tomboy with a passion for speed was getting one of the best presents of her life, and it cost only a 10-cent ticket.

Around that time, a barnstorming pilot had come through the area, and Marion yearned for a ride in the two-seater plane. She watched the plane swirl and swoop several hundred feet above the Memphis dirt, and she told herself that one day, it would be her up there flying, swinging through the low white clouds. It inspired her to join a birdhouse-making class at Memphis Vocational School, and she was pictured in the local paper proudly holding her creation.

While attending Vocational, she fell in love with a financially well-off young man, Percy Huddleston, who had graduated from Oakland Avenue school a few years earlier, and she became pregnant. They married when Marion was just 16.

Marion drove the family car at 12, played piano for audiences at 14, and built birdhouses at 15, an almost idyllic life of a teenager. But she dropped out of school with a baby a year later, and when her teen hijinks gave way to parenthood, she saw her epitaph being carved.

The young couple gave their daughter the same masculine moniker that the mother wore with pride. Born on June 23, 1917, her parents named her Marion June (her daughter went by her middle name June all of her life). The youngster was nearly a carbon copy of her mother, taking on both her looks and her impulsive temperament.

[image: ]
Figure 1.3. Marion Carver (fifth from the left) pictured with her class in the Commercial Appeal on May 7, 1916.
Commercial Appeal. Image enhanced for clarity by Adelis Segundo Briceño.

She loved and cherished June with all of her heart, but Marion was the rebellious daughter of a taciturn stonecutter, and she fought hard against the stereotypical role of a young mother in the Deep South. Even a move farther north with Percy to the bustling city of Hammond, Indiana, a hub for auto and train manufacturing, wasn’t enough of a lifestyle change for Marion. The excitement of big-city life pulled at her. She stood in her yard, looking at the clouds floating by every day on their way to somewhere else, and she anguished.

She tried to stay home, be the dutiful wife and mother, and cook and mend. She loathed the household tasks that her younger sister Helen seemed to love. She resisted the constant yearning for adventure and restrained herself daily. Until one day she couldn’t. At 19, Marion divorced Percy and took up with her husband’s former car mechanic, a swaggering hot rod driver named Walter Martins. He wasn’t handsome, but he brightened his craggy, rough looks with a cocky grin. He was the son of German immigrants, and he was single-minded, tough, and charismatic. Like Marion, he had big ambitions, bigger than Tennessee could fulfill. They fell for each other hard and tied the knot in Memphis on the most romantic day possible, February 14, St. Valentine’s Day, 1921.

Walter knew that he had better automotive employment opportunities in Chicago, where the big racetracks and car factories were. He had worked there the previous year, so he and Marion moved to the big city. Her family and her ex-husband agreed to keep four-year-old June with them in Memphis, perhaps assuming Marion might change her mind and return home at any time or maybe bring her daughter up to Chicago when she and Walter were finally settled in.

With kisses and promises, Marion and Walter packed up the Ford and headed to the Midwest and left June back home with her grandparents and Percy (who relocated back to Memphis).

Chicago was an exciting and growing metropolis that attracted artists, musicians, and other creators from around the country. There were nearly 3 million people living in the area when the pair arrived, and the vitality of the city was an irresistible lure for the young couple fresh from Tennessee. Walter Martins immediately gravitated toward the racing world. He had a natural knack for the dusty, red clay tracks, and it was only a few years before he gained fame as a skilled driver on the dirt courses.

Marion had less success finding her way. Having few technical skills but more than her fair share of charisma and musical talent, she became a model and dancer. “Modeling” in 1921 was sometimes posing for an artist, being a burlesque performer, or acting out seminude “tasteful” art tableaux onstage. One of the longest-running revues in Chicago in the 1920s was called “Artists and Models”6 and featured comely women re-creating famous nude paintings and sculptures onstage.

Marion had many advantages in the entertainment industry. She was a singer and could dance and play the piano. She was often described by others as beautiful. One witness said of her, “She is slight and well-formed, and beautiful of face. . . . She talks with the soft accent of a southerner . . . she has bobbed hair, and dark eyes and small face; fine features, a strong chin and high cheekbones.”7

In 1922, while walking by the lake with some friends from Northwestern University, Joan spied a barnstorming pilot giving rides for what seemed like an exorbitant price: $25 for 15 minutes.

Her friends tried valiantly to dissuade her from going up, telling her of the dangers and the condition of the rickety old Jenny plane. Marion wouldn’t be deterred. She begged them to join her. They shook their heads, and Marion crawled into the plane by herself.

The feeling was unlike anything she’d experienced. The whistling of the warm air vibrated through her bones, and the powerful surge of adrenaline that afternoon forever colored her personality. She felt like a bird, free and floating and untethered to Earth. The only sensation that rivaled it was when she was 17, handling the wild bucking of a Model T Ford tearing along Pigeon Roost Road in the late summer evening, the soft orange light filtering through the Memphis dust. She couldn’t wait to tell Walter.

He wasn’t encouraging.

