Rickenbacker WIns

The eyes of the automobile racing world were
on the Sioux City speedway that eventful Fourth
of July back in 1914. It was for a good reason
that this two-mile dirt track had gained the atten-
tion of auto-conscious America. Sioux City was
staging a $25,000 sweepstakes race which had
attracted some of the most famous drivers In the
world.

It all started when C. M. WyckofF, local auto-
mobile dealer, went to the Indianapolis 500-mile
race the previous spring and got the idea for an
auto race to be held at Sioux City which would
“be every bit as good as the Indianapolis event.”
Upon his return he told his plan to S. C. Douglas
and E. R Shultz. The three men talked the Idea
over with other businessmen and presently every-
body was preparing for the $25,000 auto sweep-
st?]kes which was scheduled for Saturday, July
4th,

Among the first entries to come In were the
names of Eddie Rickenbacker, Barney Oldfield,
and Spencer Wishart. Even the backers of the
race had not planned on such a famous group of
drivers entering the race. When it was an-
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nounced that these three world-famous drivers
would compete, loyal citizens became aware of
the fact that the Fourth of July race was going to
make history. Additional bleachers were erected
for the crowd that would swarm out to the race
track. Entries continued to flow in and when the
final day for entering arrived, twenty drivers had
registered their Intent to participate. While the
managers were busy with their tasks, a crew of
workmen had started rolling, oiling, and watering
the Union County two-mile dirt track which was
located across the Big Sioux River in South
Dakota.

Interest In the speed carnival was stimulated on
Tuesday afternoon when three members of the
Sioux City Automobile Club raced sixteen miles
on the speedway In stock cars. Win Watson
won with a Mitchell In 17 minutes and 33 2/5
seconds. Racing fever really struck Sioux City
on Wednesday, July 1st, when the drivers began
the time trials for the 300-mile race. After Dr.
P. E. Keefe had examined the entrants and their
mechanics, the time trials were started. During
the trials each driver was allowed three attempts
to circle the track In the lowest possible time. An
entrant had to average seventy miles an hour for
one lap to qualify. Reward for the fastest time
was the pole position In the Saturday race.
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The time trials lasted until July 3rd. During
that time the ‘speed bugs” saw many records
broken by the daredevil drivers as they roared
around faster than a mile a minute. Spencer
Wishart, a New York millionaire and holder of
many titles, piloted his Mercer car around the
course In the record-smashing time of 1:26 4/5
with an average speed of eighty-three miles an
hour to win the time trials. “Smiling Howdy”
Wilcox, In his Gray Fox, made the second fastest
time of 1:27 4/5. Eddie Rickenbacker had pre-
viously qualified with a time of 1:27 1/5 but his
speed was not recorded as he had entered a differ-
ent car In the main race from the one he had driven
In the time trials. Barney Oldfield, 1dol of the
racing crowd, encountered engine trouble In his
first time around the track but later made a run of
1:29 to win a great ovation from the spectators.

Much excitement was provided during the time
trials when Joe Horan broke a crankshaft wnile
going eighty miles an hour. The auto swerved to
the left and he missed Wishart's racer by “a
fraction of an Inch”. Through skillful driving
Horan brought the car to a stop without further
mishap. Billy Chandler and George Babcock
were both cut by flying clods of dirt which had
been dislodged by the tires. No serious accl-
dents, however, marred the time trials.
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The feature attraction at the Wednesday trials
on July 1st was a race between H. A. Wetmore,
Sioux City entrant, and Matt Savidge, pilot of an
alrplane. At a given signal the pilot swooped
down over the field in his biplane and began to
overtake Wetmore In his Chalmers racer. The
pilot bucked a strong headwind on the back
straightaway and the car pulled into the lead. It
was a nip-and-tuck battle but the racer proved Its
mastery by finishing ahead of the plane.

After each driver had taken the track In an
attempt to make his best speed, the qualifying
trials were officially closed on Friday, July 3rd.
No sooner had the cars been driven off the track
than workmen began preparing the course for the
long race. They poured five thousand gallons of
boiling crude ol on the track In order to eliminate
dust. The crew labored far into the night smooth-
Ing and pressing the track with a ten-ton roller.

