
American Thunder: The Furious History 

of American Drag Racing

Introduction

Drag racing, a uniquely American sport, has captivated 

audiences for decades with its raw power, adrenaline-

fueled action, and the roar of engines that shake the 

ground. From the early days of backyard races on dirt 

tracks  to  the  modern  era  of  purpose-built  dragsters 

reaching speeds of over 300 miles per hour, drag racing 

has  evolved  into  a  global  phenomenon,  leaving  an 

indelible  mark  on  American  culture  and  the 

automotive industry.

In this comprehensive exploration of the world of drag 

racing,  we  will  delve  into  the  history,  technology, 

personalities, and controversies that have shaped this 

exhilarating  sport.  From  the  pioneers  who  laid  the 
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foundation  to  the  legends  who  pushed  the  limits  of 

speed,  we  will  uncover  the  stories  of  the  men  and 

women who have made drag racing what it is today.

We will examine the engineering marvels that power 

these  dragsters,  from  the  sleek  and  aerodynamic 

designs  to  the  cutting-edge  engines  that  generate 

incredible horsepower. We will also explore the tracks 

where these races take place, from the legendary strips 

that have hosted iconic events to the modern facilities 

that  provide  a  safe  and  controlled  environment  for 

drag racing.

But drag racing is more than just a sport; it is a culture. 

We  will  delve  into  the  unique  subculture  of  drag 

racing,  exploring the community of  racers,  fans,  and 

enthusiasts  who  share  a  passion  for  speed  and 

adrenaline.  We  will  also  examine  the  controversies 

that  have  surrounded  drag  racing,  from  safety 

concerns to environmental impact, and the legal battles 

that have shaped its history.
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As we journey through the world of  drag racing,  we 

will discover the enduring legacy of this sport and its 

impact  on  American  culture.  From  its  humble 

beginnings  to  its  current  status  as  a  global 

phenomenon, drag racing has left an indelible mark on 

the automotive industry, education, and entertainment. 

Whether you are a lifelong fan or new to the sport, this 

book will offer a comprehensive and engaging look into 

the world of American thunder.
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Book Description

In  the  heart-pounding  world  of  drag  racing,  where 

speed  and  adrenaline  reign  supreme,  American 

Thunder: The Furious History of American Drag Racing 

takes  you  on  an  exhilarating  journey  through  the 

evolution  of  this  captivating  sport.  From  its  humble 

beginnings on dirt tracks to the modern era of purpose-

built  dragsters,  this  book  delves  into  the  history, 

technology, personalities, and controversies that have 

shaped drag racing into the spectacle it is today.

With vivid storytelling and in-depth analysis, American 

Thunder captures the essence of drag racing's allure. 

You'll meet the pioneers who laid the foundation, from 

the early hot rod enthusiasts to the legendary drivers 

who  pushed  the  limits  of  speed.  You'll  explore  the 

engineering marvels that power these dragsters, from 

the sleek and aerodynamic designs to the cutting-edge 

engines that generate incredible horsepower.
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But drag racing is more than just a sport; it is a culture. 

American  Thunder  takes  you  inside  the  unique 

subculture of drag racing, exploring the community of 

racers, fans, and enthusiasts who share a passion for 

speed and adrenaline. You'll learn about the rivalries, 

the  camaraderie,  and  the  lifestyle  that  make  drag 

racing so much more than just a race.

This book also delves into the controversies that have 

surrounded  drag  racing,  from  safety  concerns  to 

environmental impact, and the legal battles that have 

shaped its history. You'll gain a deeper understanding 

of  the  challenges  and triumphs that  drag  racing  has 

faced over the years, and the resilience of the sport and 

its passionate community.

Whether  you're  a  lifelong  fan  or  new  to  the  sport, 

American  Thunder  offers  a  comprehensive  and 

engaging look into the world of American drag racing. 

With its captivating stories, stunning photography, and 

in-depth analysis, this book is a must-read for anyone 
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who wants to experience the thrill of drag racing and 

understand its enduring legacy.
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Chapter 1:  Ignition:  The Birth of  Drag 

Racing

The  Roaring  Twenties:  The  Early  Days  of 

Speed

The Roaring Twenties was a time of great change and 

innovation  in  America.  The  country  was  emerging 

from the First  World War,  and there was a sense of 

optimism and excitement in the air.  This period also 

saw the rise of the automobile, and with it, the birth of 

drag racing.

Early  drag  races  were  often  held  on  dirt  tracks  or 

makeshift courses. Racers would line up their cars side 

by side, and the first one to cross the finish line would 

win.  These  races  were  often  dangerous  and 

unpredictable, but they were also incredibly exciting.

One of the most famous early drag races was held in 

1926 on Muroc Dry Lake in California.  The race was 
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organized by a group of  local  car enthusiasts,  and it 

attracted a large crowd of spectators. The race was won 

by  a  Ford  Model  T  driven by  a  man named Barney 

Oldfield.

