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THE 100th INDIANAPOLIS 500

INDIANAPOLIS MOTOR SPEEDWAY, MAY 2016
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This was my first trip to Indianapolis, the beat-
ing heart of American motorsport, birthplace 
of the King of Cool, Steve McQueen. The city 

was buzzing with the prospect of hosting not just 
any old Indy 500 but the 100th running of the 
event. Traditionally, there is a local tv blackout of 
the race extending across the whole state of In-
diana. This is done to encourage residents to at-
tend in person but this year the event had sold out 
weeks in advance and so for the first time since 
1950 the race would be aired locally. 

First impressions of the track and facilities are that 
of a huge coliseum, the place is both immense and 
yet contained. The Indy 500 extends over a month 
of testing, practice and qualification. Qualifica-
tion itself is achieved by taking the average speed 
of four consecutive flying laps. Canadian James 
Hinchcliffe took the honour with an average speed 
of 230.760 mph. It was an emotional moment, 
coming one year on from his near-fatal crash at 
the track. 

Situated in the centre of the track the Indian-
apolis Speedway Museum is an incredible venue, 
so much so that in 1987 it was designated a Na-
tional Historic landmark. The Museum’s collection 
encompasses race cars from many series including 
IndyCar, NASCAR, Formula One, Sprint, Midget, 
motorcycle races, and drag racing. It is the collec-
tion of Indy 500 cars though that grabs your atten-
tion, from Jim Clark’s 1963 Lotus to Arie Luyendyk’s 
1996 Reynard-Cosworth. The Flying Dutchman, a 
two-time winner of the event, still holds the IMS 
outright track record of 237.498 mph. 

Come raceday, an early start to the track was vi-
tal. For the first and perhaps only time in my life I 
was part of a police-escorted convoy carving our 
way through enormous queues of traffic patrolled 

by a posse of State officers on burbling Harley Da-
vidson Electra Glides. It’s the only way to arrive at 
Gasoline Alley! The rest of the day was a celebra-
tion of all things American. The Stars and Stripes, 
the Star Spangled banner, the fly past of Mustangs, 
Flying Fortresses and F-18s and a stirring rendition 
of ‘Back home in Indiana’ simply could not fail to 
give you the bumpiest of goosebumps. The sheer 
magnitude of the crowds is of course staggering, 
an estimated 350,000, no wonder it is billed ‘The 
Greatest Show on Earth’. And then those legendary 
words ‘Ladies and gentlemen start your engines’. I 
watched the start from the exit of Turn Two. The 
speed is breathtaking, 33 cars slipstreaming and 
overtaking in a way that we can only ever dream 
of happening in Formula One. This went on at an 
unrelenting pace for the next three hours (3h 00m 
02s to be precise). The pit lane is a constant blur 
of activity, refueling, tyre changes but not much 
in the way of wing adjustment – there is hardly 
anything to adjust. 

All too quickly it was over. At the end of it all For-
mula One exile Alex Rossi emerged triumphant, 
running out of gas a few hundred yards after cross-
ing the famous line of bricks and the first rookie 
winner since Hélio Castroneves in 2001 and only 
the third since Graham Hill’s 1966 win. The next 
day’s papers celebrated a hugely successful 100th 
running and lauded the ‘unknown Californian’ 
Rossi. Those two simple words spoke volumes about 
Formula One’s inability to crack America. 

Another of Indianapolis’ famous sons, the author 
Kurt Vonnegut, once wrote ‘Anything can make me 
stop and look and wonder, and sometimes learn.’ I 
certainly stopped and wondered during my time at 
the 500. What did I learn? The only thing I can be 
sure of is that I want to go back and do it all over 
again.



Known as the the ‘Circle City’ Indianapolis radiates outward in all directions from a single 
geographical location, Monument Circle. At the heart of the Circle stands the 285 foot 
tall Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument (opposite), completed in 1888. The climb to the top, a 
total of 331 steps, is seen as something of a rite of passage for local Indianapolis residents.
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“Auto racing, and especially the Indianapolis 500, seemed to symbolize everything people thought was great about America. It was 
big, it was high tech, it was dangerous and exciting, and it was right in the heartland, in Indianapolis. So it doesn’t get more American, 
somehow, than the Indy 500.”

Automotive historian Ken Gross

Mural on Main Street, Speedway, Indiana.
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Meticulously detailed scorecards, written and coloured by hand (opposite) announce to the media the 
full qualifying results for each driver including those of pole-setter, James Hinchcliffe (above). One 
year earlier ‘Hinch’ crashed during practice for the 500. He was traveMling at more than 200 miles 
per hour and what happened next probably should have killed him. The doctors told Hinchcliffe it 
would take him seven months to recover, he only needed four. “When you take something away from 
someone and that’s all they live for, they’re highly motivated to get it back.” And as for his pole 
position? “You’d almost think it was rigged, it makes too good a story. It’s definitely not something we 
expected coming into the week.” Sadly, the race didn’t work out quite as well and the popular Canadian 
finished in 7th place.

