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Bonneville. A place  
of legends and dreams, 
where man and machine 
battle against nature and 
the odds in the quest for 
new records. Utah’s iconic 
salt flats are an addiction, 
a drug. How can you  
resist the need for speed?
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You’ve seen the photographs; a broad, seemingly endless span of iridescent white salt stretches to the horizon, framed by pale grey mountains. In the foreground,           there are brightly coloured, streamlined racing cars, plastered with decals and white salt spray, fresh from a high-speed run. Perhaps you’ve been there in your dreams?

B O N N E V I L L E  S A L T  F L A T S

LEFT Cars, salt 
and dreams; an 
evocative scene 
from 1964 Speed 
Trials sums up  
all that is great 
about Bonneville.

PREVIOUS 
SPREAD  
Gary Gabelich’s 
rocket-powered 
Blue Flame set a 
new World Land 
Speed Record at 
622.407mph in 
October 1970.



But nothing really prepares you for the majesty 
of Bonneville itself. Not until you’re standing 
there. The relentless sun beats down like a 
furnace blast, the view is breathtaking, and 
when a race car roars by, running flat-out, its 
tortured engine shrieking at maximum revs, the 
rippling exhaust note fairly smacks you. As a 
speeding car streaks by, the noise echoes far into 
the distance, and just stops suddenly. Then it’s 
so quiet you can’t believe what’s just happened. 

Vast and visually boundless, the Bonneville 
Salt Flats represent a rare phenomenon of 
nature. Geologists tell us that several thousand 
years ago, the arid area we call the salt flats lay 
below the surface of a 3000-square-mile inland 
sea that was nearly 1000 feet deep. When the 
water evaporated, the salts and minerals settled 
and hardened. The broad flats have long been 
unforgiving. Heading west in 1846, the hapless 
Donner Party trudged across the salt surface. 
Their heavily laden Conestoga wagons became 
mired in the soft mud that lurked beneath the 
salt’s thin crust. Water was scarce, settlers and 
struggling oxen died, and tragedy ensued.

Fast forward 50 years; in 1896, the year Utah 
became a state, publisher William Randolph 
Hearst sponsored bicycle races on the salt. 
David Abbott ‘Ab’ Jenkins, who would become 
famous in time for his many speed-record 
attempts here, first drove across the salt on an 
Excelsior motorcycle. ‘Big Bill’ Rishel and a 
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friend rode on the Western Pacific railroad 
tracks in a Packard, until they found a way onto 
the hard salt surface. According to Bonneville 
historian ‘LandSpeed’ Louise Noeth, in the 
following year AL Westgard, from the National 
Trails Association, called Bonneville “the 
greatest speedway on earth”. 

Real racing began in 1914, first with speed 
exhibitions and staged contests, and then  
with ‘Terrible Teddy’ Tetzlaff, who managed a 
torrid 142.8mph timed dash in his 300bhp 
Blitzen Benz. Yet the American Automobile 
Association (AAA), which sanctioned most 
racing, ignored Tetzlaff’s feat. Most speed 
attempts at that time were held on the smooth 
sands of the Ormond and Daytona Beaches in 
Florida. Hotels and infrastructure made those 
destinations popular, but the narrow beach 
course indirectly contributed to the death of 
Indy 500 winner Frank Lockhart in 1928, when 
a tyre blew on his streamlined Stutz Blackhawk 
and his car flipped. Had there been run-off 
room, Lockhart might have survived.

Ab Jenkins, who’d become a big proponent 
of the salt flats, knew that the potential racing 
area at Bonneville was ten miles wide by 25-
plus miles long, so there was plenty of run-off 
room. With the removal of some of the potash 
mining boundaries, it could be even larger. 
Jenkins came up with a great idea for Pierce-
Arrow to help publicise its gruelling new 

RIGHT Sir 
Malcolm 

Campbell was  
a Bonneville 

pioneer, setting  
a Land Speed 
Record in his 

legendary Blue 
Bird in 1935.
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Special Twelve 24-hour endurance runs. 
Refining his technique over two years, in 1933 
Jenkins single-handedly drove a stripped-
down Pierce-Arrow V12 roadster 3000 miles 
over a ten-mile course in 25-and-a-half hours. 
He broke European records set by Bugatti, 
Delage and Voisin, and attracted the interest  
of British ‘speed kings’ Reid-Railton and 
Captain George ET Eyston.

