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T 
his issue of your Racers at Rest 

newsletter brings more good 

news about the Racers at Rest 

project!  Weôre continuing to make 

steady progress towards ensuring that all 

the racers who died in open wheel race 

cars have their final resting places prop-

erly marked. 

 Earlier this summer we placed 

the order for a marker for Billy ñCoal 

Oilò Carlson who has rested for the past 

97 years in Calvary Cemetery in East 

Los Angeles, California.  The marker is 

now in place at ñCoal Oilôsò final rest-

ing place! 

 William Henry Carlson was a 

native of San Diego, the son of a Swed-

ish immigrant father (who went on to 

become the youngest man ever elected 

mayor of San Diego) and a popular 

West Coast racer. 

 Billy came by his nickname 

(Continued on page 2) 

ñCOAL OILò GETS HIS! 

 

Racers At Rest is published 

four times a year and is 

available free of charge as a 

digital newsletter. 

   

To subscribe, send an email 

request to  

racersatrest@gmail.com.  

 

Racers At Rest welcomes 

your comments, articles, 

and photographs.  Send 

submittals, questions or 

comments to racersa-

trest@gmail.com or by post 

to the Editor. 

 

Mike Thompson, Editor 

135 Heatherwoode Blvd. 

Springboro, OH  

45066-1579 

Happy Holidays from Racers at Rest! 
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ñCYCLONEò MARKER PLAC E D !  

Billy ñCoal Oilò Carlson (left) and Curtis ñCycloneò Ross finally have markers 

for their final resting places after waiting 97 years and 63 years respectively. 
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ñCoal Oilò as a result of his debut 

appearance in the 1914 Indianapo-

lis 500.  That year Carlson was 

part of the Maxwell team, a team 

that included Eddie Rickenbacker.  

The Maxwell racers had been de-

signed by Ray Harroun, winner of 

the first 500-mile event,  to run on 

kerosene, or as it was also known, 

coal oil. 

 Carlson started the 1914 

classic in 5th and managed a 9th 

place finish.  Remarkably he made 

just one pit stop during the course 

of his 500 mile adventure and 

used, according to history, just 30 

gallons of kerosene.  Given that 

coal oil was about 6 cents a gallon 

in 1914, Carlsonôs total cost of 

fuel for the 500 was $1.80, surely 

a record that will never be broken. 

 ñCoal Oilò Carlson re-

turned to Indianapolis in May, 

1915 after the Maxwell team had 

switched from kerosene to gaso-

line, and once again Carlson com-

pleted the 200 lap grind to finish 

9th after six-plus hours behind the 

wheel. 

 Billy Carlson met his end 

just five weeks after the 1915 Indi-

anapolis race during an event at 

the Tacoma Speedway near Ta-

coma, Washington, July 4, 1915. 

 The Tacoma track was a 

much feared 2-mile high-banked 

monster built of wood.  Instead of 

having the 2x4 boards placed side 

by side on edge, the builders of the 

Tacoma track had left space be-

tween the boards and into those 

spaces they poured a witchôs brew 

of tar and gravel.  Drivers likened 

racing on the Tacoma boards to 

driving through a meteor storm of 

stones and splinters. 

 Carlson made the decision 

to start the event on worn tires 

believing that they would give him 

better traction and control.  

Thereôs no record as to whether 

his riding mechanic Paul Frantzen, 

a young man just getting his start 

in the racing game, agreed with 

Carlsonôs decision, but thereôs no 

reason to think otherwise. 

 The early stages of the 

race were uneventful for Carlson 

and Frantzen but late in the event, 

with the checkered flag just miles 

away, their mighty Maxwell racer 

blew a tire.  The wheel rim caught 

one of the spaces between the 

boards, Carlson lost control, and 

Carlson, Frantzen, and the Max-

well rocketed off the top of the 

track. 

 Frantzen was killed in-

stantly.  Carlson, though rushed to 

a hospital, died soon after arrival.  

He was just 25 years old. 

 Now, finally, after 97 

years, William Henry ñCoal Oilò 

Carlson has a marker for his final 

resting place thanks to the kind 

generosity of the many supporters 

of the Racers at Rest project. 

  

 Like so many others on 

our list, we know very little about 

the life of Curtis ñCycloneò Ross.  

We do know, thanks to census 
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 Driver Arthur Greiner and riding mechanic Samuel Dickson 

(just barely visible on the other side of the steering wheel) are ready 

to face the 500 mile test that was the 1911 Indianapolis 500, but their 

race would end in an accident just 30 miles into that event. Greiner 

was injured in the crash but Sam Dickson was killed instantly. Dick-

son thus became the Indianapolis 500ôs first fatality.  Samôs final 

resting place in Rosehill Cemetery in Chicago remains unmarked af-

ter more than 100 years 

STILL WAITING...  
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records, that Ross was born May 8, 1905 in 

Hilliard, Ohio, to mother Emma Merchant and 

father Loraid Ross. 

 The area around Columbus, Ohio 

seems to have been home base for Ross for 

most of his adult life.  We also know that he 

spent a considerable period of time in Chicago 

and was likely a part of Andy Granatelliôs Hur-

ricane Hot Rod Association.   Perhaps his con-

nection to the Hurricane group led to Rossôs 

nickname, ñCyclone.ò  We also know that Ross 

won at least one feature while running with an 

African American racing organization and that 

he probably drove a midget on more than one 

occasion. 

 Sadly, we know much more about the 

Cycloneôs death than we do his life. 

