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When Gentlemen First Started Their Engines

100 Years Ago, the Vanderbilt Cup Race Ignited a Passion for Motor Sports

By NICK KURCZEWSKI

N Oct, 8, 1904, Willlam K. Vanderbilt Jr. turned 30 miles of public
roads, mostly in Nassmu County with a few miles in Queens, into a
racecourse so that he and his tycoon friends could play with their new

toys called automobiles. The Vanderbilt Cup, contested annually, quickly be-

turnpike, then south on North Broadway through Hicksville and then west on
Hempstead Turnpike. In 1804, the racers would have continued into Queens,
but today the drivers will make a slight detour onto Plainfield Avenue in Flo-
ral Park, then back to Jericho Turnpike and the finish line.

As part of the celebration, 200 ¥ehicles will be on display at the Suffolk
County Vanderbiit Museum in Ceaterport, which is housed in the mansion
that Vanderbilt used initially as Ms summer home. One of the stars will un-

came America’s most prestigious auto race, drawing an inter field
and crowds of 300,000,

A few years later, Vanderbilt even built his own road through Nassau
and Suffolk to indulge his passion for the automobile.

To celebrate the 100th anniversary of the race and Vanderbilt's contri-
butions to American motor sports, 50 vintage cars will cover much of the
1804 racecourse, which began and ended in Old Westbury. Starting at 10 a.m.
today at Jericho Turnpike and Hitchcack Lane, the cars will head east on the

btedly be a 1804 Pope-Toledo, & veteran of the first race.
“The Vanderbilt Cup,” a Brondway play hugely popular during the
race's heyday, will be presented 8t | p.m. and 3 p.m. and then at 10 am. on
subsequent Sundays through November.

The celebration is a reminder that American motor sports got its unlike-
Iy start on Long Island. “The Vanderbilt Cup was the first major auto event
in the U.S," said Donald Davidson, the historian at the Indianapolis Motor
Speedway Hall of Fame Museum. *T here was nothing even close”

To put Vanderbilt's piomeering efforts in some context, consider that in
1904, the worldwide automoloile industry was in its infancy. Only eight years
earlier, in 1886, Frank and Charles Duryea had assembled 13 two-cylinder
runabouts in Springfield, M'ass., the first time multiple coples of a single
automobile design had been built in the United States. Ransom E. Olds, an-
other pioneer, hod produced his first Oldsmobile in 1887, the first Cadillac
had appeared in 1902, and thie Buick and Ford companies had been incorpo-
rated only n year earlier, in 1,903,

In the first decade of the 20th century, owning a car was a privilege re-
served only for the wealthy, and Vanderbilt certainly gualified. He was a
great-grandson of Cornelius; Vanderbilt, the railroad tycoon. In 1304, Fords
and Cadillacs cost $§750 to $500, and Packards a whopping $3,000. In contrast,
the total annual income for rmany American families was less than $1,000.

Automobiles of the era were difficult to drive and repair, and people who

Continued an Page 10



LIBEL VETIEU W Ul e, O | m— ———