Jenkins then convinced Sir Malcolm 
Campbell, holder of eight World Land Speed 
Records, to bring his Blue Bird racer to Utah in 
1935. Campbell’s best two-way run averaged 
over 300mph, electrifying onlookers and 
anticipating the phasing out of Daytona Beach 
as an ongoing venue for high-speed trials. In 
Utah, more records continued to fall. Ab Jenkins’ 
enormous, Duesenberg Straight-8-powered 
Mormon Meteor I set fast times on a broad ten-
mile circular course. George Eyston established 
a new, 149mph, 24-hour endurance racing mark 
in 1936, and he blazed across the long course in 
his giant Thunderbolt, averaging 357.5mph for 
the flying mile. John Cobb joined the fray, and 
by 1939 his Railton Special, a sleek, silver,  
fish-shaped streamliner, would hit 367.9mph,  
a record that would stand for three decades.

Shortly before the outset of World War Two 
ended racing for the duration, California’s 
amateur racers, the first hot rodders, had begun 
competing in their home-built cars on the 
alkali-packed dry lakes, located to the north 
and east of Los Angeles. But the dry, rough 
lake-bed surface and swirling winds produced 
clouds of dust, making it hard to see. Still, 
speeds grew higher. As more accidents 
occurred, the search began for a better venue.

When the world conflict ended, land speed 
and endurance racing at Bonneville returned. 
One of the first memorable events occurred in 
September 1948, when Rollie Free hurled John 
Edgar’s stripped and tuned Vincent Black 
Lightning across the salt for a new 150.313mph 
record, eclipsing a previous Harley-Davidson 
mark. Free’s memorable image, stretched out 
over the bike clad in just a bathing suit and 
sneakers, remains one of the most famous 
racing photos of all time. 

In 1949, Britain’s fearless John Cobb, driving 
a massive, Reid-Railton-updated streamliner, 
achieved an astonishing 394mph at Bonneville 
and topped that with a blistering 403mph one-
way run. That same year, led by Robert E 
Petersen, founder of Hot Rod Magazine, and 
Wally Parks, former president of the Southern 
California Timing Association (SCTA) and 
newly elected president of the fledgling 
National Hot Rod Association (NHRA),  
the first SCTA-sanctioned speed meet was 

organised at Bonneville. Hot rodders were 
happy to leave the desolate, dangerous lake-
beds for the clean, hard-packed salt with its 
wider, safer racing surface, not to mention the 
attractions of nearby Wendover, Utah. 

The city of Salt Lake granted permission for 
the SCTA to hold a meet in August 1949. 
Sponsors were quickly rounded up, and Otto 
Crocker was retained to handle timing and 
scoring. Bozzy Willis maintained the timing 
equipment and provided a much-needed 
communications system. Hot rod ingenuity 
was commonplace. World War Two veteran 
Bill Burke imagined that an affordable, 
315-gallon, aluminium, war-surplus aircraft 
belly tank could be the basis for a pukka 
streamlined racer, once a hopped-up flathead 
V8 was installed behind the driver. It’s hard  
to overstate the bravery of pioneer rodders 
who wriggled down into the narrow cockpit of 
a converted belly tank and attacked the 
200mph mark. The noise was deafening, like 
riding inside a snare drum. Quick steering, 
minimal brakes and rudimentary controls all 
contributed to what probably seemed like a fast 
ride in a fighter plane without wings.

 At first, Bonneville classes were simple: 
Roadsters (stock-bodied, fenderless open cars 
that were stripped of non-essentials); Lakesters 
(roadsters that were extensively modified or 
channelled, often with smooth track noses); 
and Streamliners (purpose-built, aerodynamic 
cars with fully custom bodies) all competed in 
their respective classes. The SCTA did not 
allow coupes at first, until the Pierson brothers 
blazed a 142mph-plus trail at a rival Russetta 
Timing Association meet, after which the 
hardtops were taken seriously. 

