ROADSTER RACING-1932

By Don Radbruch
Photos from the Rich Slawson Collection

Ed. Note: Don Radbruch is the author of Roaring Roadsters, a book about the history of track racing
hot rod roadsters from the 1920s to the early 1950s. This type of racing started with cut-down, souped
up Model Ts. The author also has first-hand experience as he raced track roadsters beginning in the
late 1940s and then moved to sprint cars, midgets, stock cars, and sports cars before retiring in 1967.
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had the faster you went. A mildly hopped up stripped
Model T was capably of 70 MPH and some of the faster
cars, with Rajo or Fronty OHV conversions, could hit
near 100 MPH. There were a few other makes mixed in
with the Ts-the four cylinder Chevy engine was very
fast and an occasional Essex or Dodge could be competi-
tive. Somewhat surprisingly the big winner was a rela-
tively heavy Model A roadster. Promoter Bill Slawson
drove this car and it had a very good Miller-Schofield

A pit scene at Huntington Beach, California in
1932. The primitive speedway had no
grandstands.

Above: Kenny Jacobson is shown with his well bent Model Tat Huntington . lik 1

Beach. Jacobson was one of the many roadster drivers who moved on to race OHV englne-'sounds ike Slawson
at the legendary Legion Ascot Speedway. won a lot of his own purse money.
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Below: A totally wrecked Model Tat Huntington Beach. few, if any, of the ners and there is no doubt some were

drivers used seat belts and, perhaps in a crash like this it was better to be att_l’aCtGd by the prospect of winning
thrown out of the car. “big money. Crashes were common

as not only the drivers made mis-
takes but the flimsy roadsters broke
spindles, axles and steering parts
with frightening regularity. The
racetracks were narrow, rutted and
often dusty. Huntington Beach had
its share of crashes but there were no
fatalities. On other tracks in the
area, Frankie Gargolo, Oliver Bur-
ton, Wayne Gause, Johnny Pastovich
and Johnny McGrachen all died
within a short period of time. It must
be remembered that racing was
much more dangerous in those days
than it is now and the casualty rate,
even among the more experienced
race drivers, was also high.

The California Speedway Club
did more than its share to train the
race drivers of the 1930s and 1940s.
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Half a dozen roadster gradu-
ates made it to the Indy 500,
including winners Floyd
Roberts and George Robson.
Two-time national champion
Rex Mays also got his start in
the Southern California road-
sters. Other roadster drivers
moved on to star in the midgets
or sprint cars.

The weekly roadster races
ended in late 1932. The reason
for this is uncertain but a seri-
ous racing injury to California
Speedway Club President and
promoter Bill Slawson may
have had something to do with
it. Many of the better drivers
picked up race car rides at
nearby Legion Ascot Speed-
way. This deadly track was op-
erating on a weekly schedule
and paying huge purses. Road-
ster racing in Southern Califor-
nia continued with occasional
races, but it was not until after
World War II that the sport en-
joyed another season like that
0f 1932. 0

Top: The fate of the driver of this Huntington Beach crash is
unknown, however the exposed fuel tanks provided an
additional hazard.

Above: Herb Balmer climbs out or his Rajo T after a dusty
Huntington Beach race. Balmer later raced at Legion Ascot
and was killed while practicing for a stock car race at that track.

Bottom Left: A typical Model T roadster that raced in Southern
California in 1932-hardly beautiful but, nonetheless as fast as
many of the race cars of that era.
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