Indianapolis 500



PAGE 19

"CPWF�Australian Will Power, Team Penske. Team Principal Roger Penske (opposite) this year 
celebrated his eponymous team’s 50th season in Indycars. Team Penske has become 
synonymous with Indy car racing, with more than 170 race victories, over 200 poles and 13 
National Championships. It is, however, probably best known for its 16 Indianapolis 500 
victories, four with driver Rick Mears and three with Hélio Castroneves.
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Reigning Indy 500 champion Juan Pablo Montoya holds a very special place in the annals 
of American motorsport. He is the only driver to have won the CART championship 
(1999), UIF� Indianapolis 500 (2000) anE�UIF�24 )PVST�PG�%BZUPOB (2007), each one at the 
first time of asking. He claimed his second Indianapolis 500 victory in 2015 in what was only 
his third start in the race. He is also one of just three drivers to win races in Indycars, 
Formula One and NASCAR. Racing legends Mario Andretti and Dan Gurney were the other 
two. Heady company to say the least.
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2012 Indy 500 winner Ryan Hunter-Reay.

The 100th Indy 500 would be Sage Karam’s third appearance in the race. More significantly it would be 
his first race of any kind in nine months, in fact since August 23rd 2015, the day his Chip Ganassi Racing 
Chevrolet spun off Turn 1 while leading with 21 laps to go at Pocono Raceway and crashed into a wall. 
The dislodged nose cone of Karam’s car struck British driver Justin Wilson on the head as the 37-year-old 
slowed under caution and swung low to avoid the fray. Wilson died a day later after suffering a traumatic 
brain injury. Karam’s 2016 Indy 500 ended after 93 laps but perhaps the biggest challenge was simply 
being there in the first place.
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You see, man made the cars to take us over the road
Man made the trains to carry heavy loads
Man made electric light to take us out of the dark
Man made the boat for the water, like Noah made the ark

This is a man’s, a man’s, a man’s world...
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But it wouldn’t be nothing, nothing without a woman or a girl

James Brown and the Famous Flames
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Bobby Rahal (above) won the 1985 Indy 500 in this very car, becoming the first driver in Indy history 
to complete the distance in less than three hours. His son Graham (left and overleaf) was attempting 
to emulate his father and challenged during the mid-part of the race but finished in 15th place after a 
penalty for a bodged pit-stop all but ended his chances.
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The TAG Heuer Pit Stop Challenge is held during activities leading up to 
the Indianapolis 500. Since 1977, the event has been held on Carb Day, 
following the final practice session. As many as twelve top teams in 
the field compete� UXP� UFBNT� BU� B� UJNF in a single-elimination, 
tournament-style competition. Under the current rules format, during 
each heat, two cars line up side-by-side in a specially-constructed pit 
lane, which resembles a drag racing layout. The cars go from a 
standing start, and race into the pit box. Pit crews must change four 
tZres and hook� up a dummy fuel hose to simulate a refuel. The 
driver races out of the pit box to cross a finish line� TJUVBUFE� UXP�
hundred feet down the lane. The time is taken from the drop of the 
green flag to the crossing of the finish line. The 2016 event was won by 
Hélio Castroneves taking his tally of victories to an impressive eight.
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Jim Clark’s 1965 Indy 500 winning Lotus 38/1 (above) sits rather innocuously in the classic racing paddock surrounded by Indy race 
cars from every period (opposite). This, though, was the car that changed everything. The 1965 Indy 500 was shown live on 
national television for the first time, courtesy of ABC Sports. The network’s timing was impeccable as this edition of the race was 
undoubtedly one of its most historic. It was the first time the race was won by a SFBS-engined car, a Ford engine, a British car and 
at an average of over 150 mph. Jim Clark also became the first foreign driver to take the victory since Ralph DePalma in 1915. 
Clark qualified on the front row and led all but 10 laps. When he finished, just four other cars were on the same lap. Everyone else 
in the race was two laps behind. In 1964, most of the Indianapolis cognoscenti thought SFBS-engined cars were an irrelevant joke. 
#Z1966, the Speedway was full of Lotus cloneT�BOE�1969 XPVME�TFF the final appearance of a front-engined car in the Indy 500.

The 38 was significantly larger than Formula One cars of the time, but was still dwarfed by the massive American roadsters. As 
can be seen from this photograph it was specially designed with an offset suspension, the car body situated asymmetrically between 
the wheels, offset to the left using suspension arms of unequal length. Although in theory this was better suited for oval 
circuits, for example by evening out tyre wear between the two sides, in practiDe the handling was sufficiently idiosyncratic that 
the concept never caught on widely.

Indianapolis 500



PAGE 35

�Just the enormity of the whole event is overwhelming at times. You could never prepare yourself for 
the first time you walk out for driver introductions, and there are 250,000 people in one spot.�

Ryan Hunter-Reay, 2014 Indy 500 winner.
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Since 1974, the race has been scheduled for the Sunday of Memorial Day 
weekend. Only once since then has the date been moved - 1986 when 
the race was held the following weekend because of heavy rain.

"I believe our flag is more than just cloth and ink. It is a universally recognized 
symbol that stands for liberty and freedom." 

Senator John Thune
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“I have no idea how 
we pulled that off. At 
one point, I was 33rd. 
But we just rolled the 
dice and went for it.”
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