Following the example of the Spalding 
brothers, who’d tried streamlining before the 
war, Marvin Lee’s radical, 153mph City of 
Pasadena streamliner rode on a tubular frame 
with a roll bar. It packed a rear-mounted Chevy 
six with a Wayne 12-port crossflow head. The 
Spalding brothers, already famous for hot 
ignitions and camshafts, built a 141mph 
lakester. Fastest time of the meet was the 
streamliner of Alex Xydias, founder of the  
So-Cal Speed Shop, and author Dean Bachelor, 
whose advanced design was inspired by the 
pre-war factory-backed and Nazi government-
supported Auto Union. The alloy body was 
hand formed by Valley Custom, a shop that 
rivalled George and Sam Barris with its  
metal-working wizardry.

At first, the fully enclosed So-Cal Streamliner, 
equipped with a Vic Edelbrock-modified Ford 
V8/60, managed a very creditable 156mph –
some 20mph quicker than their open-wheeled 
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set a new average 
speed record of 
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142 ABOVE Pierson 
Brothers Coupe 
was the trail-
blazer that finally 
saw closed cars 
allowed to race  
on the salt flats.
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California Timing 
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traditionally been  
the organiser of 
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belly tank had performed with the same engine. 
But the best was yet to come. After installing a 
full-race 296ci Mercury V8, Bachelor pulled off 
a series of torrid, 180mph-plus runs. These 
culminated with a best speed of 193.54mph, to 
the astonishment of spectators and chief timer 
Otto Crocker, who calculated the figures by 
hand because he hadn’t anticipated any hot rod 
would go that fast at Bonneville.

Alex Xydias told author Mark Christensen 
that when he first saw the salt flats, he felt  
like he was on another planet: “The landscape 
was so far reaching, white salt forever, the 
mountains stunningly lifeless, stark rocks 
everywhere – it was a moonscape. We were in 
awe of the salt, how far it went, how white it 
was. After the dust and dirt of the dry lakes, 
Bonneville was unbelievable... you could go as 
fast as you wanted to go, as far as you wanted.”

‘Big iron’ weren’t the only competitors of 
note. British Lieutenant Colonel AT ‘Goldie’ 
Gardner brought a diminutive MG streamliner 
to the salt in 1952, just before the SCTA meet, 
and established five international and 66 
national records. (A few years later, Stirling 
Moss would drive EX-181, another experimental 
MG, to an astonishing 245.6mph, powered by  
a supercharged 1500cc twin-cam four.) 

But we’re getting ahead of our story.
Soon the most innovative hot rodders were 

all running at the salt flats each summer, where 
top speeds were virtually unlimited and new 
ideas welcome. Xydias and Dean’s So-Cal 
Streamliner, and the Kenz & Leslie twin-engine 
’liner, were the first of their breed to top 
200mph. Yet their builders knew little about 
the effects of aerodynamics. Earlier, Bachelor’s 
streamliner had flipped at El Mirage in a 
crosswind. But a challenger emerged. Despite 
being disabled by polio and confined to a 
wheelchair, camshaft wizard Chet Herbert was 
certain that even higher speeds were possible. 
He felt the secret lay in scientific aerodynamics.

Southern California was home to a 
burgeoning aircraft industry. Herbert correctly 
reasoned that if he could find an engineer who 
understood aircraft flight behaviour at high 
speeds, paired with the science of streamlining, 
he’d have an advantage over competitors who 
were guessing about their cars’ optimal shape. 
Herbert retained Rod Schapel, who worked at 
Cal Tech’s wind tunnel studying aircraft 
behaviour, to design and help build a radical  
new streamliner, which he called Beast III.  
Its slippery shape was based on precise 
aerodynamic computation. Their ambitious 
goal was to compete at Bonneville Speed Week.

It didn’t matter that Schapel had never  
seen a streamliner, nor had he been to 
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Bonneville. To him, this was simply a  
complex aeronautical problem. Schapel first 
experimented with a 1/10th scale aluminium 
model, testing his design in Cal Tech’s wind 
tunnel, then modifying it progressively as 
running conditions were simulated and lift  
was measured. Hot Rod Magazine’s cover story 
for December 1952 noted that these were:  
“The first such extensive tests conducted in  
the US on a land-borne vehicle.” After Schapel 
was satisfied with the model’s shape, he built 
the actual full-scale body. Glassfibre was not 
yet a common material for automotive bodies 
– the Corvette’s first production year was  
1953. The sleek but lengthy bodyshell was 
moulded in two pieces.