Walter Martins began racing regularly at the Roby Speedway, built in 1920 in Hammond. It’s the only city in Indiana that borders Chicago. The one-mile oval was built parallel to State Line Road, and the track’s backstretch ran about 100 feet east of the Illinois–Indiana border.

It was home to some of the most exciting drivers in the country, racing legends like Wilbur Shaw and Dutch Baumann. And after thousands of dollars of upgrades, it became faster, more deadly, and, paradoxically, more popular. It recorded its first death early in its history when Rance Olds flipped his car over into a ditch during a qualifying lap. Even more people bought tickets when the news hit the papers. It was this phenomenon of huge crowds of fans being drawn in by the carnage and danger that soon caught the attention of several promoters who then decided to try their hand in selling this fast-rising sport.

The tracks were as crude as the sport was. There were no car crumple zones and antilock brake systems—just the reflexes and steely nerve of men who gambled their lives for a few hundred bucks a month. The race cars were small, one-seaters, with no doors and little else to keep you in the seat in case of a collision. The steering wheel was huge, 17 inches, because power steering didn’t exist, and the bigger the wheel, the more turning leverage was available. It took strong arms and an iron grip to hang on to the smooth, unpadded wheel as the car shook and groaned around the corners at speed. The steering wheels were made of wood, often maple or walnut, that would require driving gloves for grip (and to prevent splinters). Tommy Milton had the bottom third of the wheel cut off in his H.C.S. Miller Special roadster because the cockpit was so tight that he had trouble getting in and out.

In the rain, the wooden wheels were slick and cold, and in the heat, they were sticky and hot, and you also had to control the speed of the car with a hand accelerator lever inside the spokes. The instrument gauges were rudimentary: oil pressure, a speedometer, and a 4,000-rpm tachometer. The smell of varnish and fuel wafting from the engine and leaking through the wooden firewall at the front of the car reminded the driver at all times of their exposure to death. There was no such thing as a fireproof suit, and racing goggles wouldn’t keep a stone pitched up from the race car in front of them from shattering the lens or their eyes.

[image: ]
Figure 1.4. Tommy Milton in his racing whites shows off his custom half steering wheel in the Boston Globe of Boston, Massachusetts, on May 31, 1923.
Boston Globe. Image enhanced for clarity by Adelis Segundo Briceño.

Tommy Milton, one of the pioneer legends of the sport and first two-time winner of the Indianapolis 500, gave one of the best descriptions of the experience of running on the small backwoods tracks in an interview with the Fort Wayne Sentinel of Indiana on March 6, 1920:

At first I wondered how on earth any driver could drive at full speed on a dirt track. It seemed impossible. The dirt and gravel fly like hail, and the dust cloud is so thick sometimes that it’s like driving in the thickest, densest fog you ever saw. You can’t see anything but a flash of the fence now and then, and you have to take the turns by intuition more than by sight. But after a while you develop a sort of sixth sense of location, and tear through everything as if the track was clear.8

One of the greatest drivers ever, Milton averaged one accident per year on the race circuit during his career. He also made it plain, in his own words, what his worst nightmare was when it came to driving because it happened to him:

[image: ]
Figure 1.5. Early 1920s Ford Frontenac racing model, pictured in the 1925 Chevrolet Brothers Frontenac Speed Catalog.
1925 Chevrolet Brothers Frontenac Speed Catalog.

[I was in] a 200 lap race. At 190 laps I had a three lap lead and was going nicely when my gasoline feed pipe broke. It was a copper pipe—we use flexible tubing now—and it crystallized and broke, although I had annealed it several times. There was air pressure enough in the tank to force that gasoline out at the rate of five gallons a minute. I knew there was a tremendous burst of flame right on me. The hollow body of the car acted like a flue, the wind pressure driving the fire through it and back on me. I was going over 100 miles an hour. A burning car is the worst thing that can happen to a racing driver. There’s no escape. You can’t jump out at that speed, and you can’t stop, and a few seconds in that blaze will burn you to a crisp. For an instant I was literally in a hell of fire, caught and being done to a turn. Then a thought flashed through my mind that if the car was only going backward the flame would blow away from me. I was in an agony to escape the fire, and I’ll always believe my action then was the quickest and best of my life. Probably in ninety-nine emergencies out of a hundred I wouldn’t think as quickly or as clearly again. You know how a car will skid and turn around on a wet street if you turn the front wheels and put on the brakes at the same time. It will skid the same way anywhere if it’s going fast enough, or turn over. Your touring car there would turn over, but a Duesenberg racer is built low and is hard to upset. I stamped on the brake, and reached through the fire and yanked the steering wheel, and she skidded and swung, and in an instant there I was with the car rolling down the track backward and the fire blowing away from me. But I was terribly burned. My legs were under the body and got the worst burning. Nine weeks in a hospital and a lot of skin grafting after that, and I was out of racing for the rest of the season. . . . I’m driving the same Duesenberg car in my races now—that is, most of it. The fire melted the body.9
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Figure 1.6. Agnes Ayres in a promotional photograph for the 1923 film Racing Hearts.
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