A crowd of 50,000 was expected at the race
and the managers had installed a special section
for a thousand newsmen. Cars from every State
In the Union were arriving in Sioux City all day
Friday. They only added to the confusion of the
great crowds which had been attracted to the
town by “gasoline fever”. Special trains bearing
fans arrived throughout the night. Two thousand
racing fans from Omaha came by train and auto.
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All hotels and rooming houses were sold out the
night before the race. Many of the visitors slept
on lawns or pitched their tents on vacant lots.
Race talk filled the air on that sultry night before
the big race”. News of the assassination of the
archduke of Austria at Sarajevo, which started
the first World War, was completely ignored.

Professional gamblers picked Wishart to win
the race. One bookmaker, however, was offering
odds of two hundred to one that a person could
not select the winner. Betting on the outcome of
the race was above the $30,000 mark according to
the Sioux City Journal. The French cars wnich
had carried off top honors at the Indianapolis
500-mile race on Memorial Day were not rated so
highly on the Sioux City dirt track.

The drivers, In the meantime, were busy ward-
Ing off the crowds In a vain attempt to get to their
hotel rooms In order that they might be in bed by
ten p. m. Barney Oldfield spent most of his
time shaking hands with hero-worshipping young-
sters. One of the fans asked the cigar-smoking
champ how many "'stogies” he smoked In a day.
Barney replied: ““lI dont even count em any
more, | just buy them by the rope length and keep
up a continual puff!”

Eddie Rickenbacker, whose headquarters were
In Des Moines, was a general favorite. He had
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brought his racing cars directly to Sioux City
from Indianapolis where he had placed tenth.
Cornered by a reporter and asked to make a com-
ment concerning the sweepstakes, the man who
was destined to become premier ace among Amer-
ican pilots In the first World War answered:
“The motor racing game Is In its infancy. | have
found that money commands the cars and drivers,
these In turn attract the crowds and the crowds
bring the money— Sioux City has entered the
racing game at the right moment.”

Soon the heroes had disappeared but the fans
continued to fill the hotel lobbies with talk of the
sweepstakes. The question on everyone’s lips
was, “Who will win the race?* Children went to
bed that night dreaming not of firecrackers and
skyrockets but of the sleek, powerful machines
called racers which would be roaring over the
track the next day.

“The opinion of many Is to the effect that the
people of Sioux City do not really know just how
big a race Is going to be held on the two-mile oval
July 47, wrote Allen Rankin of the Chicago
Herald. “To the men connected with the game It
IS different. The clash of stars on the track will be
the second biggest In the United States. It Is so
little behind Indianapolis that it ranks right along-
side except to the very few. Never In the history
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of dirt track racing has such a field of stars and
such a field of fast machines been gathered as has
been named to take the flag from Starter Fred }.
Wagner the day when roaring and poppmg eX-
hausts will take the place of fireworks .

Cafe owners had ordered the following food
and drink with the hope that they could partially
satlate the appetites of speed fans: 100,000 bot-
tles of pop, one dray load of chicken dinners, one
carload of Ice cream, one carload of fruit, 20,000
packages of “munchers”, five tons of peanuts,
40,000 buns, and many hundreds of pounds of
meat.

The first gray streaks of the morning sun SIg-
naled the beginning of one of the biggest caravans
of automobiles ever seen In the Midwest. Thou-
sands of cars chugged into the long string of autos
that threaded its way over the Big Sioux road and
Into the speedway grounds. The early morning
cromd which packed the bleachers many hours
before the race was prepared to spend a glorious
Fourth watching the speedsters circle the track
for 300 thrill-packed miles.