Herbert first tried a horizontally opposed, 
aluminium, six-cylinder Franklin aircraft 
engine, fitted with water-cooled Tucker heads 
for low weight with high power output. But as 
more nitro fuel was added, the flat-six blew 
violently apart. A supercharged Miller engine 
was briefly considered, before a Chrysler  
Hemi was selected, bored out to 353ci and 
fitted with a special Herbert roller-tappet  
high-lift cam and Hilborn-Travers fuel 
injection. A 108-inch wheelbase, tubular-
framed chassis, intended for a sports car, was 
the platform. The FirePower Hemi was 
mounted behind the driver. 

As the clock ticked down, marathon work on 
the radical car intensified. But the body pieces 
weren’t delivered until a few days into Speed 
Week itself. HRM’s memorable cover showed 
Herbert, sitting in his wheelchair, welding up 
the roll bar. He’d enlisted the aid of the 
experienced Chrisman & Sons Garage, in 
Compton, CA, and rotating shifts of friends. 
Chet was so tired after days of continuous 
work that he asked to be belted into his 
wheelchair to keep from falling out.

The exhausted Herbert team drove 700 
miles overnight to Bonneville. In its first three 
runs, driven by George Bentley, the sleek 
number 666 Herbert Cams Special successively 
ran 182mph, 197mph and 211mph. When 
Bentley missed a shift and destroyed the clutch, 
Herbert’s unorthodox solution was to weld the 
clutch solid for direct drive. Two push cars 
were needed to get the ’liner up to speed. 

On the second day, when George Bentley 
failed to arrive, the redoubtable Art Chrisman 
took over. He ran 219mph and couldn’t stop. 
The engine was dieselling after the magneto 
was switched off. The valves had been literally 
sucked into the cylinder heads, and there were 
no spares. Miraculously, a man who worked  
at the local Chrysler dealership stopped to 
admire the race car, and when he learned of  

ABOVE AND  
TOP RIGHT  
A succession  
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salt like the Devil 
was chasing them.
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Bob Summers 
with Goldenrod, 
their streamliner 
that set long-
standing records 
in the 1960s.
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the problem, as Chrisman recalled: “Before  
we knew it, we had more valves than we  
knew what to do with.” 

Back in action, Chrisman achieved a 
remarkable 235.99mph average, and became 
the fifth member of the highly respected 200 
MPH Club. For a brief time, Beast III was the 
fastest single-engine car in America. During 
that memorable 1953 Speed Week, Chet Herbert 
and four other hot rod teams set multiple 
International, World and American Speed 
Records. Writing in Hot Rod Magazine, editor 
Wally Parks noted: “Back-yard boys have 
accomplished what it took industry to do in 
other countries (using)... American production 
automobile engines.” Not to be outdone, 
Britons George Eyston and Donald Healey 
piloted a radically streamlined Austin-Healey 
roadster to a 3100-mile endurance record.

Over the next few years, speeds grew 
dramatically. It seemed no barrier was too  
high. Mickey Thompson, who’d eventually set 
more than 265 speed records, built his four-
Pontiac-engined Challenger I. He eventually 
topped 400mph in 1960, the first American  
to do so. That’s when several competitors 
believed that sheer horsepower combined with 
a slippery shape was needed to capture the 
ultimate Land Speed Record. They turned  
first to piston-powered aircraft engines, then  
to jet-propelled cars. 

Noted racers such as Art Arfons with his 
17-stage J79 jet-powered Green Monster, 
Walter Arfons and Tom Green with the 
Goodyear Tire-sponsored Wingfoot Express, 
Dr Nathan Ostich with his GE J47 turbojet-
powered Flying Caduceus, and Craig Breedlove 
with his Spirit of America vied for records. In 
1965, driving his Sonic 1, Breedlove raised the 
Land Speed Record to 600mph. In addition  
to the traditional wheel-driven categories, a 
further category designed for all thrust-
powered vehicles was eventually established. 
Gary Gabelich’s wingless jet car, The Blue 
Flame, set the world record at 622.407mph in 
the mile and 630.388mph in the kilometre, 
with a top speed of 627mph. But the piston-
engine crowd felt (and still feel) that using a jet 
engine is somehow not cricket. 

