
The Savannah Auto Races 1908-1911: A
Historic Chronicle of Speed and Innovation
The Savannah Auto Races, held from 1908 to 1911, hold a significant place
in the annals of motorsports. These races, conducted on a road course
through the streets of Savannah, Georgia, witnessed groundbreaking
technological advancements, thrilling rivalries, and a pioneering spirit that
shaped the future of automobile racing.

The Genesis of the Races

The inaugural Savannah Auto Races in 1908 were the brainchild of William
B. Hilliard, a local businessman who envisioned the event as a way to
promote tourism and the city's automotive industry. The races were met
with enthusiasm, drawing drivers and spectators from across the country.
The success of the first race led to the establishment of three more events
in subsequent years, solidifying Savannah's reputation as a hub of
automobile racing.
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The Savannah Road Course

The Savannah Auto Races took place on a 27-mile road course that
traversed the city's streets, passing landmarks such as Forsyth Park and
the Owens-Thomas House. The course featured a mix of straightaways,
curves, and cobblestone sections, posing a unique challenge to drivers.
The unforgiving nature of the course demanded both speed and technical
skill, making it one of the most formidable in the early days of motorsports.
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The Cars and Drivers

The Savannah Auto Races attracted a diverse field of cars and drivers.
Early entrants included stock automobiles, modified touring cars, and
custom-built racing machines. As the races gained prominence,
manufacturers such as Fiat, Benz, and Packard entered factory-backed
teams with purpose-built racing cars. Notable drivers of the era, including
Barney Oldfield, Louis Chevrolet, and Ralph DePalma, showcased their
talents on the Savannah road course.

Technological Advancements

The Savannah Auto Races served as a testing ground for cutting-edge
technological advancements. Drivers experimenting with different engine
configurations, suspension systems, and aerodynamic modifications
pushed the boundaries of automotive engineering. The races contributed
significantly to the development of high-performance engines, lightweight
chassis, and improved braking systems that would later become
commonplace in motorsports.

Rivalries and Competition

The Savannah Auto Races were characterized by intense rivalries and
fierce competition. Drivers vied for glory on the unforgiving road course,
often engaging in close battles that came down to the final lap. Louis
Chevrolet, with his daring driving style and impressive record, emerged as
one of the most successful drivers of the era. However, Barney Oldfield,
known as the "Master of Speed," also had a strong track record, winning
the inaugural race in 1908.



Spectator Enthusiasm

The Savannah Auto Races drew massive crowds of spectators eager to
witness the thrill of high-speed automobile racing. The races were a social
event, with spectators lining the streets to cheer on their favorite drivers.
The atmosphere was electric, with the roar of engines and the smell of
gasoline filling the air. Savannah's hotels and restaurants enjoyed a surge
in business during the race weekends, further contributing to the city's
economy.

Legacy and Impact

The Savannah Auto Races, although held for only four years, left an
indelible mark on the history of motorsports. They showcased the ingenuity
and daring of early automobile manufacturers and drivers, and helped to
popularize automobile racing as a spectator sport. The races' technological
advancements laid the foundation for future developments in the
automotive industry, and their competitive spirit continues to inspire
generations of racers.

The Savannah Auto Races 1908-1911 were a pivotal chapter in the
evolution of motorsports. They provided a stage for drivers to test their
skills and for engineers to innovate. The races' legacy extends beyond the
finish line, shaping the development of automobiles and the passion for
speed that continues to drive the sport today.
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