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Five-hundred Miles of Mayhem 
 
Ray Harroun glanced over each shoulder 
nervously as the wind swirled over his leather 
helmet. With a $10,000 sweep stakes on the 
line and 90,000 enthusiasts cheering wildly, 
the adrenaline rush was nearly unbearable. 
Zooming along in the No. 32 Marman “Wasp” 
at speeds approaching 75 mph, Harroun was 
on the brink of winning the inaugural running 
of the Indianapolis 500 on that fifth Tuesday 
of May in 1911. He had taken a huge risk by 
traveling solo. All the other drivers traveled 
with “riding mechanics” that manually pumped 
oil and swiveled their heads constantly to 
check for oncoming traffic. However, he had 
the advantage of the being the first driver to 
use a rear view mirror. Could he pull off the 
victory? 

 
 Shown here in 
his two-seater 
that was built in 
Indianapolis, 
Ray Harroun 
was known as a 
“sweepstakes 
pilot” by 
newspapermen 
of the early 20th 
century. 
 
 
 

In 1911, the Indianapolis Motor Speedway 
was only two years old and there existed 
many flaws in the timing and controls system 
that led to a somewhat chaotic race for the 
field of 40 drivers. The crowd oohed and 
aahed each time a scoreboard worker 
indicated a change in the running order by 
manually removing and rehanging the car 
numbers on their pegs. Still, onlookers 

couldn’t help but notice that the Speedway’s 
four scoreboards were usually not in 
agreement, and that a crew from the timing 
department was frantically trying to repair a 
tripwire that had been snapped by who knows 
which automobile a lap or two back.  
 
(Column Intermission #1: Just like the 
Indianapolis 500 in 1911, it’s the hundreds of 
volunteers that make summer swim meets 
successful. Everyone is encouraged to 
volunteer in some capacity. See your friendly 
neighborhood meet manager for details.) 
 
The Warner Horograph, as the Speedway’s 
timing system was known, was quite a 
confusing contraption that involved miles of 
wire as well as rolls of paper, typewriter 
ribbons, springs, hammers, telephones, 
Dictaphones, marbles and hundreds of 
human beings. Its sheer complexity was 
impressive, but the Horograph was utterly 
useless when it came to recording time and 
keeping track of races. Given such chaos, it 
was particularly difficult to keep track of the 
true leader. Also, great peril was involved due 
to the high speeds and the lack of safety 
equipment such as seat belts and roll bars.  
 
Harroun’s mind wandered back to an accident 
that occurred earlier in the race. Car No. 44 - 
a bright red car driven by Arthur  Greiner and 
traveling mid-pack - lost a tire, though 
accounts vary as to which. The bare wooden 
wheel hit the bricks hard, causing Greiner’s 
auto to swerve crazily and veer into the 
infield, where it plowed through tall meadow 
grass and began a somersault, only to stop in 
mid-maneuver, so that it stood straight up, 
balancing on its steaming grill. The 27-year 
old Greiner was flipped from the cockpit like a 
shucked oyster, with the steering wheel 
somehow still in his mitts. Fortunately, he 



survived the crash. (Note to self: be sure to 
buckle-up while driving this summer, maintain 
coolant and oil levels, drive defensively and 
be very patient with other motorists.)  
 
(Column Intermission #2: Following today’s 
time trials, a cherished rivalry will be renewed 
next Saturday when the Makos host Dale City 
as the curtain opens on the 2011 season. 
There might not be a better match-up in the 
county as the overall winner of this one is 
often determined during the last few races. 
MBW will try to make it three wins in a row 
over the Frogs after victories in 2007 and 
2009. Arguably, the most dramatic contest 
ever between these two came in the season 
opener at home on June 18, 2005 where the 
Makos won by just three team points. “Pirates 
of the Caribbean” hit movie theaters that 
summer and the Makos swam like they were 
being chased by Captain Jack Sparrow.  Eric 
Koob, Cougar Hagen, Trevor Heckman and 
Corbin Foucart set the 12U 100 Medley Relay 
record in a blistering time of 1:12.99s. Later in 
the meet, Koob, Foucart and Hagen returned 
with Michael Cornwell to lower the 200m Free 
Relay record with a time of 2:10.75s. Hagen 
also established a new 12U 100 IM record at 
1:25.83s. Devin Wright, Andrew Gambarani, 
Eric Sargent, and Richard Arena set records 
in the 14U 200 Medley Relay (2:30.65s) and 
200 Free Relay (2:10.75s) events. Sargent 
also lowered the 14U 50 Fly record to 32.28s. 
The Pomajevich brothers broke four 
neighborhood records. Matt set a 10U 25 Fly 
record at 18.62s while Peter set 8U records in 
the 25 Free, Breast, and Fly events (18.18s, 
25.77s, and 20.40s). Gabrielle Mizerak – who 
would go on to swim at The College of 
William and Mary - was in top form as she set 
new records in the 14U 50 Free, 50 Back, 
and 100 IM (30.38s, 34.90s, and 1:14.22s). 
Hard stroking Kenny Parker sped to an 8U 25 
Backstroke record in 21.75s.  
 
Harroun regained his focus, shrugged off 
thoughts of another accident, barreled around 
the final turn and hung on for the victory. In a 
post race interview, he didn’t have much to 
say beyond “I’m tired – may I have some 
water, and perhaps a sandwich, please?” 

Fast forward 100 years to the summer of 
2011. In total, the Makos will swim well over 
500 miles during the next several weeks. 
Starters, timers, recorders, runners and data 
entry volunteers will take over for the 
Horograph.  Safety regulations have never 
been better; and while technology has 
improved exponentially during the past 
century, it is still the human spark that fires 
the engine of sports. As the season moves 
along, there will inevitably be peaks, valleys 
and unforeseen conditions that make summer 
swim anything but predictable. Would you 
have it any other way? Enjoy every moment 
of the mayhem dear ones. Go Makos! 
 
Makos Trivia Quiz 
 
After being called up from the Mini-Makos 
farm club in the early summer of 2005, this 
former 8U freestyler brought home a heat 
ribbon in his very first meet (vs. Dale City) . 
Most recently, his relay team set a new 12U 
100m freestyle club record last season at 
Divisionals (1:01.32). Can you name him? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Editor’s Note: Full credit for the Indianapolis 
500 race background information is given to 
Charles Leerhsen, author of “Blood and 
Smoke: A True Tale of Mystery, Mayhem 
and the Birth of the Indy 500” and to 
Smithsonian magazine (June 2011). 