Bonneville’s long history is replete with tales 
of homespun ingenuity. Here’s one of them:  
Al Teague retired his 260mph-plus ’32 Ford 
Sadd, Teague & Bentley roadster in 1975, and 
he began work on an even more ambitious 
project; a single-engine streamliner that would 
break the Land Speed Record. Lacking a high-
budget shop, Teague built the ’liner’s tubular 
frame in his mother’s garage. To keep the 
silhouette as small and slippery as possible,  413
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he moulded a slender shape out of composite 
material, which was based on a Norton-
powered motorcycle streamliner owned by 
Dennis Manning. Teague’s race car began in 
1976, as a torsion-bar-suspended, open-
wheeled lakester. Its rear-mounted blown 
Chrysler V8 was hooked to a Weisman four-
speed transaxle, a unit developed for the all-
conquering Ford GT40 Mark IVs at Le Mans.

Even with exposed wheels, Teague’s new 
contraption covered a measured mile at 
260mph in ’76. Al had always admired Frank 
Lockhart’s beautifully streamlined Daytona 
Beach racer, and to improve his car’s 
aerodynamics he envisioned slick wheel ‘pants’ 
not unlike those on Lockhart’s ill-fated 1927 
Miller-powered Stutz Blackhawk. Through the 
late 1970s, coping with poor salt conditions 
and infrequent Bonneville meets, Teague and 
his loyal crew struggled with turbocharger 
problems before reverting back to a crank-
driven, GMC 6-71 positive-displacement 
supercharger. Resembling a long, wingless 
rocket suspended between four narrow wheels, 
the car’s best speed was 308mph in 1981. 

Salt conditions deteriorated, and Bonneville 
was rained out in 1982 and 1983, giving Teague 
time to think about how to minimise his car’s 
frontal area and lower its drag coefficient.  
He wanted the “aerodynamics of an arrow”, 
which meant he had to do more than enclose 
the wheels. Although the SCTA’s rulebook 
specified that a ‘car’ had to have four wheels, 
Al’s close scrutiny of the regulations led him  
to think it wouldn’t matter how the wheels 
were configured, as long as there were four of 
them. Teague arranged the front wheels with 
one positioned just behind the other, so they’d 
fit inside the fuselage of the car’s narrow, 
23-inch-wide body. In 1984, still working out 
bugs, Teague turned 268mph; the following 
year, he topped 353mph. Things were looking 
up, but the rear wheels were still exposed. An 
obvious next step was to enclose them under  
a reworked rear section.

In 1987, now running an aluminium, Keith 
Black 392ci blown Hemi, Teague ran 360mph 
but was plagued with tyre troubles. It seems 
the tortured rubber blistered and the treads 
peeled when 1800bhp-plus tried for traction 
and speeds closed in on 400mph. In 1990, 
Teague topped 400mph for the first time. The 
record, held by Bill and Bob Summers’  
needle-shaped Goldenrod, with a quartet of 
normally aspirated Chrysler Hemi V8s, was  
a 409.277mph top speed in the mile and 
409.685mph in the kilometre, figures that had 
held since the records were set back in 1965.

On August 21, 1991, its single engine 
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crackling with power, Teague’s Speedomotive 
Streamliner blew through the timing lights one 
way at 425.230mph, with a trap speed that was 
recorded at 432mph. His back-up run, of 
394mph, resulted in a record two-way average 
of 409.978mph. His speed for the flying 
kilometre was 425.050mph, an FIA Category 
A1, Group I, Class II record, for a supercharged, 
single-engine, wheel-driven car. He’d narrowly 
beat the famed Summers brothers’ top speed. 