 On July 23, 1949 Ross travelled to the 

1/4-mile Playland Park speedway in Council 

Bluffs, Iowa across the Missouri River from 

Omaha, Nebraska for a hot rod race. 

 On the last lap of the last race of the 

day Ross was battling with another driver, Bill 

Flickham (sometimes reported as ñFlincheinò), 

when a third driver, Bill Pettit, tried to pass the 

pair by driving between them.  The gap, if one 

existed, closed and Pettit was the worst for it.  

His car did several quick barrel rolls before 

landing on its wheels.  Pettit, 21 years old, died 

instantly of a broken neck. 

 The Playland Park promoter announced 

that the following weekôs events would be run 

as a benefit for the young widow Pettit left be-

hind. 

(Continued from page 2) 

(Continued on page 4) 

Page 3 
 

SEARCHING FOR  
THE CYCLONE  

 

 After over a decade of hoping to place a marker 

on the grave of Curtis ñCycloneò Ross, actually seeing 

the stone in place is an incredibly moving experience. 

 

  I think back to meeting Columbus racing histo-

rian Mike Gerrapy and hearing there was a black race 

driver buried somewhere in Columbus and sharing his 

feelings that his grave deserved a marker.  That was over 

a decade ago. 

 

 Mike researched it and found the cemetery.  

Racers At Rest board member Steve Estes attempted to 

find the grave, but could only narrow it to a small sec-

tion of Wesley Chapel Cemetery on Columbusô west 

side. 

 

 In the meanwhile, with Mikeôs help I contacted 

libraries in Iowa and chatted with folks at courthouses 

and poured over news clippings of the fatal accidenté

clippings filled with inaccuracies.  And, after a cemetery 

visit, I lay in bed one night and realized that there were 

enough headstones in that section that, with enough 

spikes, string and patience, I should be able to find Cy-

cloneôs grave. 

 

 With orange string strung across a wide area of 

that section Steve had identified, I called a cemetery 

worker to the location.  Looking at the crude records he 

had and at my maze of string, he looked at me and said 

the words I wanted to hear: ñNo doubt.ò 

 

 By now I knew more about Ross than, probably, 

any surviving family members knowéand there are sur-

vivors. 

 

 A grandson now knows the marker is in place.  I 

suspect there is a nephew in Columbus that doesnôt 

know he has a cousin in Chicago, but I do. 

 

 But what I definitely know is Curtis ñCycloneò 

Ross knows he is buried in a properly-marked grave, and 

I know that because I stood beside that stone and told 

him. 

 

    ---Rick Yocum 
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 We will never know 

whether Cyclone Ross returned to 

Playland the following week be-

cause he felt sorry for Pettitôs 

widow, or because he was in-

volved in the fatal accident and he 

felt some sense of guilt for Pettitôs 

death, or simply because he had 

run well at Playland and, as a 

racer, wanted to return to a track 

that had been good for him, but 

July 30, 1949 found Ross back in 

the Playland Park pit area. 

 Questions remain as to 

whether either the July 23 or July 

30 events were sanctioned by the 

Hurricane Hot Rod Association, 

but what is known is that Ross and 

Flickham/Flinchein were once 

again running together on the track 

on July 30, but this time with Ross 

trailing by a bit. 

 At some point in one of 

the races held that day, Rossô car 

ran up the back of the car driven 

by Flickham/Flinchein and was 

launched into a series of end-over-

end tumbles.  Curtis ñCycloneò 

Ross died in the accident.  He was 

44 years of age. 

 Newspaper accounts re-

ported that Pettitôs widow received 

$1,396.75, over $13,500 in todayôs 

money, adjusted for inflation. 

 Two deaths in two weeks 

was more than the community 

could tolerate and, depending on 

which report you believe, either 

the promoter or government au-

thorities canceled all future hot rod 

events at Playland.  At least one of 

the reports had the Nebraska At-

torney General ordering the can-

cellation, a remarkable achieve-

ment if true, since Playland Park 

was in Iowa, beyond the Nebraska 

Attorney Generalôs reach. 

 Other reports record Rossô 

age at death as 32, suggesting that 

Ross might have lied about his 

age.  At 44 Ross was likely 

among the oldest drivers com-

peting. 

 For a very long time we 

knew little more about Curtis 

Rossô life than captured in the 

preceding paragraphs.  We 

knew which cemetery held 

Rossô mortal remains, but old 

cemetery records made it 

unlikely that we would ever be 

able to identify the precise loca-

tion of Rossô grave and therefore 

would not be able to place a 

marker.  Thankfully, that issue has 

been resolved. (See the sidebar on 

Page 3.) 

 In the months since Rossô 

name was added to the Racers at 

Rest list and he was mentioned 

several times in this newsletter, 

Steve Estes, a member of the Rac-

ers at Rest committee, was con-

tacted by Vincent Baker.  His fa-

ther, Carl R. Baker, had passed 

away at 73 in 2012. 

 At his fatherôs services 

Vincent spoke with other family 

members and learned that his 

grandfather had been a race car 

driver who died in a racing acci-

dent.  His name: Curtis Ross. 

 A web search brought 

Vincent to the Racers at Rest web-

site and he was soon in touch with 

Steve Estes. 

 We learned from Vincent 
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(Above) One of Curtis Rossô twin 

sons, Chicago police officer Curtis 

R. Baker, killed in the line of duty 

June 2, 1984. 

(Above) Curtis ñCycloneò Ross works through a corner at Chicagoôs 

Soldier Field during one of Andy Granatelliôs Hurricane Hot Rod Asso-

ciation events in 1948.  Note the absence of any sort of roll-over protec-

tion in the hot rods of that era. 




