Daytona, USA

The firm sands at Daytona Beach, on Florida’s Atlantic coast, were first used for automotive speed events in 1903. The fastest vehicle ever to run at the venue was Sir Malcolm Campbell’s car Bluebird, which reached 276.71mph in 1935, the last year before annual speed trials moved to the bigger Bonneville Salt Flats venue. Stock car racing took over on the beach, on a 3.2-mile course. It was basically two long straights, one on the shore itself and one on a surfaced road, with hairpin bends joining them at each end. 

The first 200-mile motorcycle race was staged in 1937 and four more meetings held before racing was curtailed by World war Two. The Daytona 200 was revived in 1947 and in the following year a new 4.1 mile beach course was adopted because the city of Daytona Beach was expanding so rapidly.

Car racing promoter Bill France, founder of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR), was behind the creation of a purpose-built circuit laid out inland from Daytona Beach, adjacent to the airport.

Finished in 1959, Daytona International Speedway features a 2.5 tri-oval, with turns steeply banked at 31 degrees, used for the annual NASCAR Daytona 500 car event. There is also a flat, twisty infield section that forms part of the lap for motorcycle races.

From 1954, the Daytona 200 was the season’s first road racing event of the American Motorcyclist Association (AMA) Grand National championships. For many years overhead valve machines were limited to 500cc, while side-valve V-twins campaigned into the Sixties by Harley-Davidson were allowed to be of 750cc.

In 1970 a new formula was adopted, allowing any engine of 750cc, provided it was based on that of a production motorcycle.

Since the mid-Eighties, racing for historic motorcycles has been held in the week preceding the Daytona 200 main event. Like the Isle of Man TT, Florida’s ‘Bike Week’ in early March attracts thousands of motorcyclists, although nowadays most go to enjoy the general festivities rather than to watch racing at the Speedway.

British motorcycle victories in the Daytona 200 race

1941 500cc Norton (rider, Billy Mathews, Canada)

1949 500c Norton (Dick Klamfoth, USA)

1950 500c Norton (Mathews)

1951 500cc Norton (Klamfoth)

1952 500cc Norton (Klamfoth)

1954 500cc BSA (Bobby Hill, USA)

1962 500c Triumph (Don Burnett, USA)

1966 500cc Triumph (Buddy Elmore, USA)

1967 500cc Triumph (Gary Nixon, USA)

1971 750cc BSA (Dick Mann, USA)