Louise Noeth’s best-selling book Bonneville 
Salt Flats remains the definitive work on  
SCTA racing. She wrote: “When he (Teague) 
fires up the car, everyone stops, watches, and 
listens. The throaty, harmonious song of 
controlled explosions trails behind the car for 
five miles and remains audible at the starting 
line long after Teague has turned off the 
supercharged engine, popped the parachutes 
and disappeared over the horizon. People 
shake their heads in awe.

“The hot rodders couldn’t have asked for a 
better, albeit reluctant hero in Teague,” Noeth 
continued. “Not only was he self-deprecating 
when it came to his accomplishments, but he 
was also a humble statesman for the sport, a 
veritable poster boy of American know-how. 
Teague is to salt racing what Jimmy Stewart 
was to acting, or what George Gershwin was to 
music – simply put, inspiring.”

Besides ingenuity, sportsmanship abounds 
at Bonneville. People help one another with 
tools, parts and advice, because that’s always 
been the spirit of the racers. While there are 
some major and minor sponsors, and even 
occasional efforts by big automakers such as 
General Motors, Bonneville remains essentially 
an amateur endeavour. There are hundreds of 
cars in dozens of classes, but the really fast 
machines garner everyone’s attention. Here  
are a few notables...

The sleek Flatfire streamliner, built by Ron 
Main nearly 20 years ago, became the world’s 
fastest Ford/Mercury flathead-powered car,  
at 301mph. “I consider that to be the Land 
Speed Record for a flathead,” said Main.  
“Most people may find it hard to believe  
that the pay-off is nothing more than a tiny 
piece of paper with a few numbers printed  
on it, but for me it represents a lifetime 
achievement, and without my dedicated crew  
it never would have happened.”

Dallas oilman and all-round great guy 
Charlie Nearburg named his Spirit of Rett 
streamliner for his late son. Nearburg’s 
414.4mph average in 2010 broke the single-
engine, unblown-car record held by the 
Summers brothers’ Goldenrod. Perennial 
Bonneville competitor George Poteet’s latest 

car, the supercharged, piston-engine Speed 
Demon built by Ron Main, topped 480mph  
in 2020, and the imperturbable racer from 
Memphis, Tennessee is closing in on 500mph.

There are plenty of great stories at slightly 
lower speeds, too. After competing for several 
years and learning the ropes, two lifelong  
East Coast friends, Robin Dripps and Rob 
Gibby, built a ’32 Ford street roadster and  
hit nearly 200mph with it. Then they built  
a street-legal, road-going version of their  
race car, just for kicks. 

Well known Beverly Hills car enthusiast  
and Petersen Automotive Museum founding 
chairman Bruce Meyer made the coveted 200 
MPH Club, first in a borrowed Chevrolet 
Camaro and then in a ’32 Ford roadster as well.

“You can’t overlook the importance of the 
dry lakes and Bonneville in hot rodding,” Bruce 
insists. “It’s lunar, it’s the most magical place, like 
none other on earth. Just the name Bonneville 
is special. From Reid-Railton to John Cobb, 
everything rotates around Bonneville. It was 
always on my bucket list. I was just enamoured 
with it, but I didn’t realise how hard it was to do.

“My friend Jack Rogers asked if I wanted to 
drive his Camaro. First you have to be licenced 
at various levels. You could be Parnelli Jones, 
but you can’t compete there without a licence. 
I licenced myself at the required speed levels in 
Jack’s car, and then I looked at Bonneville like 
you’d look at the rodeo. Everybody goes to see 
the bull riders. You watch the barrel racers and 
the calf ropers, but the bull riders are the thing. 
At Bonneville, it’s the roadsters. I thought it 
would really be cool to drive a roadster.

“I bought the Pierson Brothers Coupe from 
Tom Bryant, right when it was cooling off after 
a 200mph run. When you get something that 
goes straight down the road, you just keep 
adding power, and adding power, and going 
faster. At Bonneville, everything gets recycled.  
I found this ’32 Ford roadster that had done  
well, but it was old tech, it had a wet-sump 
engine, no air-shifter and it needed to be 
brought up to date. I had Mike Cook, the big 
Bonneville guy, rebuild it. I’ll tell you, that drive, 
that five miles flat-out, is unlike any other 
motoring experience ever. And getting in the 
200 MPH Club was wonderful. I was just in 
tears. There are guys who spend their whole 
lives trying to get in it. It’s a pretty exclusive 
group. These Bonneville guys play hard. It’s not 
easy, and it was a really big thing for me.”