Oldfield was one of the most famous race car drivers of 

his time. He was known for his daring stunts and his 

ability  to  drive  at  high  speeds.  Oldfield's  victory  at 

Muroc Dry Lake helped to popularize drag racing, and 

it soon became a popular sport across the United States.

In the early days of drag racing, there were few rules 

and regulations. Racers were free to modify their cars 

in any way they wanted, and there were no limits on 

the size or power of the engines. This led to some very 

fast and dangerous races.

As  drag  racing  became  more  popular,  it  began  to 

attract  the  attention  of  the  authorities.  In  1931,  the 

American Automobile Association (AAA) banned drag 

racing on its tracks. This forced drag racers to find new 
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places  to  race,  and  they  often  turned  to  abandoned 

airstrips and empty parking lots.

Despite  the  ban,  drag  racing  continued  to  grow  in 

popularity.  In  the  1940s,  a  new  generation  of  drag 

racers emerged. These racers were more organized and 

professional than their predecessors, and they helped 

to establish drag racing as a legitimate sport.
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Chapter 1:  Ignition:  The Birth of  Drag 

Racing

The Post-War Era: A New Breed of Racers

As World War II  drew to a close,  a new era of drag 

racing  emerged,  fueled  by  the  influx  of  returning 

servicemen  with  a  taste  for  speed  and  adrenaline. 

These  young  men,  many  of  whom  had  honed  their 

mechanical skills during the war, brought with them a 

wealth  of  knowledge  and  experience  that  would 

forever change the face of drag racing.

One of  the most  significant  developments  of  this  era 

was the rise of the purpose-built dragster. Prior to the 

war, most drag races were held on dirt tracks, and cars 

were  often  modified  street  vehicles.  However,  the 

servicemen who returned from the war had access to 

surplus  aircraft  engines  and  other  high-performance 

parts,  which  they  used  to  build  lightweight  and 

aerodynamic dragsters specifically designed for speed.
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Another  key  factor  in  the  evolution  of  drag  racing 

during  this  period  was  the  establishment  of  the 

National Hot Rod Association (NHRA). Founded in 1949, 

the  NHRA  standardized  the  rules  and  regulations  of 

drag racing, making it a more organized and legitimate 

sport.  The NHRA also began to sanction races,  which 

helped to attract larger crowds and sponsors.

With  the  increased  popularity  of  drag  racing,  new 

tracks began to open across the country. These tracks 

were typically longer and wider than the dirt tracks of 

the pre-war era, allowing for faster speeds and more 

exciting  races.  The  tracks  also  featured  grandstands, 

concessions, and other amenities that made them more 

fan-friendly.

The post-war era also saw the emergence of some of 

drag racing's most iconic drivers. These men, known as 

the  "gentlemen  racers,"  were  known  for  their  skill, 

bravery, and sportsmanship. Some of the most famous 
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gentlemen racers include Don Garlits, "Big Daddy" Don 

Garlits, and Shirley Muldowney.

The post-war era was a time of great innovation and 

excitement in drag racing. The new breed of racers, the 

purpose-built dragsters, the NHRA, and the new tracks 

all  contributed  to  the  growth  and  popularity  of  the 

sport. By the end of the 1950s, drag racing had become 

a  major  American  pastime,  and  it  has  continued  to 

grow in popularity ever since.
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Chapter 1:  Ignition:  The Birth of  Drag 

Racing

The  Drag  Strip  Revolution:  Santa  Ana  and 

Beyond

Originally, drag races were held on public roads, often 

closed off for the occasion. However, as the sport grew 

in  popularity,  the  need  for  dedicated  drag  strips 

became  evident.  The  first  permanent  drag  strip  was 

Great  Lakes  Dragaway  in  Union  Grove,  Wisconsin, 

which opened in 1955. Shortly after, in 1956, the Santa 

Ana Drags strip was established in California, marking 

a pivotal moment in the history of drag racing.

The Santa Ana Drags strip quickly gained a reputation 

as a premier drag racing venue. It attracted top racers 

from across the country, eager to compete on its well-

prepared surface. The strip also became a popular spot 

for spectators,  who flocked to witness the high-speed 
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action and the unique atmosphere of the drag racing 

community.

The success of the Santa Ana Drags strip inspired the 

construction of other permanent drag strips across the 

United States. These purpose-built facilities provided a 

safe  and  controlled  environment  for  drag  racing, 

helping to  legitimize the sport  and attract  a  broader 

audience.  Drag  strips  also  became  centers  of  social 

activity, where racers and fans could gather to share 

their passion for speed and camaraderie.

The drag strip revolution had a profound impact on the 

sport. It helped to standardize the rules and regulations 

of  drag racing,  making it  more accessible to a wider 

range of competitors. It also led to the development of 

new technologies and innovations, as racers sought to 

gain an edge on their rivals.

The Santa Ana Drags strip closed in 1972, but its legacy 

lives  on.  It  paved  the  way  for  the  growth  and 

popularity  of  drag  racing,  and  it  remains  an  iconic 
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symbol of the sport's early days. Drag strips continue to 

be  the  heart  of  drag  racing,  providing  a  venue  for 

competition, entertainment, and community.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 
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