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PLASTIC OZONE
DAYDREAM offers the most depth in the
least words to describe particular segments of Americana. No one
piece of man-made hardware has ever had more significance in this
arena than the Corvette. This is the Corvette’s story told without
rules. The more successful of the stories should bring All-American
emotions to the surface like an apple pie thrown in the
face….

 


 


 


 


 


AMERICAN DREAMER IN THE OZONE

 


Let’s just pretend for the moment that this
is my high school theme paper for the topic of “What is a
Corvette?” and my reply to this question is going to be as
amateurish and opinionated as you might well expect. To top that
off, I’m going to fill my garish grammar with allusions to low-life
such as marketing departments and funny furrin’ cars! There are two
notable facts about the author which I feel you should know before
phoning the man with the butterfly net: I have read just about
every Road & Track, Car and Driver and Motor
Trend issue dating from1974 through 1990 and many before and
after that period; and I have, by a conservative estimate, driven
500,000 miles in the past seven years. You may proceed at your own
risk.

 


A fascination with things with wheels and
engines and forward motive power overtook me at an age I cannot
even remember. Packards and Cadillacs sent me on the way of my
passionate obsession. Back in 1962 a big blue Bonnie Convertible
taught me what tops were for and a few years later a Volkswagen
Convertible taught me another lesson; this time it was how
lightweight cars take to tight turns better than big luxury boats.
A little raggedy, I mean ratty, Morris Minor Convertible
showed me what those foreigners could do with a bit of independent
thinking. That thing was as ugly as a post, but its seats and the
way they worked in concert with the suspension was wonderful. By
this time I knew what I had to have. I just knew, from the bottom
of my heart, in the most sentimental of ways, that my first
purchase would be an Austin-Healey Sprite. Here was a true sports
car and it was cheap. Forgive me for my sins, but back in 1963 or
so, the approximate $2000 for a Sprite was the cheap ride! But
anyway I got sidetracked into the ultimate motorcycle fascination
and it happened to be July, 1968, when I went down to my
Austin-Healey dealer, which was in Memphis at that time, to buy my
new Sprite (pant, pant). On the way there I stopped by the Fiat
dealer and bought an 850 Spider instead. Boy was that a momentous
decision of the good variety for me! Since the 850 had debuted only
a year earlier, there was far less to read about it than the
Sprite. That is the power of marketing. The bottom line was that
once I drove the Spider, I saw that its 50 cubic inches and
rear-engine were only minor irritations compared to those emitting
from a beast of horridly primitive design. I had the Spider only
two years. I ran the stink out of it and tried, unsuccessfully,
many times, to get worse than 30 mpg. The little booger just wasn’t
thirsty!

 


The car I almost bought many times was the
only Ford I’ve ever really liked, the ‘64-’66 Mustang. I just never
wanted that beast quite enough to own a Ford. The Mustang had many
tiny flaws in its suitability for my tastes, but one flaw just
killed any ideas I ever had about buying one and really taking it
home. It was a Ford. No, not really, just kidding, etc. I don’t
really have an Anti-Ford Merit Badge either. The problem, from 1964
all the way through 1980, was that when you put the right goodies
onto the Mustang’s price sticker just to make it truly interesting,
the words echo back from the ozone, Sting Ray. Back in those
good old days, $5000 would buy a nice new Corvette. That was
still only one-third the price of a Ferrari. A Corvette has
generally been close to a Ferrari in performance. It has always
been cruder and a bunch less costly. This isn’t horse hockey: a
Ferrari will prance and a Mustang will stampede off in a cloud of
dust, but only the Sting Ray can produce such a high smile factor
while thinning the wallet only a little more than a far less
sporting Mustang.

 


My own crude mental library has in its
catalogs much useless trivia and a lot of it is about Corvettes.
Did you know that every time the smell of burning rubber assaults
the snotty noses of the Car and Driver staff they make a
snide remark about Corvettes and these same snotnoses fight over
who gets to drive the Vette every time one of them can find some
new excuse to test one? The Dino of the early years and even all
the Dino’s descendants consistently get good remarks from all the
magazines about their marvelous (mid-engine) weight distribution.
The testers at Road & Track produced the following
weight distributions: Dino GT4 41/59; Boxer 43/57; 246 41/59; 365
GTC4 51/49; 1970 loaded 454 53/47; 1969 435-hp 50/50; and 1967
300-hp 49/51. To my eyeballs, these are darn interesting figures.
First of all, you can see that if a person does not have to use his
own wallet to drive a Ferrari, then of course the beast howls a
beautiful tune and sticks like the infamous glue. But did you
realize that the Corvette in one of its more decadent forms still
had a front/rear weight distribution very similar to the V-12
front-engine Ferrari of that vintage, and that the highly touted
246 was headed toward the Porsche department in its f/r
distribution? The facts are that, along with the TVR’s, the
positioning of the drivetrain in the Stingray is similar to that in
the 365GTC4, which is basically a touring Daytona. The difference
is that the C has an engine-mounted transmission with the engine
way back in the chassis with a pair of tiny rear seats added. The B
(Daytona) has a transaxle and only two seats. The C is the only
Ferrari of that vintage with that design.

 


The Sting Rays and Stingrays are just cheap,
klunky Ferraris to me. This is the best compliment I can pay them,
particularly when you remember how much driving and reading I have
done. I have only one Corvette, and to be honest with you I have
very little desire to have another. The only cars I have ever seen
or read about that I like as much as the one I have are the 308
GTB/S and (almost) that 365 GTC4, at $30,000 apiece of course. My
car squeaks and groans when you drive it under about 50 mph. At
that speed you have to be in some gear lower than you want to be
and in your boredom, you will swear you can see that gas needle
dropping. It doesn’t seem to complain much at a reasonable speed.
The conversation made by the wind, the exhaust, and the tires
muffles the body’s pot-holed complaints at about 60 mph, and if you
open the secondaries on the 4-bbl., all you can hear is howl.

 


Did I mention the body the Stingray reminds
me of? The 246 has the poured-over-the-wheels look down pat. The
Cobra has the macho-muscle-fun look at bay. The E-type is of course
the epitome of long and slinky. A little-known 275 NART Spyder, of
which the books say there are only ten, is interestingly close to a
1968 Corvette Convertible. The infamous 308 GTS, which has outsold
all past Ferraris, isn’t really that far from the 68-72 Coupes
either. In my opinion the 68-82 dash is the best there is, and
since that is what you have to look at when you herd the beast,
that is an important factor to me. The only Ferrari even close is
the 365C with its front-mid-engine-Corvette-type layout. When I
selected my Vette, I was well aware that a TVR would have given me
exclusivity and compactness (remember, I admit that I once owned a
Fiat) and I know that I can see out of a Lotus Elan much better
than a Sting Ray Convertible, and you may never understand how
important that is to me. I owned a 1950 Chevy for many years and I
had to sit on a big fat pillow every time I drove it. I swore that
I never was going to actually sit on a pillow in a 1965 Sting Ray
Convertible. Besides that it has too many details on the dash I
don’t like. When the longer, lower, wider body came along (and I
could see over the steering wheel) that was the car I had to
have.

 


My Stingray is so superbly competent at
whatever speed I dare to drive it that it has endeared itself to me
in a way that no other car at a reasonable price can match. I have
read more about Corvettes and Ferraris than any other cars because
these are all the kitty-cat’s meows. TVR, Fiat, Maserati, Alfalfa,
and the others can have the cat’s paws and claws. The meows are
taken.

 


This cadet was in high school in the
mid-Sixties. It is obvious where my automotive passion lies.
Somewhere I bet each one of you has a story to tell, too, and your
Plastic Beast might even expose a hint of your own lifestyle
...back in those days.
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1950 Chevrolet Deluxe 2-Dr.
Sedan. My dad bought it in 1960 for $100. He gave it to me as my
first car in 1965. I changed its original black to bright blue and
the interior was “updated” to black vinyl door panels, walnut
contact paper on the dash, a genuine walnut steering wheel, bright
blue carpet, and black buckets from a GTO. The car remained in the
family through a total of three
rebuilt engines and a zillion miles. This photo
was taken in Dallas. “The Bomb”, as my cousin named it, was finally
sold for $200 in Austin, Texas, in 1979.



 


 


 


 


OPINIONATED STEERING WHEELS

 


ACURA took the luxury car wars to new heights
by bringing a new Japanese marque to market. With the “sterling”
reputation created by Honda, a new upscale era began.

 


ALFA ROMEO is the only Italian company to
attempt the Ferrari driving spirit in reasonably priced models with
the probable reliability problems expected.

 


ASTON-MARTIN builds a heavy, powerful car
that always seems like a rare, British, exclusive, and
all-too-expensive, Corvette, and they do it very well.

 


AUDI tries to be the mid-priced German, but
usually the complexity/price quotient bites back, much as it does
with Jaguars, and the emphasis is usually on features and
technology.

 


BMW invented the sports sedan, is certainly
stuck on rear-drive, makes every model drive at least very well,
and continually chases the status held by Mercedes.

 


CHRYSLER produces cost-effective copycats and
niche-fillers. Their models come out last with the most visible
features for the lowest price, usually utilizing captives.

 


FERRARI races first and builds for the road
second. All engines howl and all models take a bit of talent to
drive properly.

 


FORD usually has a better idea. They invent
concepts such as personal luxury cars and ponycars, and they
sometimes take risks on new ideas such as retractable hardtop
convertibles and roly-poly styling.

 


GM produces highly developed, very complete
designs premiering usually between those of Ford and Chrysler and
using a lot of brand interchangeability among components.

 


HONDA is the world’s most serious engine
developer and all their models are very completely engineered,
although many are limited in range and somewhat feminine in
personality.

 


HYUNDAI sells almost literally a Korean
Mitsubishi line of econoboxes that offers economy and value right
out where the U.S. consumer can see it and buy it.

 


INFINITY followed Acura’s trail with a line
impersonating Jaguar with its elegance, fine driving qualities, and
good taste. Like its parent brand, Infinity never expects to
overtake Lexus production numbers.

 


JAGUAR has always offered Old World luxury
like a Rolls Royce sold by Sears, which, like an Audi in burled
walnut, is both a blessing and a curse.

 


LAMBORGHINI does not race and all models are
meant to be superior to Ferraris on the road. Build quality and
practicality are far down the list headed by stunning styling and
exotic specifications.

 


KIA is the Nineties version of a mythical
Subaru/Hyundai alliance. Attempting to break into the bottom of the
U.S. market, their main threats are a cheap little sport utility
and a matching cheap little sedan.

 


LEXUS is the upscale Toyota brand. That
should say it all: conservatism, high volume, supreme build
quality, the best of the Japanese upscale copycats, if these are
the words with which you define best.

 


LOTUS is the engineering never-say-die, super
handling with light weight, bulldog of sports cars. Handling is
everything for this little squirt of a company.

 


MASERATI is the conservative builder of
engines and bodies among the Italian pedigreed sports cars.
Production is kept very limited, but the styling and technology are
very conservative.

 


MAZDA always seeks out niches in the market
for intuitively innovative designs and models. They are limited in
scope like Honda, yet ambitious like Ford.

 


MERCEDES-BENZ is indeed the most engineered
and pedigreed conservative line of sedans in the world, cost,
complexity, maintenance, and maintenance costs be damned!

 


MITSUBISHI sells cars as much under other
people’s signs as their own, and all the models offer loads of
visible features and trendy style for the money.

 


NISSAN is very much an oriental Ford with its
trendiness lacking overall development, producing a few serious
winners and many featureless copycats.

 


PEUGEOT may be French and hard to pronounce,
but all their machines are supremely comfortable if nothing else,
and like Lotus, they just refuse to die in the U.S. market.

 


PORSCHE has the audacity to sell an entire
line of sports cars only which offer high levels of engineering and
construction quality and very drivable snob appeal.

 


SAAB has always been the not-so-conservative
car from and for a cold-weather climate. They have been pioneers in
front wheel drive, even with the sporty Sonnett, a sports car ahead
of its time.

 


SATURN is the long-awaited sixth GM division,
but like its inclusion here outside the GM listing, this is the
division that truly blazes its own trail into customer satisfaction
ranking with the big boys.

 


SUBARU was a real pioneer a couple of decades
ago with their cheap and reliable four-wheel-drives. They seem to
hold their own in a very tough market by combining nutball bravado
with fiscal conservatism.

 


SUZUKI builds competent, value-effective
motorcycles and a line of cars not much larger with tiny engines
not really very well suited to American driving conditions.

 


TOYOTA usually shrinks, refines, and defines
GM concepts and product lines, with the ultimate emphasis on build
quality rather than a broad range of new and exciting concepts-- a
very conservative company.

 


VOLKSWAGEN has always at least attempted to
offer reasonably priced German cars with lots of engineering and
build quality with very small engines.

 


VOLVO is the brand tailor-made for the
conservative safety nuts among us. Their forays into sports cars
have been few and far between, and they consistently have built
sedans and wagons with rear wheel drive.

 


 


 


Footnote: Ten Things We
Absolutely Never Needed to Have On or In Our Cars

(In No Particular Order)

 


 


1. Plastic wheel covers

2. A zillion tiny buttons on our car
stereos

3. Engines made from other engines with two
cylinders deleted

4. Steering systems without a feel for the
road underneath

5. Tires that are simply too cheap and
ineffective for safe handling

6. Noisy and/or ineffective windshield
wipers

7. Shoulder belts on motors that actually
encourage forgetting to buckle the lap belt

8. Seats with insufficient thigh and/or back
support for no apparent reason

9. Automatic transmissions connected between
tiny engines and overly tall gearing

10. Digital computer games disguised as
instrument readouts.

 


 


 


 


 


ME & MY TOADS

 


From July, 1978, through March, 1990, I owned
and drove extensively seven cars of a rare species I call the Road
Toad. Actually I just lied to make it interesting: these toads are
not even remotely rare. They were some of the highest production
cars on the roads of America throughout The Eighties. The subject
at large is the GM Business Coupe of the Eighties that was
downsized in 1978. These toads included the legendary Grand Prix,
the forever-regal Regal, and last but not least in the sales race,
the never-before-raced Monte Carlo, named of course after a
racetrack. My personal collection of road toads included the
following suspects:

 


1978 Grand Prix named Dumbo (the flying blue
elephant). His features included a V-8 with the first year of
electronic ignition, light blue shade with a white vinyl top, and a
light blue interior with bench seats.

 


1979 Regal named The Regal Beagle. The Beagle
had the wondrous distinction of the F-41 Sport Suspension
(hallelujah!), V-8, white exterior with red vinyl interior, and the
lack of silly hoohahs.

 


1980 Regal named The Road Toad. This
90-degree V-6 slug was the first of several nightmares to come. Its
dark metallic gray color was as homely as its dark red vinyl
interior. It at least had buckets and a console.

 


1981 Regal named Tuffy (the cute little
light-blue mouse). It still had the wretched ¾’s of a V-8, but its
nice blue color and matching blue cloth, buckets and console,
interior moved it up a notch from the RT.

 


1982 Regal named The Blue Goose was dark blue
and its console was of a worthless design. Its engine was still as
rough as a choppy sea and its ride as mushy as a waterbed on wheels
and out of control.

 


1983 Regal named The Grey Ghost after the
50’s TV show. Its pale gray exterior and interior made it
inconspicuous, but its seats were the best of the bunch and its
console was of a new and useful design.

 


1984 Monte Carlo named Pimpmobile 7 for its
tacky, overstyled exterior. With its unnecessarily limited front
seat travel and absolutely useless console, this abomination was a
disgrace to its kindred spirits.

 


All of these turkeys had the Heavy Duty
Suspension package meant for trailer towing, with the exception of
The Regal Beagle, the shining star of this herd that stood out like
perfume at a skunk convention with its F-41. This is actually an
incorrect option code for a Buick, but I happen to know the
corresponding code for a Chevrolet is the F-41. This has always
been one of the best buys on a Chevrolet option sheet, and the
difference was the same on the Buick Regal Beagle. The everyday
driving quality of The Beagle was far above that of all the
non-Sport Suspension toads.

 


The overall ratings of the toads, from best
to worst are: (1) The Regal Beagle (2) The Grey Ghost (3) Dumbo (4)
Tuffy (5) The Road Toad (6) The Blue Goose (7) Pimpmobile 7. The
best features of all the toads were reliability, the steering, the
GM air conditioning systems, and the highway mileage. The worst
features of all the toads were the engines, HD Suspensions, tires,
in-town mileage, wind resistance, radar resistance, and general
annoyances. The annoyances common to some, but not all, included:
(a) horrible console design; (b) horrible seats; (c) suspensions
that cause tires to self-destruct; (d) tires that cause suspensions
to self-destruct; (e) unbalanced brakes (Streets under toads are
like Gremlins. Don’t get them wet!); (f) windows that seal properly
only when they feel like it; (g) shorts in the electrical systems
which cause repeated installations of stereos; (h) very loud and
noisy windshield wipers; (I) cheesy GM stereo installations; (j)
and numerous computer carbs acting like Gremlins after a pigout,
and the irony of it all.

 


General Motors made toads of this particular
species at a very prolific rate from 1978 to 1987. The 1978 Grand
Prix was the first of the downsized GM personal luxury cars. In the
coming years the Cutlass would be the best seller at Oldsmobile,
and it is only another variation of the other three. They all have
the same basic chassis, drivetrain, and body. The differences among
them have always been miniscule. The only thing an onlooker could
mistake one for is one of the copycats, such as the one with
Genuine Corinthian Leather. When you really think about it
the GM Toad could be the “form follows function ala Beetle” made by
The General, but from many miles of driving experience I would say
that GM simply dropped the ball on its own foot with this wretched
design. Toads have almost no interest in taking a sudden break in
the middle of outer nowhere. Dumbo’s electronic ignition fritzed on
the outskirts of Houston once, but that’s the end of that list. You
look mahvellous, darling! In general all the toads are engineered
in the Twilight Zone and marketed to the American hordes who could
care less about the engineering of their vehicles as long as they
don’t embarrass them at parties. They are designed in whatever mode
the marketing maniacs can get away with, as long as it’s cheap.

 


Toads and Gremlins have a lot in common. The
most significant is that they both are designed to look good in the
showroom and save the surprises until long after the deal has been
made. The irony I referred to is that every component on the toads
that I am disgusted with was also available on the other toads.
Unlike the VW masterpiece, GM has made absolutely minimal effort to
consolidate the components of these cars into one really fine
machine. They insist on making the silliest of changes for
cheap-shot marketing reasons, while whining that jewels like the
F-41, for which they get about $50, are for the sports car drivers
only. A very small portion of the total toad production had the
Sport Suspension option. Dealer installed tape stripes cost twice
as much because the dealer farms out the striping job, and we all
know that everybody has to get their cut. The sad part of this
story is that the Sport Suspension helps this car avoid accidents
and the stripes can be the most difficult part of an accident
repair job. I have personally experienced both of these
problems.

 


The most dangerous part of the toads is their
tires, which can produce the worst wet-weather handling and
non-stopping I have ever experienced. Some of the tires are so
lousy they begin premature wear in a manner that damages the front
suspension. If the base price of a toad were raised by $100 for the
addition of decently safe tires, the problem would no longer
exist.

 


The suspension on the toads is far too soft.
It is so soft that the car blows around in the breeze on the
highway, wallows like a drunk in the turns, and can cause premature
tire wear. There is too much compliance everywhere. GM’s story
about this is pure horse hockey: the ride sacrifice in the Regal
Beagle was minimal! The difference in stopping in the wet and wet
or dry cornering was astounding. Add $50 to the base price with my
blessing.

 


The fact that this car is sold at all with
any engine less than a 305 V-8 is a total disgrace. This car is so
slow that it is dangerous. Wet driving is loads of fun! The V-6 in
the toads is the roughest engine I have ever experienced. It gets
rougher with age, too. Other than the fact that the design of this
engine was dirt cheap for GM to do, it has no advantages of the
nature GM and our beloved government would like you to believe. It
gets the same highway mileage as the V-8, and I suspect, less
mileage around town. Did I tell you that it idles rougher than the
hulking beast I have chained down in my Stingray? When I used to
leave The Toad and get in the Stingray, Baby’s purr made me think I
was in a Jaguar! Did I say it was slow? You can race all the
base-engine Escorts you want, but don’t mess with those VW
buses!

 


The Grey Ghost had wonderful seats and a
console. The Pimpmobile had the worst seats and the worst console I
have ever experienced. The bottom cushion of the front seat had no
support for your body, and neither did the rear seat, although it
was a bit better than the optional cloth
buckets. The front seat was too close to the firewall, apparently
to give the illusion of more legroom in the rear seat with the
front seat set all the way back. This bit of idiotic nonsense was
designed for a car which rarely carried rear passengers! When you
hit a bump, and any little old bump would do, the lower cushion
would dip just enough for your tailbone to make contact with a
piece of metal within the way-too-soft seat’s structure. The
annoyance level of this defect alone was incomparable. If you moved
away from the metal stabbing you at the base of your spine, you
would soon discover your tired feet and aching ankles that had been
supporting your weight. You may as well have been standing up!

 


Chevrolet released the Eurosport in 1984 to
relieve us of all this grief. The Eurosport’s design was so good in
comparison that it changed my attitude forever about four-door
sedans. I can look back on this story from my computer chair in
1999 and see the same pattern of mistakes taking over once again.
No more Eurosports have been made since 1990, and the replacements
have for the most part lacked the Eurosport’s perfection. General
Motors’ sales records have not been very impressive throughout The
Nineties. Well, color me surprised!