Auto pits were bustling with activity as the
mechanics, drivers, and helpers were busy tuning
up the motors of the racing cars which were to
endure a speed of over seventy-five miles an hour
for approximately four hours.
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Scorecards listed the twenty drivers, and their
machines, who had qualified for the 300-mile
sweepstakes race. They were: Gil Anderson
(Stutz), Bob Burman (Peugeot special), George
Mason (Mason special), Billy Knipper (Del-
age), W. } Shrunk (White), Spencer Wishart
(Mercer), Barney Oldfield (Stutz), Cyrus
Patschke (Marmon), Mel Stringer (Peugeot),
Harry Grant (Sunbeam), Ralph Mulford (Peu-
geot), Howard Wilcox (Gray Fox), George
Babcock (Sunbeam), Eddie Rickenbacker (Dues-
enberg), Thomas Alley (Duesenberg), H. A
Wetmore (Chalmers), Jack Le Cain (Chevrolet),
Ely Cailloutte (Moon), George Jessop (Chevro-
let), and Billy Chandler (Braender Bulldog).

Just before the race, Starter Fred J. Wagner
Issued a call for Ely Cailloutte, George Jessop,
and Jack Le Cain who reported to him in a few
minutes. Wagner reluctantly told the drivers that
It had been decided that their autos were too slow
for the rest of the field. Upon hearing this Le
Cain “wept like a baby” and pleaded with the
officials, but to no avail.

Shortly before 11:00 A M. the seventeen autos
were placed In the positions they had won as a
result of the time trials during the previous three
days. At a signal from the starter the racers
circled the course, with the three fastest cars In
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the first line. The whole group went around the
track and came down the straightaway slowty,
maintaining their positions. As they passed the
judge’s stand, Wagner raised the starting flag.
The noise of the seventeen powerful motors was
deafening and the crowd anxiously awaited the
drop of the flag. An official In the stand waved
the $25,000 check which the ten winners would
share. Suddenly Wagner lowered the flag as the
first three cars went over the starting line. The
race was on!

“Wild Bob’ Burman immediately seized the
lead and maintained a substantial margin over his
closest rival for sixteen laps. Wishart was be-
hind Burman during these first thirty-two miles.
When “Wild Bob” went to the pits to change a
tire, Wishart surged into first position. Cyrus
Patschke and Billy Knipper were staging a fight
for second place throughout the first fifty miles.
Behind the leaders were Eddie Rickenbacker and
Barney Oldfield who were content to bide their
time, following the pace setters. Accompanying
Eddie and his mechanic was a small kitten named
Duzenbacker which slept by his master during
the race.

At the start of the second hundred miles, Tom
Alley wrested the lead from Wishart. This was
the signal for his teammate Rickenbacker to make
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a bid for the Number 1 position and he pressed
more heavily on the Duesenberg accelerator. A
Wishart-Rickenbacker duel began as Spencer
pulled away from his rival on the straightaway
but was overtaken by Eddie on the turns.

While the leaders were holding the interest of
the crowd, Ralph Mulford went out of the race
when his car’s oiling system was damaged. A
short time later Mel Stringer broke the crankshaft
of his car while going eighty miles an hour. His
machine headed for the judges’ stand but Stringer
managed to halt the Peugeot a few feet from the
structure.

Spencer Wishart again took the lead when he
overtook Alley on the seventy-fifth lap. While
Wishart was forging ahead of Alley, Barney
Oldfield’s Stutz radiator burst and the champion
was forced to go to the pits for the remainder of
the race. A half lap behind Wishart was Ricken-
backer. Trailing Eddie were Knipper, Patschke,
and Alley. For approximately one hundred and
fifty miles “Rick” and Wishart waged a see-saw
battle. Then, as If from nowhere, Patschke bolted
past Wishart and the fans went wild. After a
heated discussion at the judges’ stand, however,
It was found that Patschke was really in fourth
place and a lap behind the leaders.

As the race went on, clouds of dust began to



RICKENBACKER WINS 391

blanket the stands as the cars churned the track
at high speeds. The turns were becoming more
hazardous as the tires skidded and slipped while
rounding the treacherous curves. Alley was se-
verely burned when gasoline burst Into flames
while he was refueling. The car was not damaged,
however, and continued with Mulford as relief
pilot. A few of the drivers who were many miles
behind the leaders dropped out of the race, but
they returned when they discovered that they
still had an opportunity to share In the prize
money.