Year after year, hundreds of talented amateur 
racers return to Bonneville. Speed Week in 
August is the biggest event, with over 500 
competitors. Around 200 racers come in October 
for the World Finals, and there is a smaller 
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Like many enthusiasts, I always wanted to go 
to Bonneville. It’s been on my ‘life list’ since  
I was in high school. But I just never went… 
Luckily, the GM High Performance division 
and the So-Cal Speed Shop struck up a racing 
partnership a few years ago. That’s what made 
it possible. (The late) Pete Chapouris and his 
talented So-Cal crew, led by the irrepressible 
Jimmy ‘Shine’ Falschlehner, carefully rebuilt 
a veteran ’34 Ford roadster co-owned by 
Floridian Todd Haas and his uncle David, a 
radiologist from Las Vegas. The So-Cal boys 
yanked the Chevy V8 and installed a GM 
DOHC Eco-Tec four-cylinder turbo with some 
650bhp, thanks to some 23 pounds of boost. 
The goal was simple: drive the Class G, blown- 
fuel roadster, in street-legal trim, from the 
So-Cal shop in Pomona 600 miles to the salt 
flats, and set a record over 200mph so Todd 
could get a coveted Two-Club cap. Then 
they’d drive the car back to Pomona. 

They wanted to express the standard ‘Chevy- 
in-a-Ford’ combo a little differently. Playing 
to the Fast & Furious crowd, it was a chance 
to prove that these little engines could haul 
the mail… but in a traditional, street-driven 
roadster. I was sceptical, yet when they said  
I could have a drive of the roadster en route, 
and maybe even a pass at the salt, I was in.

Serious hot rodders did the LA-Wendover-
and-back boogie all the time in the 1950s. 
They had to… most of the original roadsters 
were dual-purpose cars. Guys ran ’em on the 
street and at the lakes, and when Bonneville 
came into play in ’49, the tradition continued 
for a short time. Early hot rod history is 
replete with great street and show roadsters 
that turned 140mph-plus at the lakes or 
Bonneville and were then run on the street. 
Dick Flint’s ’29, Bill Niekamp’s ’29 and Jim 
Khougaz’ ’32 were three, and they all earned 
SCTA timing tags to prove it. But soon it was 
impossible to set a record in a street-driven 
car, unless it was in the street roadster class. 
Driving a roadster to Bonneville and turning 
200mph has been done before. Yet no one 
had done it in this class, with an American-
built four-cylinder. At least, not until now.

I caught up with the So-Cal team in Las 
Vegas, early in October. We were on the road 
at 4am, following Todd Haas, who alternated 
en route with his uncle David and his uncle 
Tom, an enthusiastic Michigander who crewed 
for the Haas Racing Team. We headed due 
north with Bonneville in our sights. The plan 
was to get there, substitute an ice tank for the 
radiator, delete non-essentials such as front 
lights, change the fuel system over to methanol, 
and add race wheels and tyres, a new snorkel 
and a few other racing bits. Then they’d clear 
Tech, and Todd would have a go.

A few hours from Vegas, we were stopped by 
a Nevada Sheriff’s patrol car. The officer, who 
must have been bored way out in the desert at 
6am, carefully scrutinised the race car. He was 

quietly insistent. “I don’t know exactly what’s 
illegal on this car,” he growled, “but I’m sure 
there’s something. Put it in the trailer.”

We complied, but only until the next county. 
Then the ’34 was rolled out, Todd climbed in 
and our convoy was again on its way. When 
it was my turn. I crawled in and was helped 
with the safety harness. Peering above the 
low windscreen, with an unfamiliar shifter 
and fast steering, I could fantasise that a 
high-speed run was seconds away. But reality 
was quick in coming. I stalled it several times 
because I was supposed to start in gear and 
then roll forward as the engine caught. After 
a few embarrassing moments, I fired it up, 
carefully slipped the clutch and raced ahead 
of the convoy. The temptation to hit three- 
figure speeds was there, but I was mindful  
of my fragile licence, and I respected the fact 
that the ’34 had to be in shape to run that 
afternoon. The roadster was eager to go, 
despite lowered boost and a serious detuning 
for pump gasoline. It felt like sitting inside  
a snare drum, but it was exhilarating.