 


 


 


 


 


MY FAVORITE MISALIGNED SPORTS CARS OF
YESTERDAY

 


Lotus is the smallest, lightest way to go
really fast on four wheels. By the same analogy, the Aston Martin
DB’s, the V-12 Italian exotics, and big-block Corvettes are the
biggest, heaviest modes of fast transport. Like most Jaguars, the
Lotus is made with many expensive, high-tech parts, but the methods
of design and assembly are distinctly done to a price. Let’s just
be fair and say that you are making a sports car to meet a price
and that sports car is also going to be both light and fast, then
you can rationally assume that the car will not be as reliable and
durable as a car made without those strict parameters. The Elan has
always been to me a Fiat 850 Spider with the engine up front, a
plastic body, twice the horsepower and ten times the charisma. A
Europa is a 246 GTB with a bargain basement price and far less
image. Ever compare an Espirit with a Mondial? How can a Mondial be
a $70,000 car when the Espirit, even in its most pretentious,
Ferrari gobbling $50,000 mode, the Espirit can do anything the
Mondial does except display a prancing horse brand. The other Lotus
models are nice, too, but they are not my favorites.

 


In spite of all the beautiful designs of The
Seventies and Eighties, such as the 308’s, the C4 Corvette, the
Countach, the Boxer, the 930 and the 944, the Jaguar XK-E will
always be considered beautiful. A nice example of one of these,
whether 3.8 Six, 4.2 Six, or 5.3 V-12, is pleasing to the eyes of
many. Do you know what that means? It means that when you want to
market your Jag, you can be relatively assured that there are many
others out there like yourself that are suckers for a nice body.
Look at all the sports cars that have held their value and you will
see that styling has had a lot to do with it. Out of all the really
attractive sports cars, the E stands out as the only one, with the
exception of the Corvette, which is not distinctly overpriced, and
unlike the Corvette, you don’t meet yourself on every corner. Look
at it this way: if you desire a fast, classic sports car with a
sexy body and a reasonable price, there are only two you can
afford. If Vettes and E-Types were not built to a price, they would
be better cars and two more nice toys you and me could not afford.
So what is the result? We work on them a lot so we can enjoy the
pleasures they offer.

 


In the past decades, going back to the
mid-Sixties, there has been a line of cars for sale in the U.S.
which I have always thought to be of exceptional value: the
Griffith / TVR’s. At one glorious time in the U.S. some 58 people
purchased TVR Tuscans for about $6000. This essentially was a Cobra
Coupe, with its little bitty British chassis and body and its 271
hp, 289 cubic inch Ford Mustang engine and gearbox. The later model
roadsters at one time were a steal at $16,500. As tiny as their
production figures have been, I feel that the TVR’s will always
have a place in my personal Sports Car Hall of Fame.

 


Saving the beast until last, the 68-72
Stingray, particularly with the big-block with four-speed
drivetrain, is truly one of the great sports car values of our
time. I rate the dash layout #1 with no exceptions. The power for
the money, particularly considering total maintenance and rebuild
costs, is simply exceptional. The control over the environment with
its GM air conditioning and multiple top alternatives is also
exceptional. Let’s set the record straight on a few misaligned
Stingray points. (1) The weight distribution of the big-blocks is
51/49 front/rear. (2) The Jaguar V-12 is much heavier and thirstier
and far less reliable. (3) The highly touted 246 Dinos have a worse
weight distribution, although they may “feel” better. (4) Both at
the time they were built and on today’s classic car market, they
are incredibly cheap! You can go boogety-boogety in a very nice 427
or 454 Stingray for less than $20,000. You can also go very fast
(for a four-wheeler) in this machine. A new Harley-Davidson
Sportster price starts at about $6000 with
hardly any options at all, and it is not particularly fast or
reliable. A new Ferrari costs at least $80,000, and even the most
boring and slow used one costs $25,000. A blindingly fast Japanese
bullet bike will cost well over $6000 today. Why do these classic
Stingrays languish in the bargain basement?

 


 


 


 


 


Series I

 


 


The Wild Tales

 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_2ae1339855273fd9e938d2e5c8e019fd_FPbkw1_html_m7b135147.jpg]

 


 


 


 


Series I is the beginning. Like Mark I.
Like C1.

These are the simpler designs. Every car
has to

start somewhere….

 


 


 


 


 


DECADES

 


Observing the history of the Corvette a
little more than casually can lead to some fascinating conclusions
about this plastic beast and the remarkable way that it has
successfully held its position in the steel jungle for more than
three decades. Even though the ‘53 and the ‘85 may be very
different from each other, they are still Corvettes, which means
they are still ...the same.

 


The new Chevy was introduced in 1953. The Big
Change (Sting Ray body and independent rear suspension) came in
1963. The first time the government made it look significantly
different was in 1973. The 1983 does not exist, or you could say
that in 1983 arrived Big Change #2. I wonder if the famous V-8 will
disappear in 1992?

 


Consider how much the ‘54 is a mildly altered
‘53 and it is of less interest in the collector market. Could ‘63
and ‘64 be substituted into that sentence? How about ‘73 and ‘74?
If there had been an ‘83, the ‘84 would probably seem very little
altered and it would be of less interest to collectors in 1995.

 


1965 will always be remembered as a very
“hot” year and so will 1985. 1975 came out cooler than usual, but
don’t shovel the fault on Chevy too hastily: this was the year that
“performance” became a dirty word, much like “drunk driving” is in
1985. The government was throwing its weight around in 1975. An
optimist would say that the pattern has not been broken. In 1985
Chevy is back on the track: fast is fun again. You thought I forgot
that the extremely famous small-block engine began to make the
plastic flex its muscles first in 1955, didn’t you?

 


666 is the infamous symbol of the beast.
Chevy seemed to lose things in the “6” years: the ‘56 lost its
roadster status with new roll-up windows (Omigawd, it’s not
a spoats car no mo’!). The fuel injection went bye-bye
in 1966 and the fresh-air hood disappeared in 1976. Let’s hope that
whatever gets lost next year is some little doo-dad that breaks
frequently, or maybe a CB radio that only 16 cars had in 1985!

 


If any year seemed to be blessed with the
magic, it had to have been 1967, the famous last year of the body
that could make strong men weak in the knees; or was it 1957, the
year Chevy seemed to be on a roll with the Corvette discovering
fuel injection and the four-speed, and the regular Chevy line,
which still makes collectors pant? The real miracle came in 1977,
when Chevrolet sold a record number of Vettes, even though the ‘77
was little different from the ‘76. If anything could be noted to
liken the ‘77 to the ‘67 and the ‘57, it would have to be the very
successful way they were received by the buying and collecting
public.

 


There are many elements such as trim and
mechanical details that make the ‘58, ‘68, and ‘78 singularly
unique years. 1958: the year of the chrome overdose. 1968: the year
of the new-fangled gadget overdose. 1978: the year of
over-promotion (too many Silver Anniversaries produced to keep it
really interesting, along with another special of the same year).
In all three of the above, there is an exceptional number of
individual items unique to those individual years.

 


The ‘59, ‘69, and ‘79 were nothing if not
successful. Basically Chevy just fixed everything that needed
fixing from the previous year, and they did it quite well.

 


The years of quiet refinement: 1960, 1970,
and 1980 were models distinguished by their subtlety. These models
had few changes, but the changes made produced nicer cars, without
losing quality control to new model innovations or rushed
production.

 


1961, 1971, and 1981: things are getting
pretty boring about now. I mean that about both the model years and
this correlation nonsense. The Sting Ray tail appeared in 1961; the
fiber optic system was traded for the burglar alarm and lowered
compressions in 1971; and in good old ‘81, we got the NEW L-81
engine with a computer thrown in for free!

 


Another small yawn for the ‘62 that predated
the eye-popper of 1963; the last year of coupe removable rear
windows and the first of net horsepower ratings in 1972; and the
slick Collector Edition amidst an ocean of
all-L-83-with-four-speed-automatic powertrains offered in 1982. The
“2’s” were another group of lasts.



The Eighties decade has brought us many fine
and expensive attributes for the plastic beastie: the fat farm in
1980, two-tone paint in ‘81, four-speed automatics in ‘82, a
marketing ploy in 1983, an all-new stomper in ‘84, the return of
fuel injection in 1985, ABS and a convertible in 1986, aftermarket
Callaway Twin-Turbo in ‘87, super-exotic tires in ‘88, and the
return of a convertible with removable hardtop in 1989. What’s
next, a four-cam howler in 1990?

 


We're back where we started, the end of the
correlational trivia. Or is it really? Lurking out there is the
future Corvette, a car with fascinating specifications and heaping
doses of Apple Pie Sex Appeal, a beast capable of holding its own
in the asphalt jungle. Outside forces such as our own government
might certainly try to impede its forward progress. The ‘90’s will
season the taste of the beast with technology, no doubt. The Beast
lives on....

 


 


 


 


 


THE ART OF CARS

 


When you’re born as ugly as me you can talk
about art and beauty all you want because you don’t find it in a
mirror, but it’s fun to talk about anyway. In our society beauty
can have lasting value when the subject of our desires rolls on
four wheels. When a car seems to be attractive in a lasting,
tasteful manner, its value seems to hold better than that of the
mere trendies simply duplicating the stylish buzzwords of their
era. Since this is a scientific sort of study, I questioned many of
the characters residing in my Twilight Zone. Their quoted replies
reflect only the opinions of the management.

 


Maybelle: “The Queen Mothership has to
be a 1959 Caddy Convertible in Elvis Colors. That’s whiiite with
red interior. Best fins on the planet… ever.”

 


Uncle Gilbert: “Good lawd, woman! Have
a tidbit of taste! The best Cadillac was
the original Seville of The Seventies, in black or silver. Now
that’s good taste!”

 


The Brit Twit: “There are two stunning mortorcars, the Classic Mistress E-Type
Jaguar and the Modern Wedgie Lotus Espirit.”

 


The Poured Over the Wheels Styling
Dept. reported: “The best at any cost would have to be the
Ferrari 308 GTB and the best affordable would be the early
Stingrays, as in 1968-’72.”

 


The Less Radical Alternative Dept.
reported: “The Ferrari 246 GTS and the ‘80-’82 Corvettes deserve
these particular honors. The POWS Dept. declined retort.”

 


Fred Fardlepheiffer, my neighbor next
door, asked that his vote be cast as noted: “The 1965 Pontiac
Bonneville Convertible, in white, black, and/or white and black
only, shows great boatloads of style, without falling off the deep
end. Know whut I mean? Don’t tell Maybelle I said that. Where’s my
Bonnie?”

 


George the Librarian: “The experts do
not report any one particular styling as
the one answer, of course, but research consistently exposes
several subjects. The Lamborghini Miura, the Maserati Ghibli
Spyder, the Ferrari Daytona Spyder, the Dino 246’s, the 1967 427
Sting Rays, the 3.8/4.2 E-Types, and the Ford GT-40 have all been
exposed by my various research vehicles.”

 


Charlie Cheapcar: “The Fiat 850 Spider
is the world’s most beautiful $2000 car. The ‘64-’66 Mustang
styling never ages. The Opel GT was the best runt-sized Vette. A
Eurosport is no uglier than a BMW, and a Toyota GT-S (rear wheel
drive only) shows that they are not all
copycats.” (He drives a Corvette; clean, but cheap.)

 


The Krautsnots: “The 1965 model
started something that is still in production. The engine is in the
back where it belongs, and they don’t build them this well just
anywhere. There is only one: Por-shuh 911!”

 


A Yuppie on the Street: “The Porsch
944 is the most rad.”

 


Many candidates have been omitted, but the
groundwork is paved. Art is more than beauty and sometimes less
than the ridiculously inflated values beauty creates.
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Fifty years down the road we shall find out
how artistic certain cars or their values can be. A good example
might be the DeLorean. History. Sensationalism. A story. A
scandalous car with windows that do not roll down and a rear weight
bias like a circus fat lady. How about the car that if you paint it
any color you decrease its value? You could be one of the few
owners of a real GTO. It is red, but you like black. How many
dollars could you lose by painting it black? A few people like
their Countaches without the $5000 airplane wing attached. Since it
is trendy to the max to have such wings now, will it increase or
decrease the value of a Countach to have the wing fifty years from
now? Does the same apply to the Fiero GT? There was a time when
whaletails and turbos were all the rage, and some people will add
either one of these to anything from Fords to Camaros! In 1977 the
whaletail may have been art and last year art may have been best
exemplified by the silly looking mirrors protruding from
Testarossas. There can be fine lines between fashion and art, and
even these lines can ebb and flow with the tides of public
favor.

 


The early Makos and the 308 GTB/S are very
similar in appearance and art. The Sting Rays and the 246 GTB/S are
forever all the stylish fashion peaks of their respective brands.
Their successors are better in practically every department when
viewed as objects of transportation. Some people even think they
are the more attractive set, but George insists that research does
not lie. When the Martians come they will seek out a yellow 246 GTS
and a red ’63 Sting Ray Coupe to place in their Museum of Human
Artifacts, Sports Car Division. If they have extra space down the
hall they might salvage that L-88 ’69 Coupe and you will find the
red 308 GTS in the Special Television Division.

 


Technology. Efficiency. Lasting competence
and good taste treading water in the sea of trendies of 1989, the
official current non-Sting Ray, no-fish-name transportation
module--whatever it is , it is not art. Technology and art do not
mix. How can it be art when they all look alike? You thought Makos
looked alike? Picasso wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole! It’s
too symmetrical, too perfect. Some cars are art and some are
machines. The C4 Corvette is a machine. All art was sacrificed for
efficiency. The Citroen DS 19, now that’s Picasso’s kind of wheels!
It’s got to be either art… or just plain butt-ugly!

 


All Corvettes are nothing if not the
pinnacles of their individual years. Like all ages and nations, we
have produced some art and some history. The Historic Corvettes
began in 1953 and will end when the plastic factory kicks the
economic bucket. The Artistic Corvettes began in 1963 and ended in
1982 with the most highly developed of the C3’s, the Collector
Edition. Compare the interiors of the Collector and the 1984 model.
Which is art and which is the machine? By the way, what did the
Martians do with the ’67 Big Block Coupe they captured? They
destroyed each other fighting all the time over whose turn it was
to drive it!!

 


 


 


 


 


CHARACTER

 


Cars divided by two equals two types: old and
new. Since the life of a new car is very brief and that of an old
one can be years more, it stands to reason that a beast which ages
well will be the superior companion for the future. It is my
opinion that the Corvette ages about as well as any four-wheeler on
the planet. Before any of you Volkswagen maniacs scream foul play,
hear me out on this matter. There’s more to the life of a car than
how well it carried you from A to B and on to C decades later. When
I say The Plastic One ages as well as The Roly-Poly Krautwagen, I
mean just that. The Beetle is one of the greats in this contest of
marketable stamina. The same manner in which any person on the
streets of America can identify the VW as the import which defined
German engineering and quality to us first can be applied to the
identity of the Corvette as the way America defines sports car.

 


If you are an American, you can trace back in
time to whatever year you like, as long as it was after 1952, by
being in close proximity to whatever model year the Corvette
captured your eye or your heart. When they are new, they are almost
always owned by rather well-heeled, lively, outgoing individuals.
They may have been completely mindless in the way they didn’t care
for their cars, but the description is probably in the ballpark
anyway. Later owners tend to be far more sentimental and caring for
a group of used car buyers. Any model Corvette gets old and dated
and musty. Yes, musty. Every time I slide into that driver’s seat,
my nose reminds me that I am at the helm of a lady with a past.
None of the high-tech, four zillion ways to utilize plastic, aroma
for this lady! The smell in my Eurosport is as bland and vanilla as
its white exterior, which blends quite nicely with the peddling
mice in the engine room. The delicate muskiness of the vinyl seats
in my Stingray blends smoothly with the leather steering wheel
cover that I added at a nominal cost. Anytime I step into this car
I get this wonderful sensation of its deep character.

 


When my pet was born in the late spring of
1970, I had not the slightest perception of the blessed event. I
didn’t have any money and I was in love. What did I care about The
Stingray, an old favorite the government would try to ruin soon
anyway? In 1968 it stopped my heart, but in 1970 they just refined
things a bit. Little did I know that much later in life I would
think the concept of refinement pretty neat. My lady is one of the
very last Corvettes built with both hydraulic lifters and an
unsilenced air filter. Her older brothers, just by a month or so,
had aluminum alloy intake manifolds. She’s the last year with high
compression. She’s got the gorgeous face that Chevrolet gave her,
the one before the government nose job. Her, ahem, stern attracts
the eye in a manner very reminiscent of styles prevalent in 1970.
To my eye she looks best from the rear quarter. The same seems to
be true for most all performance cars of her era: you were supposed
to watch from the dusty end. Something came over me in 1980 that
gave me this insatiable urge to adopt a somewhat aged pet, one that
had been around the block a bit, but whose previous keepers had
been individuals of taste. In desperate need of paint, shoes, and
brakes, among a long list of other maladies, the lady gracefully
left the excitement of a parking lot in Garland, Texas, for her new
home in Austin, where she must certainly be nursed back to health
and her former beauty. Her two former owners were both women, one
of whom left her sorority decal in the rear window. Thankfully it
scrubbed off immediately. The bobby pin that was jammed within the
passenger seatbelt buckle took a little longer to remove. My Black
Beauty from Big D adapted to the wilds of Austin readily and she
has never looked back. Neither have I....

 


Not many cars can inspire prose of this
nature, but as far as I can see back into the past or far into the
future, as long as there are Corvettes and as long as Corvettes are
Corvettes and not some abomination resulting from government
blackmail, these cars will always inspire fantasies and nostalgia
among Americans. The cars are American and so is their character,
for better or worse. I happen to like Southern Belles with tasteful
lines and a bit of age.... Hey, Mom, you got any more apple
pie?

 


 


 


 


 


AQUARIUM

 


Back in the early Sixties, a neighbor gave me
a fish bowl and a few Guppies. That was the beginning of a hobby
now represented by four tanks and a bathroom cabinet full of
miscellaneous accessories and aquatic equipment. From the years of
fish keeping I have enjoyed a sense of symbiotic relationship
between human society and the various cultures that can be created
within an aquarium. Fish behave much the same way as people. They
each have their own lifestyle and any attempt to alter behaviors is
usually quite fruitless. Crowd them and they get crazy, just like
people do. Give them an environment which suits them and they have
babies, just like people. One fish species can be quite different
from another in most all respects, a little like all the varieties
of vehicles found on any metropolitan freeway.

 


Guppies literally swarm all over a tank like
econoboxes on a freeway, always getting in the way and multiplying
like mosquitoes. All they care about is buzzing all over the place
and making more little rolling boxes. These days they come in all
sorts of colors and their shapes have been bred for beauty and some
degree of elegance, but they are still Guppies. The best ones are
more in Accord with their environment, and with those highly bred
flared tails and sleek bodies, they had Beretta be fast. If they
are not sufficiently quick, they will be overtaken and eaten by the
big eighteen-fin Oscars constantly hauling from one end of the tank
to the other. Even the Oscars will get out of the way for the big
garbage truck Plecostumas that occasionally cruises by on trash
patrol. Holding up the slow lanes are the endless varieties of
Angelfishes. Their proper name is Scalare (rhymes with Volare) and
all versions are the epitome of luxury and elegance. They are too
big and impractical to watch in the tank everyday, and people who
know very little about fish are usually the ones who own the
Angels. Like their Fleetwood and Park Avenue cousins, they are
quite elegant on the surface, but for everyday entertainment, they
are about as exciting as a bicycle with one wobbly wheel. Scooting
around and acting uppity are the Black Tetras, with their big
snotty black skirts and bully attitude they are about as friendly
as a pack of Porsches. Always on the move are the quick little
Zebra Danios, which are as perky as CRX’s and Mr. Twos. They never
bother anybody: they just race around with their little fins
a’hummin’! Watch out for the black and white Pictus cats: they will
eat anything in sight smaller than they are. The Giant Blue Discus
is about as useful as a Range Rover in New York and almost as
expensive. The people who own these are usually richer than
Yuppies, and they also have even less taste because the Discus
looks somewhat like the Angelfish, but he’s even slower and much
uglier! The monochromatic style is popular in aquariums, too. There
are all-black Mollies, fire-red Swordtails, and all-white albinos
of many varieties. The more of these varieties you squeeze together
in one tank or on one freeway, the less well they get along. Life
drives along more smoothly if you just select one type that suits
your tastes and personality and develop a symbiotic relationship
with that single species.

 


My favorite fish is of the type Betta
splendens, commonly called the Siamese Fighting Fish. Nearly all of
them are of one dominant color with one secondary color of less
prominence. They eat only high-protein foods and they will promptly
spit out any low-grade vegetable-based flakes just as promptly as
any Corvette will spit and sputter on low-octane fuel. The most
sought after Bettas are black and the most common are red. A color
I prefer over red which is considerably rarer is a velvety-rich
blue. True to their names Fighting Fish and Stingray, they live
best only with their own kind, as they are all as territorial as
all get out. Any Guppy or Yugo stupid enough to invade their space
is asking for trouble. Unlike the slimy steel skin of all the other
species, that of the Betta is as smooth as polished plastic.

 


No common freeway swimmer is less apt to
create a problem than a Corvette. These smooth and swoopy
navigators can be counted upon to flow through schools of traffic
without incident. Much unlike the boisterous Pleco garbage trucks
or the paranoid schools of swarming Zebras, the Corvette glides
along in its solitary mode, much like its Sting Ray or Mako Shark
counterparts. Like a Betta with his flowing fins of timeless line,
the Corvette’s perfectly drawn contours are always pleasing to the
eyes. Bettas and Corvettes are rarely kept in numbers larger than
one due to their inherent need for space. Neither are they
particularly expensive to keep when all the factors are considered.
You had best stock up on freeze-dried worms, Exxon Premium, live
mosquito larvae, and Castrol 20/50 if you expect to keep any
quantity of these pets happy for very long. Although many species
cost much more to purchase initially, few of them are as finicky as
Morris. The most difficult task for the owners of either species is
keeping them looking good. Beauty is a very strong quality of both,
and although surface damage is not necessarily permanent, the
restoration must be completed slowly and carefully. Ragged edges of
fin or fiberglass are a serious eyesore to any owner. Whether for
trophies or territory, Bettas and Sting Rays will most certainly
fight with their own kind if placed in the right arena, be it
breeding tank or parking lot. The bittersweet part of this whole
analogy is the unique manner in which these two species interact
with their own kind and other species of both cars and fish. In a
way they do live best with their own kind, and yet from another
perspective, they are most quarrelsome when a number of them are
kept together. Unlike the Porsches and Black Tetras, they are never
clique oriented or pugnacious in packs, but the placing of two or
more of them in the same tank or parking lot will usually spawn a
contest to see who has the biggest muscles and the strongest will
to win. Is it really that big a surprise that GM named its most
pugnacious model after a dangerous ocean dweller?