Billy Knipper took the lead when Wishart’s
Mercer was driven to the pits for repairs, but
Wishart returned after a brief period and recap-
tured his position. Knipper dropped back to third
place only to return at the beginning of the one-
hundredth lap to threaten Wishart and Ricken-
backer again for forty miles. At the end of 121
laps Knipper withdrew temporarily to the pits
opposite the grandstands, leaving Wishart and
Rickenbacker to fight for the position of pace
maker. The other contestants were far behind.
Though Knipper returned to the race he could not
hope to overtake the leaders. Eddie trailed his
rival by half a lap for a few more miles and then,
with a burst of speed, zoomed Into first place.
When he rounded the first turn after completing
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the 143rd lap, officials discovered, to their dismay,
that In reality Rickenbacker was on his 147th lap.
How the error In scoring occurred was never dis-
covered. Spencer Wishart saw his chances of
victory quickly vanish but he fought a desperate
pattle In the closing laps. The final "stretch
drive” was one that brought the crowd to its feet
as the two drivers took the turns at breakneck
speed.

To Insure his victory, Rickenbacker circled the
course three additional times. The official starter
had his checkered flag poised In midair, ready to
drop It as Eddie came down the straightaway to
cross the finish line.  Bang! went one of his tires
as the shattered tube burst into the air and pieces
scattered over the track. Undaunted by the
blow-out he piloted his auto over the finish line to
capture the Sioux City sweepstakes!

As soon as the Duesenberg rolled to a stop the
champion was placed on the shoulders of the
mechanics and was carried triumphantly from the
scene of his victory. He had averaged 78.8 miles
an hour In traveling the three hundred miles in the
amazing time of three hours, forty-nine minutes
and two seconds, missing the world s record for
that distance by thirteen seconds.

The race lasted for an hour after Rickenback-
er’s finish. And as the crowd slowly filed out of
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the grandstands the judges of the sweepstakes
decided that further racing was needless. Many
of the drivers were many laps behind the cars
which had finished and Interest In watching these
racers had dwindled to indifference. Finally, the
officials stopped the race and made an agreement
with the drivers to give them the position they
held at the time the race was ended. The an-
nounced order of finish was: Rickenbacker, first;
Wishart, second; Alley and Mulford, third; An-
derson, fourth; Patschke, fifth; Knipper, sixth;
Wilcox, seventh; Chandler, eighth; Shrunk,
ninth; and Wetmore, tenth.

A few minutes after the close of the race pro-
tests were filed by Wishart, Charles Erbstein, the
owner of Patschke’ auto, and H. J. Stutz, the
owner of Anderson’s car. The three men were
dissatisfied with the method of scoring and keep-
Ing lap records. Following the submission of the
protests a meeting was held to settle the contro-
versy. For eighteen hours the drivers, owners,
and officials debated. During that time the judges
checked the laps and conferred on the scoring
procedures. Needless to say the matter was
hotly contested by the drivers who attended the
session. Wishart believed the judges had miscal-
culated his laps and demanded a recount. Rick-
enbacker fought harder to hold his first place title
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than he did during the race. A careful recheck of
the records confirmed Wishart’s second place.
Finally, toward the end of Sunday afternoon,
the judges accepted a readjustment which Ricken-
backer had proposed to satisfy the disgruntled
persons. His teammate Alley, whose race was
finished by Mulford, was shifted from third to
sixth, Patschke was moved up from fifth to third,
and Knipper advanced from sixth to fifth. After
this adjustment, “Rick” was allowed to keep his
well-earned first prize of $10,000. Wishart was
killed seven weeks later in the Elgin National
Trophy Race.

The racing fans who had witnessed the thrill-
Ing Fourth of July sweepstakes at the Sioux City
track awoke the day after the races with aching
eyes, caused by dust and glare from the sun.
Hurried trips to the doctors yielded little relief.
“Bathe 'em In cold water”, was the unsympa-
thetic advice of physicians who had more patients
than patience. And so most of the 40,000 who
had seen the $25,000 sweepstakes went home to
re-live yesterday’s exciting race —with cold
damp cloths over their eyes.

Reeves Hall