Once we got to Wendover, it took Jimmy, 
Todd and Tom less than two hours to prep 
the car. This roadster had set a 193.231mph 
record on the flats in August, so the SCTA tech 
inspectors wanted very few changes. Todd was 
pushed away from the starting line by a Chevy 
SSR pick-up; at about 50mph, the roar of the 
Eco-Tec engine hit a new high pitch and he 
accelerated like a madman. His first mile 
was 208mph, then 209mph for the second, 
209mph again, and then 204mph. We headed 
for the end of the four-mile course, where a 
very happy Todd stood. He was excited to the 
point of tears. “The car felt great; I thought 
I’d just go for it,” he exclaimed. His father 
had passed away the previous year. Todd 
looked heavenward, raised his arm and  
said softly: “How’d y’like that, Dad?”

Unfortunately, two valves had burnt up, 
and a rebuild was necessary. The crew was 
prepared, and out came the spare engine for 
a fast replacement. Friday morning, Todd set 
a new class record with a two-way average of 
210.881mph. I was unable to stay, but that 
only whetted my appetite to return. Watching 
real hot rods hit torrid speeds, with all 
manner of rolling ingenuity on display, in  
a perfect setting, you understand why guys 
get ‘salt fever’. And I certainly got it. 
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motorcycle-racing meet, too. Some families, 
such as Don Ferguson and his son Don Jr, have 
been competing for three generations. In 2018, 
racing legend Mickey Thompson’s son Danny 
set a 448.797mph record in a car his late father 
built 50 years ago. Now with 5000bhp, the all-
wheel-drive, twin-Hemi V8-powered Challenger 
2 has twice the horsepower it did when Mickey 
first built it. “It’s the car’s 50th anniversary,” 
Thompson said, “and the whole crew pulled 
together to get the record, so I feel like I’ve 
finally put the streamliner’s business to rest.” 

At Bonneville, the annual vagaries of 
unpredictable winds and weather, and the 
practicality of ongoing salt regeneration, mean 
the racing season is relatively short. That forces 
competitors to focus intently, because the salt 
surface can change with one Rocky Mountain 
rainstorm. Some years, they haven’t been able to 
race at all. Every year, a course must be laid out, 
the surface dragged and shaped, and miles of 
wiring put in place before competition can ensue.

The fundamental challenge of the salt flats 
involves balancing environmental-preservation 
concerns with industrial potash mining. The 
latter goes on adjacent to the course, and that 
affects the racers’ ability to have a smooth 
section they can compete on for a few weeks 
annually. The salt surface was more than a  
foot thick in the 1940s – it’s only inches thick 
now. Thankfully, the US Bureau of Land 
Management and the State of Utah have begun 
a programme where millions of gallons of 
excess brine are returned to the area to help 
maintain the thickness of the salt and fill 
sections where the crust has been diminished.

Russ Deane, president of the Save the Salt 
Coalition, has said: “It’s iconic. It’s our history. 
It’s our homes. It’s a bucket-list visit for millions 
of people across the world. It’s more than a 
place. It’s a mystical phenomenon. It cannot be 
replaced. But it can be protected.” 

The future of the Bonneville Salt Flats as  
a racecourse depends on federal, state and 
local governments, on the Bureau of Land 
Management and on the potash mining 
companies. But no one has a bigger stake in the 
matter than the generations of racers, who 
return year after year, to drive as fast as they 
can, perhaps set a record, and maybe, just 
maybe, make the coveted Two-Club. Their 
dedication to this barren strip of salt-covered 
mud is as boundless as the salt flats themselves. 
With the renewed focus on the challenge of 
preserving the salt, it won’t be easy, but I 
predict they’ll be racing at Bonneville for years 
to come. If you think you’re a car enthusiast, 
and you’ve never been to Bonneville, you’ve 
got to go. I’ll see you there.

A PILGRIMAGE TO BONNEVILLE…