 


 


 


 


 


REALNESS

 


Some things are more real than others. Some
images are based on reality rather than marketing rhetoric. Has
there ever been a more honest, more real car than the Corvette in
all its iterations? Since the beginning, it has been a preshrunk,
plasticized, all-American elephant of a spoats car! It has always
been too heavy and at the same time not
big enough to carry Aunt Tillie and a large sack of groceries
across town. You don’t want to drive one of those things across
town anyway. In traffic you feel as if you are a little kid who
need’s a high chair. The only drivers you can look in the eyes are
the shorties on mopeds. As for those crazy little econoboxes out
there, all you see are bumper guards and taillights! The
uninitiated will say that surely the Corvette is honest about its
image, too. Is it really the dumb blonde of sports cars? Well, so
what! Prom queens usually continue to look good in their later
years, too, and nobody ever complained about their space efficiency deficit or their being just too
long and slinky! Har-har. Would you rather be an old snottyfart
Beemer, who in her old age is recognized only by brainy nerds of
yesteryear? I’ll take the pleasantly plump,
slinky-bod-of-The-Sixties ride any day!! How the whole world does
not know this and drive the market of the plastic beauties through
the roof has always been just beyond my perception of the way the
world works.

 


What we have here is the essence, the
character, the marketing, and the magic of The Corvette, all
blended into one equation. Every Corvette ever made, as considered
from the position it held in the year it was born, or from the
standpoint of the present day, was and is the most cost-efficient
big, powerful sports car made. Among the infamous competitors are
those so slinky that they are always unreliable and those so rare
that parts and service are always priced in the twilight zone. Then
there are those wonderful beasts whose masculinity and rarity just
make me pant with delight until I think about what costly,
time-consuming mistresses they can be. Then there is that old
sexpot herself, The Vette. Sometimes she’s old and majestic with
her solid axle held proudly or she’s a child of The Sixties, when
Coke-bottle shapes were in fashion, or one of The Seventies when
jus’ survivin’ the Guvmint Attack was an accomplishment, and hell,
we prospered! And everybody knows that our Eighties Team is going
to do just fine.

 


Who wants to cart Aunt Tillie and her
vegetables to Round Rock, anyway? What I desire is the sweet ride,
one that never fails to please when pleasin’ is the need of the
day. Just burbling by the econoboxes and other Nader favorites as
they wheeze up hills that Baby doesn’t even notice is what makes
mah day! A Corvette is the most polite of vehicles on the highway.
Passing other vehicles is just a putter away. A slowly passing,
grinding truck or a screamin’, wheezin’ econobox is always
interruptin’ my personal string quartet, but a Vette? Never. That
big old klunky V-8 just plain makes the movie and steals the show.
No wheeze; no scream; no grind—just the cadence that made Milwaukee
famous. Just like in real life, it never hurts to have a sexy,
mellow voice.

 


My own Corvette was made with a certain
conceptual flair that is what I desire from her. Baby was born in
1970 as a properly optioned GT Coupe in the classic tradition.
She’s like a selection made as the first pick of the litter because
no other sports car in history has offered such delightful option
packages to make it into whatever sort of companion you desire.
Certainly Baby’s original litter contained a bunch of road hustlers
with LT-1’s with the only air option being the hurricane
sailing through the air filter, and she had a veritable herd of
younger sisters who traded their mini-skirts in for automatic
transmissions. That was the in crowd, as we called them in
those days, who always followed the trends. Bless their little
(dare I say it) dumb-blonde hearts, since they always seemed to be
in the right place at the right time, you have to give them
some credit. But she came from that
not-so-in group, some quiet and some a bit fatheaded and
boisterous, but an interesting crowd nonetheless. The best way I
can describe her is that she was the last of the really elegant
ladies. She had poise, style, and oh, what a voice. She was never
the Prom Queen, but she was in the court. She was the last of a
generation that seemed to really appreciate manners. They just do
not make them like that anymore. Baby’s personality is civilized
just the right amount. Her realness is deep.

 


Just as an additional bit of silliness, I
would like to share with you my list of the ten most interesting
things I have learned about Corvettes since Baby’s adoption in
1980. No order is appropriate and no offense is intended. Just
because my mistress isn’t perfect, just lovable, does not mean that
yours is not the cat’s meow to you. Roll on, Mabel:

 


1. Corvettes can have electrical gremlins,
but they are more predictable and easier to exorcise than the
little English monsters of the infamous Lucas variety.

 


2. There are a bunch of interesting cars and
drivers out there in the Naked City, and one way to find them is to
go where the speed maniacs are racing around the local parking
lot.

 


3. The positioning of the battery behind the
driver’s seat is great for space efficiency and weight
distribution, the buzzwords of The Eighties, but in my favorite
toy, it’s been a barrel of monkeys. See #1 above.

 


4. Sometimes I would swear that Baby has the
fastest gas gauge in The West!

 


5. Using jumper cables on Black Beauty in
public is embarrassing.

 


6. Every time I take her out for a spin she
has a new noise to make. These noises are never big or threatening
to her well-being. They are just something I have to waste time
trying to ignore while cruising slowly. You cannot hear them at 60
mph or with the tops off, but in the putt-putt mode they are always
there. Ever ridden in a long station wagon with a kid in the third
seat fiddling around with a Styrofoam ice chest? When I remove
Baby’s rear window and putter around, that rascal rides with me
every time.

 


7. The simple solution to #6 above is to
remove the tops and the rear window and get out of the putt-putt
traffic.

 


8. There is no affordable car of any kind
that is more entertaining to drive.

 


9. A Corvette of Baby’s breed seems to be
particularly low to the ground. I enjoy eyeballing moped drivers
and Toyota bumpers, but her five-inch ground clearance is a bit on
the minimal side.

 


10. Baby answers the most important question
of style and stamina in the marketplace: If you could have only
one….











HOSSES

 


Once again I find myself semi-reclining
deeply into the bucket of my baby. Looking out across the expanse
of bulging plastic, I recall the reason I adopted this beast in the
first place: it looks better to me from that angle than any other
car. I have a rule: I have to be able to see over the steering
wheel in a car without sitting on a pillow, a rule which eliminates
Corvettes prior to ’69 from my list. Model year 1969 brought the
tilt steering wheel and my lust hit full thrust.

 


Meanwhile back at the ranch… a small herd has
been produced in quite limited quantities, from 1969 to the
present, which in some ways at least, I like and admire every bit
as much as the Stingray. These poor critters all get branded right
smack in the middle of their noses, and there are even rumors that
the early models did not get the brand because their producer felt
they were unworthy of the name. I say to that, an explanation of
the nomenclature is due. The particular cluster significant to this
topic is my favorite bunch of Ferraris, which include the models
that have sold far more than any other Ferraris: the 308 GTB and
GTS, the ones with a drivetrain layout and personality most like
the Stingray: the low-production 365 GTC/4’s; and the ones that
began this particular styling trend, the 246 GTB and GTS. These
little squirts had only six cylinders, lacking a prerequisite
twelve, and therefore were deliberately herded out of the corral
unbranded. Paralleling the history of the 308’s has been the Boxer,
an unofficial name for the BB’s, both 365 and 512 Ferraris, current
state of the art in big-bore high performance. Yes, in Italian,
5000cc is “big-bore”. If any Ferraris have been similar to
Corvettes, in character more than specifications (as in 365 GTC/4),
these are them. (Yes, we talk Texan here.)

 


There is a simplified way to identify these
beasts. The 246 is a 2.4 liter V-6 built mostly by Fiat, with the
transmission and the remainder of the drivetrain by Ferrari. This
package is set transversely behind the passenger cabin. The Dinos
are the baby Ferraris and these are the beginning of the line for
the U.S. market. The B’s are Berlinettas (No, Virginia, Chevrolet
did not make up the name) and the S’s are Spyders. In marketing
lingo, when the top comes off a Ferrari, it may be called a Spyder,
no matter how the top is removable. The Berlinetta was on the
market years before the Spyder came out in 1972. The old 206
European model was produced in 1964 with practically the same body,
but U.S. importation began with the 246 in 1969. In 1975 the 308
GTB with a fiberglass body appeared, basically a 3-liter V-8 in a
new, but similar body, available only as a coupe until 1977. Then
they got fuel injection and became 308GTB/Si’s and now they have
four valves per cylinder and are called Quattrovalves. If you have
seen a Ferrari lately, it was probably a 308, or one of its direct
descendants. The Boxers were originally 365’s because they had
twelve cylinders of 365cc each and now they are 512’s because they
have twelve cylinders totaling 5000cc. All Boxers are expensive,
brutal flat-twelves, and they definitely look best in black. All
are also fixed-roof two-seaters, meaning Berlinetta in
hoss-language.

 


The 365 GTC/4 was a 2+2 coupe produced in a
run of only 500 in 1971 and ’72. Its engine was the first designed
specifically as a U.S. model, and indeed, the Yankees loved it, and
so did The Good Ole Boys. We gave it the name Daytona because old
snotty Ferrari again got persnickety about the name and refused to
call it anything but 365 GTB/4. The C is of course the
Two-Rich-People-and-Two-Little-Passengers model. Ferrari took the
carbs off the top of the B, placed them on the sides of the engine,
as in sidedraft, which allowed an exceptionally low and slinky hood
line. Putting the transmission right behind the engine was the
other big deal that made the 365 GTC/4 very Corvette-like in
character. If you could see the beast up close you could understand
this a little better. You could notice the heavier interior
development, the feel of the controls, and slide your eyes over the
super-slinky body. The road-test performance figures for the C are
very similar to a ‘71-‘72 Corvette. With its lighter weight,
transaxle, and hell-bent-for-leather tuning, the B deserves every
bit of the High Plains Drifter reputation it has, which makes the
rarity and lack of interest for the C that
much more amazing. The vital statistics of the 365 B/C/S are
similar enough to that of the Corvette that one of the most famous
kit cars in history is the Daytona Spyder-bodied Vette seen every
week on Miami Vice. Just so the picture is 150-mph clear: a
1971 LS-6 four-speed, minimally optioned Convertible is like a real
Daytona Spyder in its intent and fun quotient vs. the ability to
just stay out of trouble on the street, and the C is like a 1970
LS-5 four-speed Coupe with stereo and air, items which were
standard on the C and optional on the LS-5. Not coincidentally,
they were not available on the LS-6 or the B or S, Now ain’t that
cute?

 


My baby is the LS-5 of course. It is the
cheapest way to have a beast similar to a 365 GTC/4. Okay, so it
does not have four-cam silk ripping out the exhaust. When you look
at it or road test it, you still get the similar result: this thing
extends the fun quotient to a remarkable level at an equally
reasonable cost, a little detail which will haunt hoss traders
forever. The dash of the ‘68-’72 Corvette is simply my favorite of
all time, at any cost. Ditto for the view over the hood or standing
behind the lady from an angle, as long as it is off to the side.
The head-on, straight-behind, or directly from above or the side
views are the ones at which hosses seem to shine. LS-5’s also tend
to boogie rather than shriek, too, and if any essence of character
defines hosses and Stingrays best, this is most certainly it. I
have never had any intention of owning any other kind of Corvette
because I have the one that to me is most like my favorite hosses.
Her brand is clear because I repainted the well-worn crossed flags
on Baby’s nose.

 


 


 


 


 


STAMPEDED

 


I have an old college buddy as they call them
who resides in the wilds in an undisclosed section of the Big D.
This good old boy just loves old cars, and his particular field of
interest is that of the classic Cadillacs, with a lesser level of
fascination with all the rest of the GM stable, which of course
includes all Corvettes. Even though he has never owned one, he has
done considerable research of a casual nature on a subject dear to
all of us: just what is our future Baby going to cost? All the
years I have been trying to memorize Road & Track and
Car and Driver, my friend in the north has been studying
Hemmings Motor News, the most complete listing of
interesting cars for sale in the U.S., including Babies of all
sorts. Whenever we get a chance, my friend and I enjoy comparing
stories about Corvettes and Cadillacs.

 


To really get a grip on this story, you have
to understand exactly what kind of car it is that my buddy likes.
No modifications are allowed. Originality is everything and
condition is almost everything. Everything else means nothing,
except when rare, fun, and interesting options and models are
discussed. These are my feelings exactly. My work and my hobbies
practically compel me to be fascinated by the marketing of cars,
and no marketing scheme or interesting car of modern specifications
can approach the sheer fascination level of the history of the
Corvette. Someday I expect some desperate individual to sell a
Corvette to my friend. He has told me repeatedly the careful
description of the beast: ‘65-’67 four-speed, big-block
convertible, preferably in red, preferably the original color. My
references indicate a total of 47,574 convertibles produced in
those three years. Since roughly 89% of these were four-speeds, we
can reduce that number to 42,340. Even though a third of them could
be red, I bet that no more than 25% are big-blocks. The 396 did not
appear until the Spring of ’65 and the 427’s which comprised the
bulk of the big-block sales would sell in the higher numbers mainly
in the later Stingray body. So what have we got? Probably not more
than 10,000 of my buddy’s favorite Vette were actually produced,
and a herd of those have probably been trashed by the street racers
throughout two decades!

 


The research done in Hemmings, R
& T, and C and D has turned up a peculiar trend that
has run rampant across the western plains for about the last five
years. A particular generation of massive size has discovered a
disease that has afflicted me since 1964. It will curdle your blood
to read it here so casually. Yes, friends, Ford did make one good
car, a car that has unleashed the Mustang Mania. In the past five
years of the early Eighties, the values in the enthusiast car
market for the original bodied (‘64-’66) Mustangs have increased at
a much higher rate than any car made with that level of production
totals. There were 40,596 Mustangs made in 1965-66 with the GT
package. Only 12,742 of these had the solid-lifter “K” engines.
Stated more precisely, the K-motor GT’s are as rare and exotic as
LT-1’s, L-88’s, and L-89’s, etc., in Mustang terms. The total
1965-66 Mustang production was 1,288,557!!! Now do you know where
the title comes from??? Let’s see, they made 51,282 Corvettes in
1965 and ’66, which is less than 4% of the total Mustang production
in those same years. Mind-boggling, isn’t it?

 


I told my buddy years ago to buy the Vette he
wants because it is so undervalued on the current market. It just
has to go up. I’ve been telling him that for years. Generally
speaking here, we are talking about the fastest mass-produced
four-wheeler on the planet. He just replies that Fords have always
appreciated better than General Motors cars. The stampede has
passed… and Ah’m just goin’ to mosey along in mah Baby.

 


 


 


 


 


MUSIC

 


Alright, alright, you got me cornered.
Corvettes are not my only hobby. Most of the time Baby is sitting
idly in the garage, I am listening to some sort of music. Most of
that time that music is a select sort of German rock. The only
place this sort of music can be heard on the radio in the state of
Texas happens to be Rice Radio in Houston. This little campus
basement jewel is also the weakest radio station I have ever been
interested in receiving. This story will necessarily meander a bit,
but try to stay with me, keeping in mind this introductory
paragraph.

 


Regardless of the type of music that is my
favorite, any American on the street can tell you how car stereo
has matured with cars up through The Eighties, and those parallel
maturations have produced a better rolling listening environment
for us all. Since my interest in both cars and stereo have been
running parallel for many years, allow me a little room for some
careful observations. The first thing of importance is: just how
big a deal is music in that car anyway? Secondly, do you want to
hear what’s on the airwaves or your tape? Whatever is on FM cannot
have the pure sound quality on the treble frequencies that can be
reproduced on a cassette. All FM is more convenient to operate, as
long as they are playing something you like. How easy is the
equipment to use, anyway? Do you really need all those electronic
bells and whistles? Is this a toy or a telegrapher of information?
It’s your wheeled sound: you buy the one that makes you happy. This
is not a buyer’s guide. The stereo in my Corvette is one of the
non-stock items on the car, and I wouldn’t have it any other way
because my demands for sound quality for my wheels has always been
beyond the specs of the stock items. This is still true today, but
the gap is much slimmer.

 


Matching the stereo to the car is the
ultimate trick, and I don’t mean making the thingies fit in the
holies. I mean making the sound that comes out and the operation of
all the controls cooperative with your tastes. The wallet drain
must be kept minimal. Most of all the way you spend your time in
that car must be in line with the sound that comes out of the
speakers. In this last respect my 1985 Eurosport has surpassed my
own carefully crafted array in my 1970 Stingray. I had to find out
the hard way that the Corvette of my vintage is pretty awful in its
adaptability to real high-performance sound. The number one culprit
is the lack of proper mounting spaces for proper high-performance
speakers. In my car there is only one way and I refuse to do it:
take up half your miserable little luggage space for some proper
woofers. Add to this the positioning of your ears in the car and
the rumbling boogity-boogity that any of these proud beasts is
going to bellow and you soon discover that putting a proper stereo
in any old Vette is like holding on to a grizzly bear. Engineering
one for a Eurosport is like cuddling a puppy by comparison! The
optional stereo in a Corvette in 1970 was pathetic to overcome the
roar of the beast, but who cares? I thought I did. In 1985 if you
don’t have at least a decent stereo in your car, you’ll go crazy in
the 55-mph oblivion or the traffic snarl. Either way you’re bored
to death.

 


The unit in the Eurosport is FM stereo only,
with four speakers at the proper four corners of the upper interior
(where your ears are). The amp is weak and distortion is prevalent
at even moderately loud listening levels. The speakers are sleazy,
but proper Jensens cannot be substituted without a lot of hassle
and expense for a very marginal improvement due to the specs of the
preamp and its FM signal. (I know because I tried.) Put it on the
classical station of choice, at a moderate level, and just go with
the flow. It has the best FM tuner I have ever experienced. I mean
that in triplicate. I can sometimes pull a
stereo signal from the Houston classical station--in Austin.
My home FM has a hard time with San Antonio. The way the Eurosport
and its sound system interface is where lies the magic. Its quiet,
no-hassle cooperation in the way it drives melds with the way the
stereo doesn’t need high performance tape to strut its stuff.

 


Ever heard classical music with a
boogity-boogity bass beat? “…And that was Beethoven’s 59th,
Adagio 43, Opus 22, Nonesuch Recording, on The Eggplant Green
Label. The Berlin Philharmonic with 454 cubic inches on
bass.” There are two simple alternatives: turn it up
‘til your ears bleed and your nose runs or just turn it off and go
boogity-boogity. I can order up true high-performance sound in my
Baby any time I want, but that happens these days only when I get
caught out in the rain and have to put the top up. I used to think
there was only rock and roll, but in 1985, when the great majority
of cars go wheeze, bumpity-bump, jerk, wheeze, I realize there is
another kind of music out there, a type that gets harder to tune in
every day. It goes boogity-boogity-boogedy-boogity.

 


Just for one bit of your time here, allow me
to mention a few details about music appreciation in a Corvette.
Chances are very great that many of you could care less about this
topic and I see exactly where you’re coming from, since it was
muhself who previously said that Baby’s own music that is nice to
my ears is the very same music of which I spoke at that time. Since
you may be a Corvette person in the first place, you of course know
exactly what ahm talkin’ about. Ahem. If you get down that long and
lonely highway all by yourself some night, musical accompaniment
might seem a mite more necessary. On a more serious note, I am into
touring a lot more than you may realize, some of it via Corvette
and a lot more of it otherwise. Since I could not think of a
funnier story, these are my thoughts about music machines in
Corvettes.

 


I would not recommend that anyone install any
non-stock music system in any Vette prior to the 1968 model. The
value of the car due to its age, the lack of adaptability of the
car to modern equipment, and the acoustics of the beasts are the
three big justifications for this statement. There are also a lot
of reasons not to tour in any Golden Oldie these days anyway. My
feeling is that if I had a 1965 Convertible with sidepipes and no
AC, listening to growling and snarling violins would be a bit
silly. Anything older is on The Endangered Species List: get it off
the street.

 


The ‘68-‘77’s are the middle boys on this
list. They have enough amenities and perks to be truly comfortable
on the freeway; they are not antiques yet; and there is enough
equipment around to get satisfactory sound. On the down side, their
acoustics are horrible and they don’t have chronic cling. Chronic
slap and slapdap maybe, but never chronic-kliiing! I know you think
I’ve been watching too many Looney Tunes lately, but I have cut
back to only three hours a week. Then I watch only those bearing
secret messages, but only to me. There is not one kling in
Baby’s body. When we’re rollin’ down the road I know that I am the
pilot of a heavy fiberglass car. This is the car’s soul talking
here. You cannot force this car to go kling or ping
or even ding-dong when those are not in its nature. The lack
of a metal body changes these beasts in a certain way from all
other beasts. Its age puts it in a category where the proper
electronics were available, but the lack of a proper ground haunts
you forever. As crazy as it may sound, there is a distinct lack of
klinging noises going on as debris hits the metal bodies of
other cars. When things do rattle, they go ka-splap. What I
am telling you is that the plastic body has a lot to do with the
acoustics and the electronics of any stereos installed in
Corvettes. When you feed a new stereo system to your ‘68-’74
beastie, just think of it as like feeding an incorrigible child
spouting the infamous quote, “I’ll eat it, but I won’t like it!”

 


In case you have not guessed by now, the big
back window of the ‘78-‘82 is a much improved acoustic design for
the Vette. It allows large, well-placed woofers in the rear luggage
area, and the glass reflects a bit of zing forward toward
your ears. Since there is no room for decently sized woofers in the
forward cabin area of any Corvette, the fastback body really shines
in this department. Any 1980 model that I would own would have a
killer stereo. Baby is overdressed in her six tweeters because all
her chronic cling is between her tires and the road. Four tweeters
should be enough in a fastback.

 


Marketing decisions are the rule when we are
rockin’ and rollin’ in our current-bodied Corvettes. These are the
first with a possibility of a stereo being installed by the factory
that my ears would accept. The Bose system has several points I
would like to mention. The integration factor of the beast and its
assistant noisemaker is superb. The speakers are not triaxial, and
in my opinion, this is the single elemental fact for making any car
stereo of either one design or the other, and they both have
positive and negative points. Compared to the aftermarket, the Bose
system is not putting out the honest power or frequency response,
especially in the higher registers, that it could. On the other
hand, it is brilliantly designed and installed. Like the cheaper
Delco system in my Eurosport, unless you listen very closely or get
down with the Rolling Disco sound level, the latest Corvette’s
Delco system is quite acceptable. No, Mabel, the high-end clarity
will never do the Concord Watusi, but it does dance along to a
little mellower tune, even with the engine idling. Baby’s engine
ignition leaks into her Concord stereo all the time. The degree to
which the leak is audible varies with volume, the setting of the
electric toys, and the ambient noise. It is just down to a
tolerable level to my ears, the ones glued to the audio snob. It is
so close that the sound becomes inaudible with motion. The point is
that it is audible in the first place because: (a) Corvettes have
all their chronic cling in their tires; (b) My woofers and my
tweeters are separate units; and (c) Baby has honest audio power to
cover her normal growl. See, Mabel, GM is totally stupid. They are
unable to understand simple electronic dynamics like watts and
tweeters, so they spend zillions to develop the Bose system. And
did you know that Baby really has a fuel-injected four-cylinder? I
don’t claim to read The General’s mind, but my fascination with
Corvettes and touring has intensified my perspective a bit. Let’s
just say that I think of the Bose system in 1984-on Corvettes more
as a “Well, finally” than a “Where are its
tweeters?”

 


If Corvettes were in Looney Tunes, too, then
all their sounds would be in full color 3-D mono, just like Road
Runners. Reality is made of various levels of chronicling,
all in Dolbyized, Surround-Sound Stereo. What you hear is what you
get. From 1953 to the present, any Corvette has state of the art
auto sound, the later ones just stick to your ears and the asphalt
a little better.

 


 


 


 


 


WHEELS

 


Let’s put all remembrances of Looney Tunes
out of our heads and concentrate on the classics of looney video,
specifically those starring The Dirty Dozens of American Folklore,
the chase scenes. I don’t even remember the first ten chase scenes
I saw in the movies or on the tube. Throughout my lifetime they
have been a part of the territory of American moviemaking,
Hollywood’s staple of excitement production. James Dean fans will
never forget the game of chicken played in Rebel Without a
Cause. The Elvis nuts among us recall that the race in Viva
Las Vegas was only half silly. Probably any kid in Ammurica can
recite the legend of Burt and the Blackbird. In this crowd just
saying the names Todd and Buzz resonates everybody’s good old days,
proving that a car can even define a show’s purpose and style.

 


The time is Almost Halloween, 1986. One of
the most famous cars on television last season was a Corvette
smothered in a Ferrari Daytona Spyder body. This season is supposed
to have a Testarossa, but I have been entirely too disgusted to
watch and find out. Is it real or is it plastic? Thirty years of
Cathode Ray and Silver Screen Motor Madness and this is what we
have to show for it?! Back in The Fifties, we had a more exciting
show called Highway Patrol. Our best work in the racing
department was produced many years ago, with the aid of Steve
McQueen in LeMans and James Garner in Grand Prix. The
use of “real” cars has decreased with our crumbling economy and the
high values of the real cars. Ever notice that? Last season there
were several episodes of Cagney & Lacey in which Cagney
drove a ratty yellow Corvette of ‘68-’72 vintage. The model year
was unspecific because the car was changed several times for
different scenes. There was a well-done but flawed TV movie about
Jan and Dean in which the Corvettes were changed indiscriminately.
In case you do not follow, all these cars had to be driven fast and
crashed, but also filmed for closeups, har-har. I read somewhere
that the Turbo Turkey driven by Burt in Smokey III did not have
enough power to do its own stunts. I can believe that since that
wasn’t Burt, either. See, I told you it was Halloween.

 


It’s also an Awards Weekend for Motor Madness
Video. The best one-on-one chase: the Mustang and the Charger in
Bullitt. The best crash-em-up drivers: a tie between the
pioneering Freebie & the Bean and the big-bucks The
Blues Brothers. Most exciting stunt: the car through the house
trailer in Mad Max. Funniest stunt: the chicken truck in
Freebie & the Bean. Classic stunt, by any definition:
the shopping mall abomination perpetrated by The Blues
Brothers. Most disgusting stunt: the switch of a late-bodied
Corvette with a front-wheel-drive Chrysler four-banger,
wheeze-turbo, putt-putt in Cannonball Run II. Most
nauseating stunt: the Corvette being pulled apart in Gumball
Rally. Most predictable chase: Mannix out on Canyon
Road, week after week after week after…. Most predictable U-turn:
James Garner in that tired old brown Firebird that had to do it
every week on The Rockford Files. The Special Ghost Award
goes to Mel Gibson for carrying on the noble tradition of Steve
McQueen roaring across the prairies. From the evidence an onlooker
from another planet might perceive a Ford superiority in the making
of hot-rod pictures. Can this be reality? Certainly not much of a
Corvette world up there on the screen, is it? Luke Skywalker more
or less ka-flooped with his Vette flick, Corvette Summer,
even after McQueen made history in a Mustang; then in roars Mel as
Max in his Furd from Aussieland and blows them all out of the
sandbox! I mean, really!!

 


The French made a couple of connections, on
wheels with AMC and on the screen in To Live and Die in L.A.
Jeff Goldblum made a neat little chase movie called Into the
Night starring a Japanese econobox and an attractive Michelle
on the lam, and even Mabel and Vern know what he turned into when he decided to try walking on the
ceiling. Maybe that’ll teach him to get a real car, har-har. Mr.
Bond has even succumbed to a downsizing program. He’s been seen
driving some perky little devils, but not a one of those little
squirt four-bangers has made history for him like that old Aston.
That was the biggest piece of effective advertising for
Aston-Martin ever, the British equivalent of Burt and the
Blackbirds. Ditto for the Magnum-mobiles. Did you ever see
so many Ferraris on the streets in your life? I remember when
Columbo drove a car so ugly that it had slimy green and gray
things growing on it! I mean that thing was as French and weird as
a Pujott, but just like a prospective blind date, it had loads of
personality. I don’t know about the sales figures for dull and ugly
cars, but the little beastie did an outstanding job of rounding out
the complete character of Columbo. It did it just being
there. Cars and Hollywood are a well-matched pair at making
cheap thrills available and their relationship can obviously be
complementary to both teams.

 


They’ve shown us the magic. Now if we could
only have more realism and less kit cars and less Musical Cars, we
could be showing some progress in the video arena. We could
certainly use more complete and positive material utilizing
Corvettes for something other than playing Musical Cars and
crashing! Lest we not leave with the right attitude here, remember
that even Chryslers go fast in the movies. A couple of genuiiine
pioneers in the chase movie genre were the 1968-70 Bullitt
and Vanishing Point, the two fondest memories I have on
videotape of the classic chase movie genre.

 




Just as it should be, this chapter of
Plastic Ozone Daydream is dedicated to the
memory of Steve McQueen.

 


 


 


 


 


TWELVE WHEELS

 


Covered by the twelve fenders with the
smoothest lines of all, the twelve wheels sat still in the museum
of my imagination. The wheels were attached to four sporting
vehicles, two cars and two motorcycles, all made in the USA. One of
the cars was painted Nassau Blue and its interior was blue and
white. The second car was white with a black vinyl interior and
matching top. One two-wheeler was painted a bright metallic blue
very similar to the car and the second was a totally menacing
black. Both the bikes were born this year and both the cars were
twenty-five years older. All four had large, slow-turning engines
for the sporting reputations they all deeply shared. Legends like
these never leave the imagination.

 


I have never owned or driven any of these
four vehicles, and I probably shall never have the experience. The
reality is that the vehicles in my garage suit my attitude much
better than these four ever could, but these four began the
fantasy. My vehicles are knock-offs and later developments of these
genuine pioneers. If there is anything that keeps me from being
100% content with the ownership of a 1983 Honda Nighthawk and a
1970 Stingray, the sheer existence of these four critters is it.
Many elements suggested by rational thought easily convince me why
these infamous four remain in my dreams while less valuable and
legendary ones bask in the warmth of my garage. The truth is that
the twelve wheels in my garage are the rollers I shall most enjoy
driving and owning for the longest period of time. The special
subjects of this tale of loves never lost are true fantasy objects
of lust, not marriage. I am quite certain that all four would be
somewhat less than perfect as long-term partners, but fantasies
this enduring deserve to be told.

 


One of many things the four vehicles have in
common is that they could be special ordered from a dealer as new
toys in a manner most satisfying. There are two ways to look at
each: as a near-base-priced, lightly optioned and very cost
effective toy or as a more completely optioned and much rarer
beast. With all the anticipation of a date with a cheerleader, I
could order a ’91 Harley-Davidson 883 Sportster with optional
Buckhorn handlebars and metallic blue paint or a black 1200 with
oversized gas tank, oil cooler, and black saddlebags, not to
mention the list of extra goodies already included with the 1200
package. With all the excitement of a date with blonde cheerleader
twins, I could have bought myself a high school graduation present
back in 1966: a white-with-black-interior-and-top Sting Ray with
the hydraulic 427, four-speed, Positraction, tinted glass,
headrests, and a teakwood steering wheel. I could even have
whole-hogged it with a Nassau Blue Coupe with the special
blue/white interior, all of the above options, and power steering,
brakes and windows, plus air conditioning! Hubba-hubba, what a
fox!

 


The legendary four have a look that is
unmistakably near to perfection in both design and execution. The
skinny teakwood steering wheel and the upright buckets of the 1966
Sting Ray are functionally inferior to those of any current-bodied
Corvette. The vent windows block outward vision and stir up the air
flow. The tires are primitive slivers of rubber with unique gold
lines drawn on them. Although it is still being produced, the
Sportster chugga-chugga’s more like a Massey-Ferguson than the
ripping silk of a Ferrari, the sweet noise a Nighthawk so
economically imitates. A 1992 Corvette may go like stink on a
skunk, but will it so effectively spawn daydreams in the year 2017?
The 1983 Nighthawk 550 was made in the Sportster’s image for one
model year only, and it even knows the same skunk, but will your
kids even be able to identify it in 2017? I seriously doubt it.
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Although not obvious at a glance, the 1983
550 Nighthawk is a very unusual, one-year-only Honda. It looks like
a Shadow, but the riding position is upright rather than laid-back.
The DOHC 16V 64-hp engine is a real screamer. Like its very similar
big brother, the Nighthawk 650, this model is a shaft driven,
high-winding quarter-horse, a rare combination of soft ride, high
style, and zippy performance.



“George, front and center! These people
are not convinced of the nostalgic power of Sting Rays from the
high school years and H-D pooterscooters. Get me some facts and
figures to back up these wild claims!”

“Yes suh, boss! Right away, suh.”

“Don’t bring me info from some Moter
Trend or Scootuh Guide puff piece, either. Check the
files of Road & Track and Cycle World only. That
genius of nostalgia, Peter Egan, writes for both of them, and he’s
the main man who inspired these stories in the first place.”

 


After a while George stomps out with a chart
big enough for King Kong to read. It contains the zero-to-sixty,
quarter-mile, and top speed figures for all twenty-four wheels and
then some. The details of which way the wind was blowing and what
Mr. Egan had for breakfast on the day of testing were thankfully
omitted. “Just the facts, suh.”

 


Wheels 0-60 mph ¼ mile Top Speed Comments

 


1962 Sportster XLCH 6.0 14.3 122 black

w/white trim

 


1965 Sting Ray 396 5.7 14.1 136 3.70

Positraction

 


1965 Sting Ray 375-hp fuelie 6.3 14.4 138
3.70

Positraction

 


1966 Sting Ray 390-hp 427 (not tested by
Road & Track)

 


1967 Sting Ray 300-hp 327 7.8 16.0 121
3.36

Positraction

 


1969 Stingray 435-hp 427 6.1 14.3 122
4.11

Positraction

 


1970 Stingray 390-hp 454 7.0 15.0 144
3.08

automatic

 


1971 Kawasaki Mach III (500cc 2-stroke) 4.0
13.2 125 metallic blue

 


1983 Honda Nighthawk 550 (maroon) 4.0 12.6
116 black looks

better

 


1986 Sportster XLH 1100 4.5 13.6 104
black

big-incher

 


1989 Sportster 883 NA 14.4 109 basic blue

 


1990 Cavalier Z24 Coupe (Super Squirt) 8.1
16.1 122 best in white

 


1991 Sportster 1200 4.0 13.0 115 best in
black

 


I hope you can see from George’s official
chart that if my own two four-wheelers were in a race with each
other, Baby would not exactly run and hide from Super Squirt until
the speeds were close to triple digits, not to mention the fact
that as a transportation module, Baby is a total rattlebox compared
to Miss Squirt. Lest you misunderstand, this is a story about
curved fenders, a department in which all Sting Rays and Stingrays
are truly Number One.

 


I learned to drive sitting in Mom’s lap on a
deserted air strip outside an unmentioned Mississippi Delta town.
Let’s just say I was probably in grammar school with Bobbie Gentry.
The car was a 1957 Oldsmobile 88 Holiday Sedan in white with red
and black interior. It had a 394 cubic inch, 325 horsepower Rocket
V-8 with a three-speed automatic transmission. I learned to ride a
motorcycle in a back alley in the same town. Mom called it a
motorsickle and that word gave me the cooties every time she
said it. The cycle was a 1960 Harley-Davidson Super Ten, a very
rare and valuable American-made two-stroke single with ten
screaming horsepower! This one was optioned out with metallic blue
paint, Buckhorn bars, and black leather saddlebags. We are what we
drive, eh, Mr. Egan? Merry Christmas to you, wherever you are. On
the twelfth day of Christmas, my true love said to me…

 


“Hold it! Cut! Hold the pear trees and
turtledoves. Just give me twelve wheels….

 


 


 


 


 


FUTURES

 


Back in about 1963, I would visit this Yamaha
motorcycle shop. I was so young that my mother had to drive me
there. But I remember that smell. Even though it was puzzling to me
at the time, I now fully understand where its origins were. Yamahas
were the most successful of the two-stroke Japanese machinery in
the U.S., and they brought with them the first of the new oils
developed especially for their new breed of high-tech two-cycle
engines. That smell still lives with me today because the YDS-2 was
the Split-Window Coupe of two-stroke motorcycles. Its performance
and appearance for the money asked were quite remarkable. Its
descendant is the only two-stroke street motorcycle sold in the
U.S. in The Eighties.

 


My lady has been living in her new garage for
a month now, and a couple of demonstration rides were called for
since a couple of friends from Dallas were here for a ride. These
are the same two friends without Corvettes who were looking for a nice Sting Ray Big Block. To make a
very long and fascinating tale quite concise, a fellow old car
collector kicked his ornery beast out of his garage for what seems
to be a fair price. No, it is not a pristine ’66, but a somewhat
ratty ’68 that is now green but about to meet Mr. Red Paint! The
body needs a bit of minor repair and the carpets could be replaced.
The interior is nice and black. The numbers match and according to
the new owners, the beast is certainly not a lady! Her statistics
are: 435 hp / close-ratio four-speed / soft top only / 3:70 in the
derriere / Power Nothing. AC? Are you kidding? What are you doing
driving with the top up? Comparing notes on the rides, it becomes
obvious that the obvious was indeed present, so I won’t bore you
with the gory details, just the juicy stuff.

 


My lady has a bit of honor left. She carries
herself gracefully over the curves (and we know the surface has to
be smooth). She doesn’t like to have her hair out of place so she
provides infinite control of the wind, and the noise with it, at
least to a reasonable degree. The new owners of a Lady Without
Shame tell tales of the spectacle she makes of herself all the
time. She’s always making noises, even in public. It’s just
roar-growl-snarl, roar-growl-snarl all the time. To a couple of
quiet citizens in the suburban outback, it’s almost embarrassing!
They did mention something though about how exciting she was to
own, drive, sit in, ride in, and even think about. What a fox!
Yeah, I know the ’68 is just like Rodney: “Can’t get no respect”.
But Rodney can be funny and you can have a lot of fun in the
bargain basement. Knowing these people as well as I do, I think
they will have a lot of smiles as a result of the adoption. If she
lived in my garage, her name would be Ms. Stomper. Her owners were
treated to Lady’s perfume when we returned to the garage. That was
my first whiff, too, because she is now returning to an enclosed
garage after smile-producing runs over curvy roads. It is such a
richly blended aroma. The character of My Lady is deeply
layered….

 


Time passes slowly when you’re a Corvette.
You age like a vampire: you do it, but at a pace that is
wonderfully slow. As long as you can keep yourself in one piece,
you never have to worry about getting too old and being sent to the
crusher. Your life will probably get much better as you get older,
as opposed to the cruel way elderly Buicks are treated. Thank
heavens your parents have always kept you as their favorite, or
you’d be just a junior-sized Firebird. Your main problem will
forever be the nut behind the wheel, whom you have no control over
anyway. What, me worry?

 


 


 


 


 


ELAN

 


That’s what I might have bought back in 1980.
What a sweet little squirt. It’s cute. It’s cuddly. It corners on
rails. What else do you want? People, that’s the difference. This
is Ammurrica and ‘murricans like ladies, not twits! When I move to
London I shall join the Lotus Horde. Even though there are more
Alfalfas in Austin than any other locale this side of Naples, this
is still the home of the free, the brave, and the big plastic
spoats car. We have a tradition to uphold and a banner to carry,
but most of all we are the Corvette People. We are not the buyers
of brand-new cruise-mobiles, but the keepers of the many flames. We
keep the cars that represent the best that The General can do. Our
Corvettes are the survivors of the breed.

 


I would not know a 1953-55 Corvette from
memory if it ran over my foot because they were produced before my
time in sports cars. I was a maniac for Cadillacs and Packards back
in those days, but what did I know? I was only seven, but you can
bet your booties that those of a slightly older ilk can react to
their memories of 1955 the way I can remember Todd and Buzz driving
their black-and-white Corvette into my living room. The Corvette is
such an integral part of American culture that every model has its
defenders. Someday somebody is going to cherish an old ’84 model
because it has that uniquely tight Z51 package or is one of the
rare four-speed manuals of that vintage. Who knows? Maybe 1984 will
become famous as the first year of the last body with a genuiine
V-8? They are all interesting and so are their drivers. Half a
million Slopers can’t be wrong! Elvis album titles notwithstanding,
I still think that Mako is a better name than Sloper for the same
beast.

 


The future is now. Yes, Virginia, there
really are that many of them. They outnumber us beyond our wildest
fears. They are everywhere. Before they said we were outdated and
began their production, we could form quite an exclusive
little entourage among ourselves. Now there are so many of
them out there that we are camouflaged by
their sheer numbers. Just for comparison, remember those
shrimp-sized little hot-rods made from 1963 to ’73 called Elans?
They made only 12,224 of them critters! The little squirts could
have gone unnoticed in the whole world of spoats cars if they had
not handled so well. But noooo. They had to go and get famous for
their handling. They are just so cute and
all. And then one of our own kind goes and sells out on us! Them
Mako/Slopers is evuhwhare! I can’t take it anymore. This is just
too much to bear. The shame is too great. We all know where the
problem originated: that old bugaboo the Stingray name. They can’t
even get it right on TELEVISION. Have you seen that embarrassment,
Virgina? This guy is real cool, see, and he drives around in the
proper set of wheels, and we know what those are, but the guy’s
show is named--better sit down for this one--the show is called,
“Stingray”. Now isn’t that disgusting? Here I am and here
you are, the Ammurrican-crowned King of Spoats Cars, and they can’t
even get my name right on TV!! All because they made too many of
our little brothers look similar and then lost their minds in the
Nomenclature Department. Whether we like it or not, the
magnification of traditional sports car production figures
perpetrated by GM has changed our culture forever. Our family is as
gargantuan to that of any other brand as the Stingray is to the
Elan.
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The time will come when the old lumpy body of
the Mako will even be a bit rare on the streets of America. What is
now our modern Corvette will be everywhere. The latest figures are:
51,547 1984’s + 39,729 1985’s = 91,276 of the current body, with
only two production years! Early Makos will be much rarer than the
late ones of course, if for no other reason than the many years in
which they have been in the hands of the less than faithful. So
many of these Vettes did begin life with first owners of less than
adequate brain arrangement that it is only the fortunate ones that
survive.

 


Tritely as it seems, times change and people
change, and sometimes the culture must change for its own survival.
Austin as a Texas city is following a boom in its population much
like the Corvette did when they kept increasing the production of
the Makos. Corvette ownership is a very large subculture. Longhorn
Corvette Club is a tiny part of that subculture. Hey, we’re
exclusive enough, guys. It’s the numbers; always the numbers. What
we need is all the elan we can get so we can make the numbers work
for us. LCC is to become a big club for a big sports car, just like
nature intended. I do not need to tell you how proud I am of Baby,
and she’s a Mako from her shark nose to her duck-butt derriere.
Some of these people have more of it than others, but the elan is
present in all of us. The trick is to maintain its power within the
positive mode. Mrs. Peel would not want it any other way.

 


Reading the 1996 BLACK BOOK brings back many
fascinating memories. Back in 1963 the instant classic split-window
cost a wallet-bustin’ $220 more than the basic topless Sting Ray!
You got $5505 bulging in your wallet, Bucky? That’s how much it’ll
cost you to peel the top back on your ’86. Contrasting with our
latter day Corvettes with computer-controlled automatic
transmissions, the Powerslides of ye old days thankfully did not
sell very well. Alas, neither did the fuel injection systems;
however, for a paltry $27,502 your ’86 can have this wonderful
invention. For a measly $3817 in 1958 you could buy a Corvette
“fully equipped” (as salesmen like to say) with Powerslide, Parking
Brake Alarm, Windshield Washer, and the Snowcrest White painted
cove. With this hot option package and enough chrome to sink a
Buick, the color of preference just has to be Regal Turquoise!
Although the ’58 is arguably the tackiest of all Corvettes in its
exterior Buick imitation, according to the book, 1970 offered the
tackiest color combo with the Daytona Yellow exterior, white
soft-top and green interior. Any eyewitnesses to this abomination
raise your hands! I’ll go get the Pepto-Bismal.

 


If the rest of this book made me that
nauseous, I would throw it out rather than place it protectively in
my library. Fortunately that is not the case. When I read the
section on 1965, I cannot help but smile. Forgetting that this is
1986 while I reach for my trusty calculator just strengthens the
response. Picture this: I have only about $5000 in my pocket when I
approach the order form, but in 1965 this is enough. Beginning with
the Convertible at $4106, I add $130 worth of 115 hp, sidepipes for
$135, 4-speed $188, a genuine Teakwood steering wheel for a silly
$48, power brakes and steering $140, $43 for the Positraction and
$16 for the tinted glass. Hey, Vern, I got $194 change here: wanna
fill her up for me--and clean my tinted windshield, too, please.
They were called service stations back in
’65, remember? Hold the tacky in this fantasy, Vern. This little
baby is Nassau Blue with white top and interior. It’s too bad that
$5000 might as well be five million dollars to a high school kid in
’65.

 


You might say that the Corvette is the master
of its craft. Hot Apple Pie Ala MOOOOOOOOODE! When the Germans are
just too snotty, the Brits are creating twits, and the Japanese are
just toooo cute, as in R2-D2’s mobilized with turbos, the Corvettes
have the look! To most new car buyers, that would be enough.
The motivation to retain these emotions after many years of
production and ownership reaches only Those Who Chose to be Few:
the owners of aging plastic beasts in their garages, in some cases
even garages specifically designed to house plastic beasts. These
Few are generally composed of small herds who roam the prairies
looking for places to exercise their plastic beasts. The reason
“Few” can be used to describe thousands of Corvette owners is that
relatively speaking, the great majority of Corvette owners,
especially recent owners of late models, use their cars to
putt-putt down the boulevard or boogedy-boogedy down the freeway.
These Few really learn about their cars. The rest of us are just
amateurs… but we have been caught on the same hook. An automotive
creation with this much magic for this long a time is running amok
in our midst. Magic like this brings together at least a few
differing factions. Sometimes there is simply strength in numbers.
Sometimes we are just dreamers with plastic beasts in our garages.
We do other things, too, you know. We contribute in ways which are
less direct than The Few, but no less significant to our well
being. I like being a part of a non-homogenous, large herd, and my
plastic beast says she likes it, too.

 


Last week I overheard a conversation between
an XJ-S and a GTV. They were of ordinary stock and both were a few
years old. The S was the daughter of Lord Snoot and Lady Chatterly
and the V was the son of Mr. & Mrs. Alfalfa Sprout. Ms. S was
telling Mr. V about this old bag she once knew, the daughter of
parents who had entirely too many kids, in her opinion, she said.
They had so many kids, how could they care for all of them
properly? Then Mr. V told about his woes as the son of a couple of
crazy Italians. They were always fighting and they never gave a
whit if he grew up to be hard-working and reliable. So there he
was, talking on a street corner with some British twit-snot who
could never stir up as much excitement as the old bag, and to add
insult to injury, even though he aged decently well, everybody knew
that he could never have been Prom Queen.

 


Ms. Snoot, of course, has spent most of her
life in the powder room and she still ages like Dorian Gray’s
picture. The old bag, said Ms. Snoot, was about as even-tempered
and dull as Corvettes get. She must have been a ’75 or ’76, though
Ms. Snoot didn’t say. The old bag was not a topless model and she
worked for a secretary who could not drive a manual tranny. She ran
coolly and reliably, though. Her drivetrain had had an easy time of
it, but you could tell she had been abandoned many times beside the
feared Long-Doored Toads. She had been very well kept overall and
Ms. Snoot had to admit that the old bag’s ageless beauty was
something to envy. Even at her age, she could get the come-on looks
anytime or anywhere she pleased. She’s still sexy and she knows it.
Just smell her perfume.
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NOMENCLATURE

 


Back in the silly Sixties, I got in the
curious habit of dreaming up silly names for many of the cars I was
spiritually involved with, some of which I spent numerous hours in,
putting the pedal to metal, and others I only got close enough to
smell the leather in the interior. They all inspired me, albeit
many in a somewhat derogatory manner. The name calling began in
1966 with my dad’s treasured “Old Blue” (his name), known as “Super
Snail” (by its detractors). What else would you call a 1966 Marina
Blue Impala Sedan with a 283 2-bbl. and Powerslide? I also called
it, generically, an elephant, because this oversize slowpoke
carried me and my dad all over the place. Back then I figured a car
with front and rear seats should be used to carry two people in the
front and two in the rear. This one carried only my dad and me. In
my innocence I always figured that I would be much happier in
something with more horsepower than seats.

 


Now that the stage has been set to begin this
play of words, let your mind drift through the streets with me as I
blatantly take names and spout silent rhetoric at their
drivers.

 


If a full-size American car is an Elephant,
then a Citroen Pallas must be Le Elefont. An S/M model is really an
S & M because that’s how you must feel while driving the
ugliest Maserati in the world, not to be confused with the Marquis
de Sade, which tortured me all over New Mexico last week with its
pinkie steering and greasy tires. What would you expect from a
Ford? Speaking of Fords, I must say that the inspiration for such
nonsense came from another Ford, the Merkur, which I assume if you
pronounce it correctly, is the singular for Marecoors, which can
only be “Rocky Mountain Horse Beer”. The only thing bigger than an
Elephant is a Luxury Boat, LB for short, and the best example of
one of these monsters has to be the famous Mark series. In England
an LB might be a Saloon, but if you ask me, an XJ ain’t a big
enough place for drinkin’, gamblin’, and carousin’ all at the same
time! I suppose that’s about par for a country that calls a hood a
bonnet, a trunk a boot, and a convertible a drop-head coupe.

 


On a more serious note, there were two cars
in history, one American and one as English as the infamous Prince
of Darkness, whose given names were as appropriate as they were
entertaining. These two cars are still very entertaining: to drive,
to look at, and even to talk about in hours of pleasant
conversation among enthusiasts. No two sports cars have inspired as
much debate as to their inherent values as these two. This the very
high-tech and snobby Krautwagon has fits about: most of the world
agrees that if you put the engine in the front, the tranny in the
middle, and of course the rear end in the proper end, then you’ve
got your basic principle of balance in the way that spoats ca’
looks and drives. Got that, 911? These two represent what most
people probably feel is the essence of sports car. The E-type
Jaguar was produced in three basic body configurations (coupe,
convertible, and 2+2), with three basic engines (arranged
consecutively: 3.8 inline six, 4.2 inline six, and 5.3 V-12).
During about these same years, say, 1961-75, Corvettes were
produced in three versions (coupe, convertible, and T-top coupe)
with, in simple terms, two engines (one big and one little) with a
whole carload of displacements, options, names, and positively
fascinating horsepower and torque figures. The Jag has always been
long, smooth, and slinky, but unreliable. The Vette has always been
lewd, crude, and effective-- and reliable. The Sting Ray
name-for-the-body-style award goes on this beast because of the way
the car looks from above, like watching a stingray on the ocean
floor. The other Stingray really should have been a Mako because
that’s what it is shaped like. It has always bothered me that Chevy
did not follow that line of nomenclature. E-type was a good,
conservative English name for one bloody hell of a good English
sports car. American cars have always followed cute little
corporate patterns in their nomenclature. A couple of years after
the demise of The Cat, a bewildered competitor quietly dismissed
the fishy name....
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No matter what you may have read on these
very pages, I assure you that Corvettes are absolutely not funny.
There is absolutely nothing amusing about an engine called a
Turbo-Jet that is neither a turbo nor a jet. What color is your
car? Red. Is that Sportsman, Gypsy, Venetian, Signet, Roman, or
Riverside? You remember 1963, don’t you? The one where all the
colors had the same names as certain racetracks? I wonder how they
missed the obvious? Talledega Tan. Next year they can celebrate the
car most likely to be stolen with the special Talledega Tan option
package. Wipe that smile off your face!! Option Packages are
serious business! For the 1987 year we have the all-new, limited
edition, HOT, TT Pace Car Package! The option will be available in
Talledega Tan only (to make it hard to spot in the desert). The
details will include a Complete Computer Command Capability Module
for the ultimate in theft protection, Special Titanium Alloy Wheels
with Mini-Keypad Wheel Locks, and the all-new Skyroof
Anti-Lock-Top-Priority Anti-Theft System. This new piece of
innovative engineering has a special 8mm system GM developed with a
leading camera manufacturer for the ultimate in theft protection.
With this system the car can be started only when the driver is
looking directly skyward into the tiny lens built into the roof.
The lens simply feeds a camera system that sends a signal to the
Master Computer Control located underneath the battery, where the
future thief cannot get to it. The computer retains a facsimile of
the owner’s countenance with a satiated canary smile looking at the
roof of his new Limited Edition Special. The brilliance in this is
that a real thief could never fake the proper smile with his neck
muscles screaming and his dignity compromised. The rumor is that
the whole idea began with the way the infamous thief’s neck muscles
must have felt as he was being dragged from a Corvette by his
hair!

 


Better to have silly names and option
packages than a bunch of misleading number designations. Once upon
a time Ammurrican cars were named after the appropriate animals.
You had your Impalas that from their size were certainly elephants.
You had your Mustangs, which should have been rabbits because
that’s how many of them there were. There were of course Rabbits
that became clones of themselves made in the good old USA. Then
came names like Sprint, which became the “John Smiths” of auto
nomenclature. First there was the Pontiac Sprint; then came the
Lotus Sprint; and then we had the Chevy Sprint. Two factors created
the rise in number-and-alphabet-soup nomenclature: the American
awareness that the Germans could do a few things right and the
building of sports sedans effectively was one of them; and the
other was Thuh Guvmint’s meddling in the engine compartment. Why
are all Porsches size nines? Is a 5.0 better than just a plain old
five? If a 318 has three doors and seats eighteen people, then a
320i must seat twenty people and i. My car must be better than
yours because it has 512 BB’s in the engine and yours has only 365.
In the spirit of “Hands Across America”, we could have an “Alphabet
Around the World”, sponsored by the company making Alfalfas, of
course. We’ll line up every car ever made with some sort of
alphanumeric designation in its name. The proceeds will go to the
founding of a new car company which will revive the neat animal
names for cars and split the income with the all-new Save Only
Animals of Predatory Yearning (SOAPY). Every car with an
appropriate designation will be lined up, bumper to bumper: LS’s,
SJ’s, Sei’s, SE’s, 2.8’s, 3.8’s, SL’s, 400’s, 600’s, 635’s, and
633’s; i.e., eee-ii-ee-ii-OOOOOOOOOOO!!

 


Probably the best reason to become familiar
with the metric system is to know really
how big your engine is. How much bigger is a 318 Plymouth than a
745 Bimmer? Is an Audi 5000 truly the biggest thing on the planet?
Besides a bunch of cams and valves, what’s the difference between a
308 and a 5.7? Even though I may be a psychologist impersonating an
accountant, I am still happy knowing I don’t need an intelligence
test or a calculator to understand the numbers on Baby’s hood. No,
Martha, “Turbo Jet” is not a funny name… so I wonder why I cannot
think of that engine without smiling?
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EUROSPORT & BABY

 


Times are different now. The traffic is
thicker than ever. The roads are rougher and the environment is
noisier. It even rains once in a while around here, and about half
the time in parts east of Texas. The wind blows in Texas, though.
Ever think about how much windier it is out on a Texas freeway than
say, in the depth of the forest? Mr. Wind blows any way he wants to
blow. Got that? So, you got your potholes and your rain and Mr.
Wind, and of course, the guy behind you is in a big truck that is
in a hurry and the Little Darlin’ in front of you thinks 55 mph is
a hair-raising speed, so she slows down to check hers in the
mirror. Does she care that big trucks can squash econoboxes flatter
than bugs on a windshield? Does the trucker care that the radar
sharks eat econoboxes? Did I mention that the freeway roars
constantly like some trapped beast?

 


Some things are just plain engineered and
tuned and screwed together right. Know whut I mean, Vern?
Everythang works on it. Thar ain’t much of
anything that ain’t just right, Vern. Know what I mean? Shore, I
have to holler at the engine ever now and then just to call it,
“lily-livered” or “weak-kneed”. The bucket seats are unquestionably
the worst thing in the car and the dash is a close second, but have
you driven one, Vern?

 


Mr. Businessman here has some opinions and
speculations as to his fondness for the Eurosport. His report is as
follows:

 


“I have many points to make here, so I shall
be as brief as possible.” (How many times have you heard this line
precede one helluva boring business speech?)

 


1. Look at the width of the Eurosport in
relation to its length, its wheelbase, and its weight. Relatively,
it is flat, wide, and light for its size and capacity.

2. The 2.8 liter 60-degree V-6 was designed
for the car. This engine is 9000 times better than the highly
touted 3.8 liter 90-degree V-6. Not more
powerful; just immeasurably smoother and better balanced.

3. I have never heard quieter outside
mirrors. Remember Mr. Wind?

4. The straightline stability is remarkable
in all wind and weather conditions.

5. The steering and steering wheel are simply
faultless.

6. It is the best-riding, decent-handling car
I have ever driven. A key note here for comparison: the Elektra
T-type is too big and soft for my tastes, but it is still the best
large car of the Eurosport’s era.

7. The wet-weather stopping is
impeccable.

8. Wet-weather cornering is at least safe and
acceptable. I have driven many cars that I would deem definitely
unacceptable in this category.

9. Outward visibility and timeless good looks
blend very nicely in the Eurosport.

10. Except for a lack of real triaxial
speakers and really honest power, the stereo is impeccable, too,
and that comes from a certified audio snob.

11. Thirty miles per gallon on the freeway is
nothing to sneeze at either.

12. For the Eurosport’s size and capability,
it is ridiculously cheap!!

 


The way to drive a Eurosport is with the
cruise on 55, or any other speed limit, with the windows up, the
transmission in Overdrive-D, and the radio playing real music,
preferably string quartets. You may be only driving at the speed
limit, but you’re doing it all the time.
Get it? Mr. Wind and Mr. Traffic and Mr. Rain can bring their worst
tricks to your party, but you can concentrate on staying alive
along with the string quartet. Get it?
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This is Elmer Fudd, my third Eurosport,
named after my wife called it a fuddy-duddy car.

Elmer was sold immediately to the first
caller after 14 years and 153,000 lovable miles.



Call in The Security Department. We have a
request from above to open the door. That has to be certified,
verified and signed in triplicate before the door can be opened.
You know the rules. And when you come back, save yourself a trip
and bring the master key, will ya’?

 


It’s dark outside. It’s quiet, too, of
course. Baby only gets out when it is both dark and quiet. A low
profile is always preferred. The Security Department has approved
the request, the locks have been opened and the alarms have been
quieted. Baby was prepared before the request was even sent down,
of course. The tools, fire extinguisher, vinyl tops, legal papers,
and Passport have all been secured into position. The dust removal
team just left. For some reason Baby always acts like she’s thirsty
when the key is first turned. She never starts until I have pumped
on the pedal a bit. I think I may not be doing it right or the carb
is set incorrectly for my methods or something. Anyway, if the
aforementioned procedure did not convince you that Baby is no
Eurosport, the proof arrives with the growl of her deep voice. It’s
always smooth and sexy, and yet it is strong enough to lightly
shake Baby’s whole being when she is just fired up. Once warmed up,
Baby is wonderfully smooth. Many a time I have gone from a 3.8
liter (argghh!) to the sound and feel of Baby’s LS-5 and the latter
always made the former seem like there was no oil in the engine.
The LS-5 is wonderfully smooth. It is no racer and it is no
mechanic’s dream, but the LS-5 is one whopper of a fine GT engine.
Baby never lets you forget it, either.

 


Just going 30 mph all your attention is tuned
to Baby. There are a bunch of nicely lit, round analog instruments
to look at and she always prefers you to drive with both hands. A
leather steering wheel and a cold, smooth shift knob provide lots
of tactile stimuli. Your ears tune in the rumble. All the controls
must be handled firmly. All the little noises of the outside world
are flowing in. At this level you are into the essence of driving
an interesting car, one whose capability lies far beyond what
everyday traffic will allow. You can turn on the radio if you like.
It was installed by an audio snob. The catch is that the radio
covers up Baby’s wonderful sound.

 


A Eurosport has rules. Driving with the
windows down, the cruise off, the radio driven into its easily
reached distortion range, and at 75 mph is just plain abusing a
good car in a Eurosport. Your mileage will drop, your ears will get
mad at you, and the radar sharks could get nasty. Baby has her own
set of rules, the first of which is to pay attention to her instead
of the string quartet. The second is to respect the loud pedal, and
the third is to pay attention to Mr. Rain. As for Mr. Wind, Baby
just toots her horn at anything less than a hurricane. If a
Eurosport is the world’s best humble servant, then a Corvette is
the world’s best mistress. She certainly is not as hot tempered and
expensive to keep as the Italian flavor, but her excitement
quotient is very high indeed. She yawns at 75 mph and quickens the
pulse at 90. Her feel in a corner is magnificent. The loud pedal
makes the air cleaner roar. With the back window out and the tops
off, the convertible flavor is almost yours. With the tops sealed
and the quartet ablaring, she’ll still thumb her nose at every
Eurosport in town. You know, Vern, some cars are just plain….
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TOYS

 


Saturday. A kid’s kinda day. There is never
any other day quite like it. If there were a National Me Day, it
would have to be on a Saturday. Since it is also the time of the
Annual Rite of Plastic Card Abuse here in South Texas, USA, then
the topic must be about the things we play with, most likely on our
day off. As an adult consumer I can tell you in no uncertain terms
that the most cost-efficient hobby of the times must be the
Japanese electronic toys currently produced in our OTM, Oriental
Techwar Market. Everything else is going up. Plain. Simple. To
the point. My business is money and money is my business, and I
know everything. And last week I was elected President! Aren’t you
impressed? And I have a Corvette, too! It’s almost Christmas and I
am a kid and I want some toys now! National Me Day is here!!

 


Yes, ladies and gentlemen, in some worlds, at
some obscure date, things can really be like that… in the Twilight
Zone. But this is reality, Bubba, and we’re the grownups in the
movie and National Me Day disappeared with the last good cast of
Saturday Night Live. Our money seems to buy so much less
these days. Bankruptcy is a commonly mentioned term, and yes I do
see many scary little monsters threatening our wallets. Today I bet
that people don’t just run out and buy expensive toys as
impulsively as in the past. This brings us to the present Brave New
World in which all hobbies are marketed to be expensive. The reason
Japanese electronics are not in the same ballpark as Corvettes and
Ferraris is that cassette recorders are the ants of The Eighties
and the aforementioned C’s and F’s are like the certain group of
really good Pink Floyd albums. The cassette has been
technologically bred to survive in lofty numbers, just like them
ants. You can buy the little reproducers anywhere but Burger King
for the price of only about 98 orders of fries! The really weird
part is that the little monster can turn out sound that is 82.9% as
pure as the $1895 Nakahootchie sold as the state of the art
at the Yuppiesnot Video Superstore across the street! If you want
really good sound from your new cassette deck, go record Dark
Side of the Moon. I bet even the Yuppies know this is one of
the best-recorded albums of all time. Going down to the local
purveyor of flat round plastic will net you a plastic imitation of
Dark Side that was probably pressed from a master used four
zillion times and the storekeeper could care less about anything
except its retail price, sort of like buying a Corvette from the
dealer on the corner, the one specializing in Celebrities for Mabel
and Martha. How much is the Split Window? Only two Celebs and half
a Cavalier, give or take an option or two. How much is that in
french fries, Mister?

 


I went down the street to talk to the man
about the used black BB he had in his window. He said if I had to
ask, I didn’t have any business in there. Boy was he right about
that. My trusty calculator chokes on the letters BB and GTB. You
mean I can purchase this perfectly recorded CD of Wish You Were
Here for only $16? Uh-oh. My credit card is stuck in my wallet
again and I can’t get it loose. I forgot that this is the very same
noise sold just across the aisle in pressed plastic for half the
price. It is the same Wish You Were Here in my collection in
the form of an early German pressing that has hardly been out of
the garage. Could I say that word again? Garaggzzze!! Baby’s
favorite word. If I had wanted German metal with an engine in the
wrong end, I would have selected a 911S Targa. In many other ways
Baby is a lot like that German copy of Wish You Were Here.
They were both born as State of the Art before the Yuppies cliched
the term to death. Unlike the lowly cassette decks and primitive
fire ants of their day, their numbers were and are still today,
limited.

 


Values and attitudes change as we mature,
both personally and as a culture. The parallels between silly
hobbies like high-tech toys and the really serious affairs behind
the screen are traveling on an unpaved road, and the ride may be a
bit bumpy. Back when I was a kid, I always knew what was going on
and I would tell you, too, whether it was how The Rolling Stones
were going to be famous or the window in the rear of the new Sting
Ray as they called it was reaaaallly neat. Things are different
now. Not only are we in a world past 1984 but one in which the
availability of 150-mph cars is growing, but not as rapidly as the
scope of the 55-mph Electronic War going on right here in South
Texas, USA. Kind of like 1986, isn’t it? We are in the midst of a
war of toys and techwars. Catch-22? Corvette? Does it rhyme?
Unfortunately I think the adult in me believes it does.

 


The way I think of the Stingray in my garage
is expressed simply by the mention of the tune, “Shine On (You
Crazy Diamond)”, from Wish You Were Here. That song is about
as perfect to me as a black 1970 Coupe with just the right options.
Her time has come and she was never meant to skirmish in the
techwars. Like the VR-tired sleek-bods in the showrooms today,
there are many technically correct CD’s in the record stores and
Toys-R-Us is full of goodies, but the one that rings my bell the
loudest is hiding out in my garage.

 


If the kid who’s been a Stones fan for 22
years was here, he’d tell you that for now the best deals on
Corvettes are the following: 1980’s, particularly one of the
approximately 5000 made with the last L-82’s, or the other 5000 or
so 4-speed L-48’s. I cannot find for certain if any four-speed
L-82’s were made in 1980 or not. Most sources say no. Another good
year is the 1984 with its new high technology and low price. What
more do you want? Get the Z-51, Bose, and four-speed manual, of
course. Those are my favorites now. The Stones have not been my
favorite band since 1967, either. Get the equation? I struggled
through math in school and I am sort of an accountant now, but the
kid in me has been reading about sports cars longer than forever
and he says that market prices have certain curves. Right now the
‘80’s and ‘84’s are riding the trough.

 


“Dear Santa: I want a 1980 4-speed L-48, in
black with white interior of course, and have your elves change out
the speedometer face before delivery. I have room for it in the
garage. I’ll just throw the Celebrity out. I’ll file the ‘80’s
owner’s manual right here next to the British Quad copy of Dark
Side of the Moon.”

 


What do you mean, “Have I been good?” Didn’t
you read the first paragraph? I was President! I know everything! I
know nothing about foreign affairs, but back home I’m smiling
because there is a Stingray in my little garagggzze.

 


 


 


 


 


PAINT

 


Back in 1953-55 in Carrollton, Mississippi,
long before Steve McQueen ever went there, my best friend kept his
Shetland pony named Diablo on my dad’s farm. My friend and I would
try to ride Diablo once in a while, but these excursions rarely
lasted very long because Diablo’s favorite trick was to scrape us
off under the first low-lying cedar tree limb, then high-tail it
for the barn until the next time Bob and I felt like chewing a
little cedar bark. The best I can remember, Diablo was a familiar
black-and-white color often referred to by the Indians as a “paint”
(like The Cisco Kid’s horse, only a little shorter). This story is
not about ponies, though. It’s about colors. Bob would later
introduce me to a blue Harley-Davidson Super 10, but this is not a
story about those, either. A little later I might have been spotted
riding around with Bob in his mom’s sky-blue ’62 Bonnie Convertible
with blue, white, and silver pleated vinyl interior. We’re sneakin’
up on the subject now, but we’re not yet out the garage door until
we see his mom’s black ’65 Bonneville Convertible with white vinyl
top and interior….

 


To kick off the The 20th Anniversary of The
Longhorn Corvette Club, I sent George back into the library stacks
to conjure up a report on one of my least favorite Corvette model
years, and also the year that I joined LCC. Although it is 98%
identical on the exterior to the 1980 model, the 1981 Corvette
underneath the surface is a thoroughly unique model. It is the
first Corvette since the opening date of this story that offered no
optional engines. It is the first Corvette offered in the
traditional top/bottom two-tone paint scheme. There were two
separate paint types applied in separate factories, and a
computer-controlled 4-bbl. 350 linked to a conventional manual
four-speed or three-speed automatic was the only drivertain choice.
(Hey, I said it was a least favorite Corvette; I didn’t call it a
Ford!) The 40,606 1981 models numbered only eight cars less than
the 1980 model. The 1981 production included 31,611 built in St.
Louis and painted with lacquer and 8995 made in the new Bowling
Green plant and painted with an enamel basecoat and clear topcoat.
Nearly all of the two-tones were enameled in Bowling Green, but a
few were lacquered in St. Louis. All ‘81’s had stainless steel
exhaust manifolds, a second electric cooling fan for the engine,
and the 190 hp L-81 engine. Only 5757 were equipped with the
four-speed, the last of all Corvettes to offer manual shifting
without a discussion with a computer. This model was the first to
offer a power driver’s seat, electric sport mirrors, and on
standard suspension automatics, the plastic monoleaf rear spring.
The most common option on the ‘81’s was a rear-window defogger (in
Austin, Texas? Yeah, right…) and the least ordered was a radio
delete for 315 computer-carb autocrossers. Since 7803 buyers
ordered the Gymkhana option, you might surmise that no more than
32,803 cars have the plastic spring, assuming that the 7803
hardtails, 5757 shifters, and 315 silent riders are all the same
coneheads.

 


The only 1981 Corvette of which I have
special remembrance was a certain bland Beige-with-Camel-interior
(official 1981 color names: bland or what?) model owned by an
ex-LCC member. This car had the best stereo in a Corvette I have
ever heard. You know that little band of silver metal trim
separating the roof panels from the rear window? This car’s sound
system could easily vibrate this exterior trim! Of course there are
probably many more ’81 models in LCC now, but I cannot describe
them because they look just like all the 1980’s. Unless you have a
two-tone in Dark Claret or Bronze, you can purr down the boulevard
like a 1980 incognito. Porsche must have had a good idea with their
electric mirrors because 13,567 1981 Corvettes got them; however,
only 792 units were batted out of the park with the 1981-only
CB/8-track stereo combination.

 


Both Corvettes and their owners are more
sensitive to paint than most all other cars and their buyers.
Anyone who knows the basic history of the Corvette knows that
several paint types, schemes, and options have been tried
throughout the model years. The 1981 is just one of the more
interesting from a finish standpoint. Due to its severely robust
drivetrain and suspension combined with a relatively lightweight
body composed of plastic panels, the Corvette is far more
susceptible to surface cracking and other irregularities than
conventionally designed metal cars. The bumper surfaces of the 1973
and later models add additional color matching difficulties. The
fat tires and high-powered engines sling road trash up to chip and
mar the bodies of some models. The most popular colors bring
problems of their own because they are rarely selected for their
low maintenance levels. Beige/Camel is somewhat unusual as a
Corvette color choice. Most of us treat paint color like some sort
of psychological aberration. There is no middle ground: it either
must be white or it must be black, or it must be red or blue. Like
no other car on the road, all other colors are secondary. Colors
such as green, silver, yellow, orange, beige, bronze, maroon, gray,
brown, and turquoise have been used to cover many Corvettes, but
for the plastic beast alone, those aforementioned primaries are the
singular choice of a large majority of us. White shows mud and muck
as fast as a white satin sheet. Black exposes every crack and wax
smear a beautemous beast can muster. Red can fade to some shade
different from that of the bumpers. A nice bright blue can easily
lose its delicate metallic sheen. We should listen to those
sensible metal sedan buyers who select the colors that do not show
dirt? But noooo. We have to have the color that exposes that deeply
rooted neurosis we’ve kept hidden in the closet all these
years….

 


Lamborghini Miuras, most Porsches, and many
daily-driver sedans ought to be painted silver, and all old British
sports cars better be British Racing Green with black interiors!
Corvettes come in only three colors, don’t they? If you tell me a
Corvette is painted any color other than black, white, or blue, I
cannot be held responsible for my actions! Yes, I did incorrectly
identify a Marina Blue ’67 as a Nassau Blue at the last dealer car
show. To whomever I said that, I don’t know everything there is to
know; I just sometimes think I do. Reddd!!! Did you say your
Corvette was red? Arrrrrrrrggggggh! Bring the butterfly net,
quickly! This madness has been in my psyche for a long time. Diablo
was black and white. All convertibles are either black with white
interior and top or white with black interior and top. Sky-blue or
bright blue like Nassau and Marina are always welcome as long as
the interior is a contrasting black, white, dark blue, or silver.
Any other colors, gag me with a tire iron! Nuts? I’m not nuts.
You’re all the nuts, all you people who drive cars in Arrest Me Red
and all those other stupid colors. I know where I came from. Do
you? Happy Twentieth Anniversary, LCC. Happy Fortieth, Corvette.
Keep on paintin’ ‘em the right colors.

 


 


 


 


 


TARGA$

 


On a good day like this one, I can even admit
that my first sports car was a Fiat. Not just any Fiat, but one
with a fifty cubic inch engine! Friends of mine at the time might
have called it a fish or a frog because that is what the head-on
view inspired, but all these same friends would jump at the chance
to ride in this entertaining little squirt. The top went down and
up again with no back talk and a really slick suspension system
allowed you to just put the pedal to the metal and steer. I
literally drove the daylights out of this little putt-putt and
never once got less than 30 mpg. When you’re a penniless college
student delivering BBQ for gas money, high mileage is a wonderful
thing. The 850 Spider was built by Fiat with a Porsche-type
shifter, which was mahhhvelous for a Porsche-type, rear-engined
machine. The fifty cubic inches were water-cooled and their hobby
was racing to the redline. The convertible top was a copy of the
design utilized only by the $13,000 SL’s (does that sound cheap or
what?!) and the Fantastic Plastic at around $5000 with a few
options. The point is that the Fiat cost just a bit more than a
Wendy’s Bacon Cheeseburger does today, and it had the right stuff,
particularly that mahvelous top and a good revving motor with a
slick shifter, not to mention the IRS. But let’s do mention that
top one more time… simply (you know).

 


On a related subject, I have been collecting
sports car brochures since the early Sixties. Buried deep within
the archives is a 1965 brochure of the new Porsche Targa 911 and
912, which I discovered under the table in a Porsche dealership.
This car was new to the German market in 1965, but it was nearly
three years before the innovative top layout appeared for sale in
the U.S. The original model came with a zip-out rear window made of
flexible plastic. One of these KrautKritters is quite rare today,
since all the later models and the great majority of all Targas
have the fixed, glass rear window. Years of car watching have
turned up one of these rarities in South Austin. On a car watching
scale of 1-10, these are a solid 8, along with 400 hp Corvettes and
any Maserati that isn’t a Merak or Biturbo. In the late Sixties you
could get a reasonably priced Targa for about $5500, or a little
less reasonable $7000. The latter had the famous Porsche flat-six
and the cheaper 912 had a VW four-cylinder. Boy, what an engine!
Remember the VW 412? Similar name… hmmm. No matter how neat the 912
was, it still sounded like a VW Bug. My cat can meow better! You
have this cat’s-meow top with a lot of heavy breathing in the back.
Could I please have this mahvelous top with a plastic body and a
decent engine? And if it looks anything like a black Merak, I’ll
give it a solid 9!

 


Of all the top designs utilized on modern
sports cars, the Corvette and its many body offerings have
continued to be the state of the art in top removability. To much
of the population, the top design of a sports car can be one of its
more endearing qualities. There are more accessories and alternate
top styles available for many of the Corvettes than for any other
car. General Motors has obviously spent lots of its money and
talent on the development of the various Corvette roof systems.
Whether you have a fixed-roof ’67 or a very open ’68, you got a
good deal on your top. The ’68 is the only year of the Makos in
which Convertibles outnumbered Coupes. The ’67 Coupe basks in the
praise of its admiring horde. There is never a winner in this
contest. There are always vast numbers of reasons why a Corvette
Coupe is a good car to own, and there are an equal number of votes
for the Convertible.

 


While the Corvette’s tops have been
innovative, its engines have been something else altogether, and
basically most are the same. They are all big and torquey and
reasonably reliable. Compared to foreign sorts, they are unique in
their simplicity, like the roof systems. Their goodness comes not
from the reading and naming of all the internal parts, utilizing
every buzzword from here to Williamson County, but from the
glorious nature of the beast. Corvette engines are some of the
smoothest, and of course, the most powerful of the engines made in
the U.S. Instead of seeing how many parts they can cram into five
liters, GM has always retained the Corvette engines as big and
useful in the everyday world. It is this realistic approach to both
tops and power units for the Vette that I so much admire. Of course
the same company also makes the 3.8 liter, 90-degree toad-hoppers;
however, as far as the Corvette engine lineup goes, GM is deserving
of a pat on the back.

 


There are a lot of my Lady of Character’s
assets that could define her as a bloody proper sports car. She has
two stabilizer bars, one up front and the other at the derriere.
Only two seats, IRS, and a passel of dials on the dash are further
qualifications. Can there ever be any doubt as to her intentions
when you open the secondaries on the carb and the beast inside her
howls at the moon while she makes an exit with the force of 500
pounds of torque? The howl is more exciting when she is doing it
topless. Shall we say the howling is mahhhhhhhhhvellous?

 


“Good afternoon, sir. Could I see what the
Porsch line is offering in 1990?”

“That’s Porshuh,
sir. Yes, we have a very fine line-up to show you today. Right here
is what we call the 928. The top of the line. Front engine, rear
drive, lots of luxury equipment. A really serious GT car.”

“How much?”

“Five figures, sir.”

“Is that beginning with a four?”

“Without the extras, sir, that’s beginning
with a seven.”

“Can you show me something beginning with a
four?”

“Of course. Over here is our entry-level
Porsche, the 944, beginning in the low forties, without options, of
course.”

“That has a V-12 with air conditioning
standard. Right?”

“Uh, not exactly. That model has a, uh,
four-cylinder. The best four-cylinder in the world, though. Balance
shafts….”

“You mean like Mitsubishi has, the company
that engineered the Hyundai Excel?”

“Well, uh, our 944 is a true thoroughbred!
Our balance-shafted four, as I said, is the best in the world!”

“Made in the Porsche factory, not by
Mitsubishi, right?”

“Yes. Porsche can build its own
balance-shafted engines and pay Mitsubishi only about $8 per unit
for the rights to this design.”

“You mean I have to pay $40,000 for
this entry-level car just to have the privilege of driving a real
Porsche?”

“That is correct except that the 944 is not
actually built in the Porsche factory. Audi handles most of the
assembly in their Neckarsulm plant.”

“Let me see if I have this straight. Porsche
pays Mitsu $8 to use their balance shaft design. Then they have the
German company more famous for unreliability than any other build
the car, and then they want me to fork over forty big ones?”

“We shall be more than happy to show you
something built in the real Porsche factory. The price will be in
the seventies.”

“Would that be the latest development of the
car which sold for under $7000 in 1965? Isn’t there a Chevy dealer
down the street?”

 


There is something that has been buggin’ me
for a solid twenty years. No matter what the financial analysts say
or what the politicians claim, the pricing of Porsches has been the
consistent red flag standing over our crumbling financial status.
Back in 1965 the local sports car dealers sold: (1) the Porsche 912
for $5000 and the 911 for $7000; (2) the zippety-squirt Lotus Elan
for $5500; (3) the gorgeous kitty-cat E-Type for $7000; and (4) the
Plastic Hulk with nothing for $4500 or $6500 with all the stomper
equipment. In 1990 a Lotus Espirit does indeed cost $70,000 and an
XJ-S convertible is a hefty buy, too. Stomper cost $40,000 with
everything and the Carrera 4, the ultimate 911, is $70,000+. So
what’s the big deal? The Lotus and the Jaguar in 1990 are extremely
low production. The Plastic Beastie’s real marketing enemy is and
always has been Porsche, a company which has historically sold half
its production in the U.S. Without Yuppies, there would be no
Porsche. As long as production can be cut and prices increased in
great gulps Porsche will continue to profit. I no longer have any
doubt that as long as there is still at least one Yuppie still
standing with his wallet intact, Porsche will continue to raise
prices in leaps and bounds. Corvette designers, thank goodness,
harbor at least a small sense of cost consciousness. Even at more
than half the cost of my house, a 1990 Z52 Convertible remains a
decent deal.

 


We all have our summer fantasies about cars
we have no logical business owning. Mine happens to be a white Z52
Convertible with black top and interior, manual trans, analog
instruments, and a great big Bose noisemaker. What a worthless
chunk of plastic! You cannot park it anywhere without fear of
theft. The gas consumption ain’t bad but the insurance costs are
simply insane! When you really want to go
somewhere, you can’t haul more than a change of clothes, a pea-but
sandwich, and a couple of hundred cassettes of appropriate noise to
feed the Bose! Yeah, and most Playboy centerfolds probably have
molasses for brains, anyway….

 


Back in the current world of reality, the
Germans are eating our lunch. My attitudes toward Germans in
general and Porsches in particular may appear to vary in
incomprehensible relationships to reality. Unknown to most of the
public, I personally give the Germans credit for most of the
technical and artistic advances in popular music throughout The
Seventies. Due to circumstances far too complex to describe now, I
have been privy to knowledge of which only a tiny portion of the
American public is aware. From 1968 to 1978, German rock musicians
created: the concept of totally electronic bands, the rhythmic
bounce of international dance music, New Age music, the black
leather heavy metal syndrome, technical perfection of the studio
kind, and electronic soundscapes for movies. Due to the power of
American marketing corporations the public knows almost nothing of
this phenomenon. In contrast to this situation, the American buyers
are acutely aware of a Porsche’s social status. These are the
buyers who were still in diapers when I was just reaching legal
driving age and spending hours in sports car dealerships just
trying-on and drooling on the upholstery. The 911 and 912 were the
new models back then. I even thought they were almost a good buy.
Certainly in 1965 the only sports cars who gave the Porsches
serious competition in all aspects were the Elan, Sting Ray,
E-Type, and Cobra. Any car nut worth his motor oil can understand
this significance. The 1990 attitude is influenced by all of this.
If I wanted to hear wheezing, I would blow my nose instead of
driving an air-cooled rear-engine sports car, but if I wanted to
hear something besides the same ten songs on the radio, I
would whip out one of the two-hundred cassettes from my Z52
fantasymobile’s storage area and groove down the road to a form of
adult rock that never reminds me of elevators.

 


Guilty. I have paid $25 and more for a single
CD of which I already owned the LP! It’s true that the band and the
particular recording may have invented rhythmic rock, and the band
recorded the tunes in the basement of a castle in Cologne, and the
number of copies of this CD in little old Texas can be counted on
one hand. Who am I to blame the Yuppie who buys a Porsche that
costs more than my house? That is the question. The Yuppie may be
buying the Porsche because of how much it costs. I am paying a high
price for a CD because of my fondness for the material contained
and its rarity. Is there a difference? The difference is measured
in sheer dollars. There is a relationship between Yuppies and
Porsches that cannot be denied. At least a small part of me wishes
the public could see the forest for the trees when it comes to
Yuppies and Porsches and the current state of our economy. The
wrong politicians have consistently aided the Yuppies in their
search for the ultimate dollar. If you think Porsches have not
played a key role in this monster movie called the U.S. economy,
your naiveté is showing.

 


The conflicting attitudes I have are very
real. The Germans do make some of the world’s best music and cars,
but they are also the world’s champeen price gougers. I would love
for the Yuppies of our economically wounded nation to see this with
open eyes. With my own lust for driving perfection in a topless
Z52, I’m just a snotty economic bigot without enough room in my
garage for all the cars I would love to own. Sometimes money is a
more poignant subject than motor oil.
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TEKWARS

 


It is a somewhat steamy-yet-pleasant evening
in this quiet Delta town in the spring of ’62. I am about to learn
two lessons I shall never forget. The first will change my attitude
toward convertibles and Pontiacs forever and the second is to be
the first personal contact with The Brave New World I shall
encounter. My best friend has finally convinced his mom that what
she really needs in a new car is a convertible. Since his is a
Pontiac family (Star Chiefs forever!) the beautemous topless
sweetie we are now approaching is a light blue 1962 Bonneville with
a white top stored underneath a silvery blue vinyl boot and an
interior pattern unique to that year Bonnie: light blue, white, and
silver vertical vinyl pleats on bench seats. To this day I still
think the ’62 Bonneville Convertible is one of America’s best
examples of the classic land yacht, but that’s another story.
Sharing the garage with the Bonnie and the Star Chief was a sort of
dumb looking gray sedan.

 


“What’s that thing?”, I asked, peering
inquisitively at its pale gray flanks and rich red vinyl interior.
Clearly it was a sedan with a boring sense of color, compared to
the multi-hued Bonnie.

“That’s my brother’s car. He brought it back
from France, where he’s been going to school. It’s a Mercedes. It
has a four-speed on the column.”

“Weird, man! I’ve never heard of a
four-on-the-tree!”

 


George the Librarian is on vacation this week
and I cannot seem to find anything to verify several exact figures
about that particular bottom-of-the-line M-B. We have brochures and
price lists, etc., for this model, but for now we shall have to
extrapolate from 1965 figures for a production model year of
1960-62. Little Larry probably paid in francs the equivalent of
about $2500 or less for this elegant machine, which was either a
190, 190D, 200, or 200D. No, Virginia, we do not remember the exact
model and one of the zeros has not escaped from the price quoted.
These models designated 1900cc or 2000cc, gas or diesel. The 200
was of course an updated replacement of the 190. They all had OHV
engines with four cylinders and 60-105 hp. All had 106” wheelbases
and independent rear suspensions. What we obviously have here is
one helluva sophisticated toad!

 


As the line across the screen of many a
monster movie ten minutes into the story states, 22 years
later… Mercedes brought its new Honda Accord-sized Yuppie bait
190 to America in 1984. The 190E/190 was a 1900cc OHC four
with/without fuel injection. This model had a smaller engine never
sold in the U.S., hence the 190 2.3 designation indicating the
larger 2300cc engines brought here. Although George is absent, I
believe I can safely state that due to emissions rules, no 190’s
were ever imported without fuel injection. The original 190E 2.3’s
brought to the U.S. all had 122 hp, weighed 2425 pounds, and had
105” wheelbases. Zero to sixty mph took ten seconds and top speed
was 121 mph. A few toad maniacs even bought the 2.2-liter diesels,
but fortunately for us speed maniacs, these road hazards left the
U.S. market when the diesel sales died in the mid-Eighties.
Remember that lost zero? Well, we found him. Not only that but in
1986, M-B introduced the 190E 2.3/16 at 35,000 hot smackeronis for
a couple of cams on top working sixteen hot-to-trot valves. We’re
talkin’ 140 cubic inches, 167 hp, 0-60 mph in 7.3 seconds, a
15.8-second quarter mile, 134 mph top speed, and 3000 pounds,
Bubba! The 16 also included a rear spoiler, aerodynamics package,
and fat little tires just so you’ll know one when it runs over your
foot. The original 2.3 was discontinued from the U.S. in 1988 as a
2.6-liter in-line six continued as the only 190 available in the
U.S. The 2.3 four was returned to our market as a lower cost
(cough, cough) alternative in 1991. The 16 of course will be a
collector car for the rest of its life. Although the six really is
probably the best suited to Texas conditions, with the exception of
the stinky toad, I would not throw any of them out of my
garage.

 


The Mercedes 190’s may be the best little
sedans in the world where cost is blowin’ in the wind, but stars on
their noses were insufficient to put the little rounded boxes on
the cover of Car and Driver when they were introduced to the
U.S. in March, 1983. C and D instead put this ugly old
silver plastic thang on the cover! The war had escalated beyond
retreat. Holy fishnames, Batman! The new-bodied Corvette was a car
totally engineered from the inside out and the body was carefully
tightened over the sophisticated skeleton. Gone was the Brigitte
Bardot body and with it the choice of putting any wheel at any
corner you wish. The luggage bay opened up. The instruments were
now all electronic. The hood did a clam imitation, and the
five-link suspension system was finally similar to that used by
Mercedes. For the first time, our American sports car was designed
for export, to be competitive on the sales floor and the
autobahn.

 


The current Corvette and the current small
Mercedes sedan were both introduced in March, 1983. Both have been
successful in the U.S. marketplace at somewhat comparable and
competitive prices up through the present day. The 190 lacks all
the traditional M-B stodginess and frumpiness to a similar degree
that the Corvette lacks all the traditional Coke-bottle curves and
shake-rattle-and-roll ride. The suspension, as mentioned earlier,
and the seat design of these disparate vehicles are more similar
than ever. Whereas the 190 is more BMW-like in the efficient
sportiness of its design, the Corvette is also more sophisticated
and efficient than ever in its design intent. From 1984 to 1991 at
least, these are my two favorite cars for this sort of Yuppie cash
outlay.

 


These two critters have consistently been
neck-and-neck and bumper-to-bumper in the marketing of modern
technology. The 190’s and the Corvette all get better mileage than
all their predecessors. M-B is the king of bank-vault solidity. The
Corvette is the king of fiberglass technology. The Corvette has the
best electronic dash design and the 190 has the best analog design
in a sedan. Mercedes offers the choice of two engine designs and
the Corvette offers two body styles. The 1991 Corvette entertains
with Bose; the 190 uses Alpine. Both are modern rear-wheel-drive
holdouts. Benz works with Pirelli for the 190’s sneakers and the
Corvette’s intimate affair with the Goodyear sneaker factory has
been well publicized. M-B has the limited production DOHC 16 and GM
offers the ZR-1 for the well-heeled speed freak. Both offer most of
the luxury accoutrements included within the hefty base prices.
Both use state of the art fuel injection systems and transmission
choices. Both have exemplary anti-lock braking systems. At this
point the war can only escalate in both price and technology. In
this game these are the superpowers and everyone else is an
also-ran.

 


Last Monday morning me and Baby were cruising
down I-35 minding our own big-block business when along comes this
Yuppie in a glassy-smooth black box of a sedan. From my grasshopper
ground clearance driving position I am staring right at the tall
box’s wheel wells as he has the gall to pass me. With the tops off
and the rear window out, I can’t hear a thing except wind roar. His
sedan is buttoned up like a New York lawyer and he’s probably
listening to the Wall Street report on his Becker. He doesn’t have
an Alpine because this is an earlier model 190 and it has a little
rear spoiler. His radio may be overpriced and underpowered but his
engine has two cams and sixteen valves, which makes his 190 as
interesting as a collectible car as Baby is for her 1970-only
high-compression 454. Baby wanted me to open her secondaries and
show that snot who was boss, but I told her to shut up and drink
her Exxon. The 190 2.3/16 is my favorite German sedan of all
time.

 


 


 


 


 


ESSENCE

 


It was eight-fawty-two in the mawnin’ on a
Monday. There I wuz in April, 1980, goin’ down south on South
Lamar, a-mindin’ my own business, at least as well as I could at
eight-fawty-two in the Monday mawnin’! Drivin’ my Road Toad, a 1980
Buick Regal 3.8 litter, 90-degree (thunka-thunka) V-6, down South
Lamar, I spotted a black beast chained within a used car lot on the
west side of Lamar. …And I said, “Whoa, Clyde. Whoaah!”

And Clyde, he said, “Reeeeeek!
Skrukka-thucka-thunka, groan.”

“Whoa, Clyde, you stupid horse! Your motor’s
as rough and bouncy as the back of a two-hump camel, and you’re
about as slow, too. Comin’ up with yore name was soooo easy!”

 


 


Me and the Toad swung-a-uie on our squirmy
tires and sissy suspension. Neither one of us had seen one of those
trapped on a used car lot in a long time, and it was so black Lash
LaRue would not have objected to being caught dead in it. I stopped
and exited the Toad to get a closer look, as if a fruit-juice can
had just bonked me upside the head.

 


This black beauty had most of what lights my
Corvette fire. It was a 1969 L-36 4-speed Coupe in all-black. The
only two visible non-standard items were a non-stock upholstery
pattern on the vinyl seats and attractive fake-wire chrome wheels.
The tires were late-model blackwall radials and the luxury options
were few in number. The asking price of $6500 did not seem
unreasonable to me. When I returned from a business trip three days
later, the car was gone. The owner of the used car lot said the
aforementioned speed limit basher had been there on consignment
only and the owner was asking too high a price; therefore, the car
had not been sold, but instead had been returned to its owner in
Houston. The essence of 427 cubic inches floated out the window of
that little used-car lot office….
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The haunting message that I coulda’ had a V-8
never left my brain. The time had come. That was not the only
big-inch beastie aloose in the market. The prices had finally
bottomed out. An immediate memory came back to me. The Dallas Auto Trader, 1977: “For Sale - 1969
Corvette Convertible. White with black top and interior. 427 cubic
inch, 390 hp. No power or air. $2500”. The photo indicated clean
and original. I dialed the phone two seconds later. The baby had
already been sold. This time the search would not end. After all, I
had all of Texas in which to look. All I had to do was locate a
baby for sale and get him home. That’s two perfectomundos I missed.
The third one gets trapped in paradise.

 


What I want is a spoats ca’. I don’t want no
power windows or power seats or electric radio antenna! I want a
couple of them anti-roll bars, stiff and independent suspension,
four shift-it-yourself gears, a top that comes off easily, and most
of all, a motor that knows what giddyup means no matter how steep
the hill or how many slow-poke gravel trucks and twinkies I might
want to pass at one time. I’m talkin’ about the purest essence of
big-block, rumpa-rumpa, there’s no substitute for…,
get-down-the-road transportation.

 


The essence had been established. Six months
later on a sunny Dallas afternoon, drivin’ the Road Toad east on
Forest Lane in the Garland suburb, there was Baby, black as night
sittin’ on another used car lot on consignment. Her interior was
green and her L-36 was now the rarer 1970 model long-stroke LS-5,
but she had the touch. She smelled right and I drove her home two
days later.
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Series II

 


 


 


 


Roadblocks

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The roads of 1965 America have become the
battlegrounds of 2000.

 


 


 


 


 


2001

 


The post-war years brought the Yuppies. 1950
began the story and 2001 ends it. By that time I am not sure if Dr.
Haywood Floyd will be traveling through space in search of the
monolith, but fossil-fuel plastic modes of transport with high
levels of speed and entertainment value may be extinct dinosaurs or
vastly altered land-bound spaceships by the year 2001. There was no
such thing as a mass-produced American plastic sports car in The
Forties and beasts of this earth rarely seem to live forever.
Antiques and artifacts do live forever, and regardless of whether
or not there is to be a 2002 model plastic spaceship designed for
land-bound high-speed transport, some peeks into the hobbyist’s
crystal ball may reveal certain prognostications for the
future.

 


George the Librarian states unequivocally
that the 1967 Sting Ray will forever be the collector’s highest
priced Corvette item. Certainly various specials of extremely low
production will top it for ridiculous dollar value. The L-88, L-89,
ZL-1 and ZR-1 are listed here, but the 1967, as an entire model
year’s production, will forever more be the most valuable Corvette
year. Period.

 


If you separate that little old “g”
from that little old “r” in the Sting Ray moniker, that will
forever be worth bookoos of bucks. Period. It is just too bad that
the Makos were so popular because the library sources all agree
that these had less high-speed lift, real-live central AC, no noisy
vent windows, and genuiine three-speed automatics, not to mention
the neatest roof system ever devised. They made too many Stingrays
to overcome the ridiculous prices of the much rarer Sting Rays. So
spoketh George.

 


The early Corvettes, as they will always be
called, were made as true roadsters from 1953-’55 and true
convertibles from ‘56-’62. They are all antiques already. They are
all nostalgia to the max, a time of innocence. The only colors
which compute are white and red. You drive them slowly, if at all.
Bring out the hankies. Where are Todd and Buzz? The anachronism
here is that these will never be more valuable than the Sting Rays,
not because the improved technology brought new speed to the Sting
Rays, but because the body style of the Sting Rays was so
incredibly attractive in such a timeless manner.

 


The 1984-96 Corvettes look too much alike,
and in 2001, even if they can leave a Sting Ray for dead around a
racetrack, they will be more high-tech clones of each other and the
previous models. America has always loved unique and sexy bodies.
The rest is just high technology bologna. Stomping derrieres on
every track south of the North Pole will continue to be the domain
of this C4 series of Corvettes. For future collectibility only the
ZR-1, Callaway, and the various convertibles will leave their marks
by 2001.

 


A question of importance here is whether or
not the Super Stompers of our past will run properly on the
gasoline of the next century, or even this one. The next question
is whether or not the government intervention in our private lives
will end any time soon. Personally I feel that anyone can drive his
Boxer or Countach as fast as he wants, spewing emissions wherever
he likes, simply because there are so few of those critters on our
highways that the dangers he presents are ridiculously miniscule.
Sports car nuts are the people keeping our hobby alive. The
government is the enemy in this particular notion. The
conservatives would like to control all the money in this country
and they could care less about the sports car nuts and their
hobbies. The high-compression plastic hot-rods of our past may or
may not be adaptable to whatever fuel is available, but the
conservative climate of 1990 indicates that nobody is on our team
but us.

 


The financial climate we live in would
indicate that no matter what Louis Rukeyser calls the inflation
percentages on his Wall Street Week, the cost of collector
Corvettes will increase greatly by 2001. If a 1967 L-71 Convertible
cost $50,000 in 1990, would $75,000 be unreasonable in 2001? How
about $100,000? My speculation indicates that the most boring
Corvette ever produced, a ’76 beige L-48 automatic coupe with
nothing on it in 1990 might bring $10,000 in really nice condition.
How about $25,000 in 2001? I would not be surprised. The general
rules of thumb for Corvette values, as I see, them, are as follows.
(1) Colors descend in value from red, black, white, and blue, and
other colors are of significant value as rare options only. (2)
Optional engines and Convertibles are always worth more. (3) Manual
transmissions and loaded option levels are usually more desirable.
(4) Rarity in any context never hurts value, except in the case of
cars lacking popular options, such as the three-speed manual cars
of 1957-1969.

 


The 1984-96 Corvettes will open an all-new
classification of collectibility in approximately the year 2001.
Most Corvettes more or less bottom out in price at about a decade
of age, and there is no reason to suspect anything different from
the C4’s. The unique part will be the high-tech, performance at all
costs (literally) of these models. Any idiot can see the value of
ZR-1’s and Callaways, and even the Convertibles and Z51 Coupes are
somewhat obvious bets. The question might be, how about the rare
four-speed, Z51, correct colored and optioned 1984? A 1990
Convertible with hardtop might be another winner. Since all the
bodies, especially the Coupes, look alike and there are many of
them, it should be the options and developments that increase the
value of these cone-terrorizing technostompers.

 


By reading old issues of Car and
Driver that I am now getting to, I discovered a fact that
absolutely must be mentioned. William L. (Bill) Mitchell died on
September 12, 1988. This man was more or less hugely responsible
for the not one, but two body styles of the utmost importance in
American culture and history, both the Sting Ray and the Stingray!
Whew! The Stanley Kubrick and the Arthur C. Clarke of ultimate body
style is no longer with us. Only two cars on the whole planet can
rival these two for ultimate, long lasting sex appeal in my book,
the Ferrari 308 GTB and the Lamborghini Miura. One man sliced off
the fins, toned down the chrome, and smoothed out the body lines of
American cars of The Sixties, Bill Mitchell. He may not have
handled the chainsaw, the spray can, or the trowel, but he was
reputedly the boss of GM Styling in those wonderful days so close
to my heart, 1965 to 1972. The modern Corvette may be an engineer’s
delight, but those old sexpots with the curvaceous lines right out
of Playboy, the aerodynamics of a fish, and the engines
patterned after a famous saying (“There’s no substitute for cubic
inches.”) are the ones which have permanently stolen my heart.
Thank you, Bill Mitchell.

 


 


2001 is dedicated to my favorite movie
director of all time who died during this past week of March,
1999.

 


 


 


 


 


WALLY-WORLD

 


For the past couple of decades I have
carefully examined most of the items I have purchased in order to
determine where the products were made. I began this practice as a
hobbyist in several fields. Sort of like my collection of rare
sports car brochures that I began in 1964, the future of this
procedure has become somewhat valuable as a means of better
understanding American culture. As best as I can recall, my
interest was spawned by the original multinational invasion of the
U.S. market by motorcycles in the early Sixties, and later by the
second-wave invasion from Western Europe by progressive music in
the early Seventies. Many of these products have long disappeared
from our shores, such as Motobi motorcycles, Fiat Spiders, and the
jazzy classical rock of Il Volo. Some are so totally melded into
our culture we could not separate ourselves from them, even if we
wanted to, such as Beemers, Porsches, and Tangerine Dream from
Germany. Once upon a time the study of where our toys came from was
quite interesting. It’s an all-new ballgame today. The Nineties are
a time when very little is completely home-baked, not even a Ruby
Red Fortieth Anniversary Edition Corvette.

 


The Japanese attacked in The Sixties; the
Germans took all our big bucks in The Seventies, and “Buy American”
became a catch phrase of The Eighties. I cannot put a value
judgment on this. That’s not my job. As a hobbyist I can tell you
that many products should be purchased only if they are
manufactured in a certain country. Maybe they are unable to make
that product successfully elsewhere or maybe they just refuse to do
so. All I know is that this statement is sincerely true. Only the
Japanese can manufacture decent electronics, particularly magnetic
tape. All the best stereo speakers have always been and still are
American. Although the Germans can make the most perfect recordings
in the world, they cannot make a car stereo unit worth a flip. We
all know that the Italians have led the sports car world by its
front grillework in the field of exciting body styling, yet most of
their musical exports cannot seem to forget their operatic origins,
and with the exception of Il Volo, my cat can sing better! Like it
or not, we are an international market, and it is up to us as
consumers to make the best selections. These days our consumer
market is so multicolored that we are contemplating stickers for
our cars to tell us just where the critter was actually built.
Although I see no discriminatory value in the Buy American fad, I
do think that additional knowledge is never a negative element. If
a future edition of fiberglass apple pie has to be exposed as not
really all-baked in Uncle Sam’s kitchen, that’s fine with me. The
percentage-of-nationality sticker won’t keep me from buying it. The
$46,000 sticker next to it will.

 


Recently a very perceptive friend of mine
suggested that from now on, Wal-mart should be nicknamed
Wally-World. You can take this person’s idea seriously because he
owns a Fiero with the right engine, transmission, and colors,
inside and out. From a marketing standpoint I think Wal-mart
deserves all the respect it can get. All the financial honchos who
analyze Wal-mart stock are full of exhaust fumes. The company’s
success is due to two very simple and powerful concepts. They sell
at the lowest prices every day without the silly “sale for every
occasion” malarky or the “auto dealership two-step”. My perceptive
friend lives in a town so small he has to drive his little black
squirtabout twenty miles to shop at Wal-mart, so he understands
that the second brilliant thing which Sam Walton did was to spread
the chain across small town America, where discount stores were
really needed, instead of within the major suburbia, where the
discounters were already announcing, “Attention, K-mart shoppers!”.
I may be a music snob, but a wallet snob I am not. The first place
I look for anything smaller than a Harley-Davidson is always
Wally-World. Unless the identical item is on sale at Target
or a mail-order specialty discounter has a better deal, Wally-World
has the best price the same percentage of times as the wheelbase of
a Stingray. Like gold hunters flocking to Bloomington, we are all
shopping at Wal-mart. Don’t try to deny it. I’ve seen Fiats,
Porsches, and even Corvettes in the Wally-World parking lot!

 


Let’s shine our halogens on the Wally-World
persona. The company’s advertising claims to use American products
in their inventory whenever possible. If you look closely your eyes
will reveal that this is not always possible when price is of such
paramount importance. The concept of American production is far
from simple. Surely a Corvette is more American in many ways than a
Honda Accord, no matter what the nationality sticker might reveal.
Is buying from a company originating in one of America’s poorest
states not a highly commendable concept? Do we care more about the
origin of the design of the product or the state in which it was
assembled or where its raw materials were produced? Intelligent
buyers should consider all these questions. My own private joke has
always been that as a movie buff, I cannot wait to see the
tongue-in-cheek monster movie blockbuster entitled, The Discount
Store That Ate America. If Dracula can return sporting his
grandma’s hairdo in a high-tech opera, then Wally-World can arise
from the Arkansas dirt to suck our wallets.

 


 


 


 


 


DRIVERS

 


A disgustingly common problem in all of
America is that the great majority of citizens over the age of
fifteen are incontrovertibly convinced that they are “good drivers”
(their phrase). This phrase is about as true as the infamous “Read
my lips”. Any trip across more than three blocks of America usually
turns treacherous due to traffic conditions. Another driver (a)
fails to yield right of way, (b) follows too closely unnecessarily,
or (c) blocks your path by driving too slowly, usually in the fast
lane. Due to its honor as the largest city in America with only one
freeway and not an inch of east-west connecting freeway without at
least one traffic light in it, Austin, Texas, is an aggravation up
the exhaust pipe for all of us “good drivers”. The subject of
driving can be as volatile a topic as race, religion, and politics.
We all know who can’t drive: it’s everybody else. Stereotypes and
fallacies abound.

 


One of the best new terms I have learned
since joining Longhorn Corvette Club is “twinkie”. Now I use it all
the time when I am driving in typical Austin traffic. Nothing holds
up traffic in a more dangerous manner than a UT coed driving too
slowly in the left lane, and contrary to all popular heresay,
twinkies can be identified as specific car models. These are
usually the ones not known as drivers’ cars by the buying
public or referred to as such by the more respectable car
enthusiast magazines. The leader of the American pack has to be the
Ford Escort, particularly the non-GT version, and the foreign
ringleader is the Nissan Sentra. Both specialize in non-race-bred
engines and suspensions rolling on four black rings imitating
tires. Face it, chickadees, if you had wanted a Formula
One-inspired screamer, you would have selected a Honda, or if you
desired good old Amurrican, low-stress design, you would have
bought a Cavalier! The Sentra and Escort are not good for much more
than just rolling and arriving! Don’t misunderstand: I like soft,
sweet, juicy and crème-filled lovelies as much as the next guy.
Just call me M. C. Pig, but if you don’t move your hunnibuns out of
that left lane and you get into a tight spot, traffically speaking,
that Bubba on yore bumper is gonna squash you like a bug with his
big old pickup truck!

 


Although I am taxing my own mechanical
aptitude by changing my own oil and keeping my tires inflated, my
actual on the road driving experience is extensive. Certainly I
have at least already passed the million-mile mark, with the vast
majority of those covered in Chevrolets, Buicks, and Pontiacs, and
mostly in Texas. All these miles have taught me about many things
more than an Amex card that I should never leave home without. The
Passport needs no further explanation, but the water bottle, towel,
baseball cap, Exxon card, prescription shades, and month’s supply
of Wendy’s sacks and napkins might. Texas weather demands the
shades, cap, and water bottle practically year round. Wendy’s makes
excellent disposable snotrags and garbage bags that come in various
sizes, and no gasoline runs as consistently as Exxon. All the other
brands may spend zillions on Platformate and other advertising
hoopla, but Baby just plain spits up on anything else. Shell
gasoline is generally OK, but most of my cars that have been fed
the Gulf brand developed terminal hiccups. Nothing satisfies like
Exxon, even though the company may not be too good at driving
boats. Those aforementioned Wendy’s napkins are hefty enough to
wipe any spilled fuel from around a gas cap, too. If you were
really clumsy, splash a little water from the water bottle on it
and wipe up with the towel. The last time I went to Wal-mart, terry
cloth was cheaper than paint. Wal-mart also sells the Black &
Decker Air Station for your garage: air is no longer free and
available at service stations.

 


When I’m in traffic I like driving next to
Corvettes, any and all Corvettes. Like Exxon in the tank, no single
marque is more consistently agreeable in traffic, no matter what
the driver looks like. Porsches command the same consistent status,
but there are far fewer of them, so for average traffic, the
Corvette is the best. Corvette drivers do not tailgate like pickup
trucks, get in the way like twinkies, or sling snot off their tires
like Beemers. They have enough power to pass most anything holding
up traffic and they roll by more quietly than most everything but
the luxury boats. The Corvette driver will be watching you closely
and driving defensively. The last thing she will do is to get in
the way, and yes, even she will drive like she knows where
she’s going and how she’s going to get there. If a crisis arises,
we all know who can stop and/or evade an accident quicker than
anything else in traffic. The only race she might lose is with a
Kawasaki, and when things like ABS and traction control are
invented, we know which cars get them first. A ride down the
freeway is never more safe and secure than when your sedan is
completely surrounded by Corvettes. Unfortunately for us, traffic
is mostly composed of twinkies and pickup trucks.

 


Back in 1980 when my daily driver was a Buick
Road Toad, I decided it was high time I owned another sports car. I
lacked a proper garage in which to conceal a black plastic 308 GTB,
and as much as I like old silver 911S Targas with removable rear
windows, I just could never shake the feeling that I was being
followed by a Volkswagen with a nasal problem. Somewhat
surprisingly, if I had blown $30,000 on a GTB back in 1980, as if I
had ever had that much moolah to squander on wheels I would rarely
drive, that vehicle would be worth three to five times that much in
1992. Equally remarkably, the rare 911S Targa with a zip-out rear
window cost the same in 1980, and is worth no more in 1992, than my
black plastic garage squatter with the removable glass rear window!
I do not wish to see Baby’s odometer reach the six-digit zone, but
that does not matter much when her value to me is assessed. It
matters little that I drive her very little because Stingrays have
a valuable feature which Ferraris and Porsches lack, a marque club
in every major city. A Corvette club offers up a smorgasbord of
sensible and competent drivers with which to converse. A million
miles of being surrounded by pickups and twinkies in unpredictable
traffic have developed in my psychological makeup a need to, at
least once in a while, be surrounded by people who love cars and
truly, definitely, know how to drive.

 


 


 


 


 


LOUIE, LOUIE

 


This is a story about money. The problem is
money. Texas is lucky it has not been sued by Larry, Darrell and
his other brother Darrell for its theft of the “Anything for a
buck” motto. My motto is: “If you don’t buy it, they can’t sell
it!” This motto has been with me since before I came to Texas. It
began in 1970, the year of Baby’s birth. There is no more serious
statement I can make which means more than that. Nineteen-seventy
was the year that everything I care about changed. Back in 1970 I
used an original-format 8mm to shoot The Second Atlanta Pop
Festival in three minutes for $2.79. With an exotic-appearing
multi-lens camera, I managed to be on the front row in front of a
zillion people for most of the three days. When Jimi Hendrix
played, I could not get closer than about the fiftieth row, as the
telephoto lens clearly shows. The sheer magnitude of this statement
becomes clear only after this performance from Atlanta was years
gone and the industry controlling the money let it be known as
repeatedly as possible that Hendrix’ career in the later years was
waning and that heavy rock and roll was dead forever….

 


The lies began. I was a Jimi Hendrix fan to
the max. I could see the distance between him and me through my own
telephoto lens. Little did I know that back in St. Louis just weeks
before this third Hendrix performance I had witnessed, the one at
which several hundreds of thousands of people had rushed the stage,
a green psychedelic body was being lowered onto the chassis of a
Stingray with my name on it. The lies that followed so absorbed my
consciousness that Kermit rolled right on to Dallas without my
notice. At this time I was probably less interested in Corvettes
than at any other time in my life. The name of this tune is that
Big Money will say anything to make more big money. Anything. There
are no rules. Heavy Metal is dead. Big Blocks are dead. What is the
difference? They are the same lies told purely for profit. Does
your late-model Corvette have big tires? Well, just color me
surprised! Is a 1967 L-71 Convertible worth a lot of money? I am
just as amazed that “Stairway to Heaven” made the Hot 100!
Surprise, surprise! Collectors are buying convertibles, big-blocks,
and rare engine options! The last non-computer Corvettes were the
1980’s; hint, hint. The ‘84’s are cheap; hint, hint. In the year
2001 an ’86 Convertible with ABS will be the first year with both.
Baby says she’s lonely.

 


“Louie, Louie” was the first heavy
rock and roll tune. The late ’65 396 was the first big-block
Corvette. The Ferrari GTO was the first homologated megahit. The
Pontiac GTO was the first musclecar. The 1984 Corvette was
the first no-cost-or-electronics-holds-barred performance car. Pay
attention. That’s all I ask. How much tire do you want in a 55-mph
world? How much do you wish to pay to go to the grocery store?
“Louie, Louie” brought The Kingsmen legendary obscurity, much like
the TVR Tuscan (289 K-motor in Mustang maniac terms). In this
perspective the 1987 Corvette is the Led Zeppelin of sports cars.
It’s great, but why? How much do you want to pay for this
greatness? Success is a double-edged sword. I like legends. I want
to be one. Money is easy to acquire. Legendary status is much
tougher to get and more rewarding. Did someone call Baby and me
soulmates? Yes, that’s my baby. Anyone who can own a vehicle more
compatible than mine gets a gold star.

 


Seriously: go from point A to point B in the
state of Texas and you will find the problem. You cannot do it.
Whether or not the economic state of the state is the problem, I
cannot prove. Truth drives a black-and-white Mustang, and if you
think two-foot wide tires and ABS is any help, you are sadly
mistaken. Put a shotgun in the rear window of your full-size
American pickup if you wish to discover reality. Money talks. How
different is China? Just keep kidding yourself. The only difference
is the modus operandus: George Washington just keeps on
smiling.

 


Give me some wide tires, some oat bran,
Classic Coke, drugs spoken every other word on the news, and
Superstores to shop at and ahm just a happy Amurican! Buzzwords out
the kazoo and give me all your money-- that’s all I want to hear.
While drugs are ruining the country, oat bran is saving it. Did you
read the special article about oat bran in The Wall Street
Journal? Just two months ago corn flakes owned the market and
next week Highland Superstores is having a once-in-a-weekend sale
on the new oat bran toasters! Why, my Testarossa cost more than
your LT-5 and I see it on Miami Vice every week. I’m a
Superstar and your LT-5 just looks like all the rest. Isn’t this a
fun world?

 


From a statistical point of view, stealing
Corvettes is a less risky proposition than driving one at 60 mph in
the middle-of-nowhere Texas. This fact scares me more than anything
else I can tell you. It is fact. I have driven an average of 300
miles a working day in nowhere Texas for the last eleven years. The
fact has become closer to reality with each of the last eleven
passing years. Soak it in. When you take your ’87 to a race on the
trailer, you are a personification of this reality.

 


More money than brains is my
definition of a Yuppie. How much oat bran can you buy at inflated
prices? How horrible can drugs be? Just how big a crime is
driving 56 mph? I want tires as wide and expensive as my house! I
want more electronics in my car than reside in my audio/visual
studio. Within years the Texas black-and-white Mustangs will be so
out of control, we shall never return to a state of normalcy. This
is because the big money in power has bred ignorance for its own
profitable self-induced prophecy. The stupid public by which we are
surrounded will just go on helping the money-and-power-mad people
fight drugs for the incredible profits available, and the 60-mph
high performance tires will continue to roll into their wallets.
Like “Louie, Louie”, the real legends will roll on into obscurity
while the Zeppelinesque, mania-marketed big shots will control
infinite amounts of money. Attention: Fad Control Department!

 


 


 


 


 


SPEEDTRAPS

 


The date is January 10, 1992, and the news is
once again making me very angry. The Local DPS has a new laser type
speed control gun and every local TV station is compelled to
threaten us with it repeatedly. What I am so angry about is a
decade old story as far as I am concerned, yet the media
continually and completely ignores the reality of the situation.
Speed on American highways, particularly freeways, is one very
small factor in the overall picture of accident prevention. The
police, particularly in Texas, particularly for the past decade,
have not enforced speed limits equilaterally throughout the range
of vehicles actually traveling over the speed limits on Texas
highways. Not only is the enforcement deliberately on the roads
which provide the safest high-speed travel, as opposed to the more
accident prone areas, but the enforcement is also deliberately and
very heavily biased toward the very vehicles which have the
greatest stopping and handling capabilities for accident avoidance.
My observation has completely upheld the insanely dangerous premise
that the larger the truck, the less likely it will be shot with a
radar gun at all, and certainly the less likely the driver will be
stopped. The dividing line is very clearly drawn: a full-size
American pickup truck is generally the smallest vehicle you can
drive at whatever speed you wish. Anything larger than that
requires no radar detection device whatever to drive at any speed,
and all vehicles smaller than that should have the best radar
detector money can buy.

 


The police in various guises enforce speed
limits the safe and easy way for them personally. They still employ
a good-old-boy sort of scale so that if you are a big redneck bully
with a similar buddy or two with you in the cab of your pickup,
your chances of being stopped are nearly zero, no matter how you
are driving. If you are a female alone in an econobox, you are the
favorite target under all circumstances. All other auto drivers
fall somewhere between these extreme cases. This situation is just
like the horrible economy that the public is also waking up to
after sleeping through it with Reagan and Bush at the helm. They
are caused by the same problem and the public is being lied to and
fleeced due to the exact same naivete, stupidity, and sleep cycle.
If you want to know if it is all true all you have to do is open
your eyes while you are driving down the freeway. When does your
Passport squawk? Which one of the flying demons around you got
popped? Why do the twinkies always seem to be holding up traffic?
Why do all the trucks seem to be tailgating the twinkies? Why does
everybody act like an idiot whenever a police vehicle appears? Why
do the traps seem to be in exactly the same locations where the
crawling traffic can finally do a decent rate of speed? Whenever we
have one of the big, nasty, freeway pileups in the rain, why does a
big truck always seem to be in the middle of it? When is the public
going to wake up and smell the coffee?

 


Never leave your driveway without your
detector switched on. Most detectors work much more effectively on
the visor than on the dash, and they are also far less visible to
other drivers there. This is very important because the sight of
your device by other drivers will cause most of them to stick to
you in ways that will make travel very dangerous for all of you. A
little knowledge is a dangerous thing. The things I have seen
drivers do, particularly out in the middle of nowhere (the places
most plagued with speed traps) are stupidly dangerous beyond
belief. Keep your Passport out of sight at all times. Deleting the
use of the driver’s sun visor is a small price to pay: wear
sunglasses and a hat.

 


According to magazine tests of some years
ago, Makos, with their low-slung plastic bodies and laid-back
radiators are the most radar resistant cars on the road. You can
also see from this factor that any pickup truck is a rolling brick
from a radar standpoint, which substantiates what your Passport
will tell you most of the time. The trucks are either simply not
shot at all, no matter how fast they are traveling, or they are
shot and ignored. It may have been true in 1965 that fast cars such
as Sting Rays were constantly singled out by the police as natural
suspects, but in The Eighties and Nineties when money is the goal
of everyone, Corvettes are just more targets, not special
selections. The object is not to stand out from all the surrounding
sedans. Most likely the new laser guns will be pointed at the same
targets as before. The only difference is there will be no advance
warning for the drivers with detectors.

 


The only safe way to drive any sedan is with
the cruise control set on the speed limit so that the driver can
drop below the limit using the cruise itself. If this sounds
insanely paranoid, then I suggest that you are a Chevrolet Suburban
driver, because a pack of cars will always include many who are
driving below the limit and these same idiots will drop suddenly
far below the limit when the trap is exposed, so you do not want to
stand out, even if you are driving at the limit! Do not forget that
the pickups can be traveling fifteen miles per hour more than you
are and they will be ignored. They can also be severely tailgating
an econobox doing the limit and that dangerous behavior will also
be ignored. Aside from keeping your speed always constant, the
reason for utilizing the cruise is that your rate of speed can be
increased and decreased without touching the brakes and turning on
the brake lights. I suspect that a cruise control is less necessary
on a Corvette due to the lessening of general vulnerability and the
quicker response of the brakes and throttle.

 


The most hazardous trap is on a freeway or a
major highway impersonating a freeway, with two DPS troopers riding
together: one drives and one shoots. The slower the patrol car is
traveling, the more desperate they are for your money. The one
doing the shooting will select the cars from the trucks and shoot
all those seeming to be traveling at a decent pace. Ignore any
pickup you see appearing to fly by. Choose your speed according
only to the cars approaching the radar gun. The more out in the
middle of nowhere you are the more danger you are in. Regardless of
how it may sound, you are in practically no danger during rush hour
going as fast as you can; however, the lighter the traffic the more
likely the trap will be present and the lower the tolerance. Bright
sunny days are far more risky than days of foul weather. The
riskiest hours of the day are 9 a.m. to noon and 1-4 p.m. right in
the middle of the day. Nonmoving traps are nearly always over hills
and just past bridges where visibility is low. Motorcycles are
usually hiding in pairs with an instant-on gun shot by one city
policeman, usually allowing simultaneous tax collection from both
sides of the street, literally. DPS troopers are generally the most
hazardous and county officials are the least, with city police in
the middle.

 


The reason all this gets me so excited is
that experience has proven to me repeatedly that the insane
behavior exhibited by the public trying to avoid the speed traps is
really the most dangerous part of highway travel. Real accidents
are caused absolutely simply by drivers (a) not looking where they
are going and (b) aggressively pulling out in front of oncoming
traffic rather than yielding to the proper right of way. Speed is
the smallest of factors. Freeway accidents are usually caused
directly or aggravated by tailgating, which is mainly done by
trucks going at whatever speed they can get away with and by cars
driving insanely in order to hide from radar guns behind a patsy. I
personally have extremely strong feelings about the phenomenon of
speed traps in the middle of nowhere due to the obvious tax
collection motive of the police with practically no regard for the
safety issue itself. Where I see most of the public as exhibiting
blatantly incorrect behavior is their wholesale purchase of any
nonsense and lies the police and politicians continue to shovel at
us concerning our driving environment. The ones benefiting from all
this are the insurance companies, which are fleecing the public
endlessly. The news reports stated repeatedly that the new laser
gun with which the police will use to abuse the public was given to
them by an insurance company. The same insurance companies will be
raping you through your premiums after you have already been shot
with the laser gun!

 


The reason so many fender-benders occur in
the first place is because car drivers drive with their stupidity
intact and truck drivers drive with their bully attitudes intact,
and the police help them, constantly, every day. The insurance
companies do whatever they want, which is to brainwash and steal
from the public. The next time rising insurance rates, new
anti-speeder technology, or the rising accident rate assaults you
from your television set, put your perception and your intelligence
in overdrive and think about the big picture. Don’t just blindly
cheer additional police on any force: when they have nothing to do
they will be out on the nearest major highway shooting you with
radar or laser guns as soon as they feel you will tolerate it.
Whenever you can, don’t let the pickups drive over you just because
they are bullies and the police let them get away with it. When
your TV bleats lies about the driving environment, think how it
really is out there and think how the bleaters themselves must have
ulterior financial motives. I repeat: this situation is very
similar to our economic disasters. You can wake up now or ten years
from now when your auto insurance will be as much as your house
payment is in 1992! Go ahead and sit on your thumbs and ignore the
fact that the real reason that little Susie in the Tercel is
holding up traffic is that: (1) She has been brainwashed since
birth that speed kills; and (2) She knows that she is a favored
target of the police running traps. Ignore the obvious monetary
lobbying and secret deal making which has allowed the really big
trucks to drive as fast as they want while running over you and me.
Ignore the fact that most police are probably closer to being good
ol’ boys than car enthusiasts. Go on. Drive like an idiot.

 


 


 


 


 


BANDWAGON

 


This little story is a dead serious one. This
is the real story of America’s economic problems as they directly
apply to cars. Open your minds as wide as they will go before
reading further. What you are about to read is written by a person
who probably has a viewpoint on cars which is somewhat different
from your own. I have always adored sports cars, and for most of my
life, General Motors has built the cars I like best; however, this
is a Technicolor tale, not simply a page of black and white. This
story concerns so many of my hobbies and so much of my past career
that I feel compelled to tell it, although on the bottom line my
opinion may be quite worthless. Put away images of George the
Librarian, Baby, and Maybelle for a few moments while I present my
own no-nonsense attitudes toward the American economy as it stands
in 1992, Chevrolets, and Corvettes.

 


Back in 1959 I thought the big fins on Coupe
de Villes and Impalas were pretty neat. Of course I was only eleven
years old, so you could surmise how totally mature and experienced
my view of cars was. When the GM large car bodies began to get
interesting and realistic in 1961-2, my opinions inched toward
maturity with them. The landmarks I was soon to see appear are to
this day still the car hobbyists’ landmarks I enjoy reading about
the most. They included the Chevy SS series, the GTO, the
original-bodied Mustang (still one of the few cars in the world
that actually looks good in red), the Split-Window Coupe, and
musclecars and big-blocks ad infinitum. When Ralph Nader became
famous for Unsafe at Any Speed I applauded him, not because
I wanted to see Corvair bashing, but because I wanted to see the
big corporations reined in at least a little. As we know now, the
Corvair Monzas that we mostly thought were nice little cars really
were nice little cars. It was the ugly little original-bodied
Corvairs that had the sloppy rear suspensions. We also know that
Mr. Nader probably went too far in some of the things he did in the
years following the hoopla over Unsafe at Any Speed.
However, without him (or someone else with the same successful
intent) we would not have gained all the wonderfully good safety
ideas we now live with in our cars, such as door beams, shoulder
belts, padded dashes and safety knobs. A significant parallel to
Ralph Nader’s safety campaign was the advent of emission controls.
These antagonized a plan I liked far more, increased fuel
efficiency. I remind you that I have owned exactly two sports cars:
one with a 454 cubic inch engine and one with a fifty cubic inch
engine. Yes, you read it correctly. I want to also remind you that
the car I purchased in 1990 is a Chevrolet that goes almost as fast
as the former and gets only a little worse mileage than the latter.
I hope by the time you finish this essay, you will understand that
this is the point I most wish to communicate. In the years 1968 to
1983 (car model years) General Motors in various details and models
had a lot of difficulty dealing with the costs and marketing of (1)
safety, (2) emission controls, and (3) fuel efficiency. The first
year of substantial emission control requirements was 1968 and 1984
was the first year of the Eurosport. If you do not see the
significance, your mind is not yet open widely enough.

 


As a student of psychology and sociology, my
opinion of America’s problems can be directly attributed to the
fact that social change, attitudes, and buying habits change
entirely too slowly. One important part of the big picture is that
the suspension and tires of ALL American
cars except Corvettes are always too soft
and minimalist in content in their standard form. You have to pay
extra to get the good stuff, The Sport Package. The beauty of the
Eurosport was: (1) the good stuff was so cheap; (2) the good stuff
was on a four-door sedan; and (3) the good stuff was just stiff
enough to handle legal speeds, and that is just what the average
American needs. Eurosports were made from 1984 to 1989 in sedan
form. The Eurosport Wagon continued for one more model year (until
the Lumina APV was ready to replace it). The two dumbest things I
have seen GM do were the discontinuation of the Eurosport and the
Fiero. They were dropped because the production figures did not
meet GM’s greed quotient. When all the discounts, rebates, and
special financing terms are factored in, the Eurosport and Fiero
will undercut the out the door prices of the Camry and the MR-2 to
a ridiculous degree, but the bulk of the public apparently cannot
see the forest for the trees. Back in 1968 when I drove a new
Toyota Corona on a rural and curvy country road at speeds up to 85
mph and it was basically a yawner, I was doggone impressed! No
Sport Package was at all necessary. That is still true today. Any
old Japanese car will hold its own as a driving machine quite well.
In my old career as a professional driver, I used to request a
small Japanese car as a rental choice because the standard
suspensions they rent go like stink and the alternative from an
American brand drives like a waterbed! If you doubt this, just call
Hertz for an appointment with your American made mattress. The 1968
Corona was a lot of car compared to a ’68 Beetle and a 1992 Corolla
is a lot of car compared to any American car with a standard
suspension. Back then Coronas did not sell well at all compared to
Beetles and the Eurosports and Fieros were discontinued due to slow
sales. The Accord is the best selling car in America, and in my
opinion most of the positive traits it offers are many of the same
that the1968 Corona offered. That was then and this is now, and
this is precisely where the public is still asleep. If you are
independently wealthy, one of the snotbrands will offer the best
sedan for you, but if you are a normal person, I do not think any
sedan sold in America in 1992 is a better deal than the 1992 Lumina
Euro 3.1, the direct descendant of the Eurosport at a much higher
price. I cannot prove this with sales figures, but I bet that the
sales losses of GM in 1991 were not from the Euro 3.1, but from the
slow sales of other, far less good cars. As far as I am concerned,
most of the current GM line just plain stinks.

 


This paragraph must open with the statement
that some of you may read this and think I have the biggest head
around, but I feel it is vital to the story. When you have all the
sex appeal of a Studebaker, as I do, something in your psyche
develops a lasting perception of beauty in other things. I am about
to state my opinions as a car styling critic because history has
shown the validity of this premise. Cars that have smooth,
carefully detailed and lightly adorned styling generally are the
good sellers of today and the classics of tomorrow. The ’68 Corona
was not a styling triumph, but the ’84 Eurosport was. The original
Taurus does deserve its accolades, but all the myriad GM copies are
at times stupid beyond belief. The Lumina may be better constructed
than the Celebrity, but the Eurosport has classic lines that the
Euro 3.1 can only complain about. The current Caprice, Grand Am,
Skylark, and many other 1992 GM models are nothing more than
eyesores! The Z24, Trans Am, and the Corvette are just uglied up a
bit. When GM has a really fine and correct styling job, as on the
original 1982 Firebird, 1984 Corvette, and 1988 Z24, they
eventually change it completely or monkey around with it until they
mess it up, as they have with these three jewels of the car styling
industry. For the first time ever, I think
the Japanese are equal to GM in the current styling wars. The MR-2
looks better than any current Ferrari. The current Z is more
attractive than a 1992 Corvette. Most of General Motors is sliding
while most of Toyota is climbing. The best looking American car of
all time is either the ’63, ’66, or ’67 Sting Ray. The 1963 was
first, and no amount of Star Trek baloney will ever diminish that
first look at the Split Window Coupe. The ’66 was American beyond
belief and the ’67 was clean beyond American belief. By 1967 the
Ferraris were already poured over the wheels and there is no
denying that appeal. I have a stereo mind: I can see why the public
as a whole goes ga-ga over the Sting Ray and I can also see
the merits of the Stingray. They are both classics beyond belief in
my mind.

 


The VW Beetle remained the same on the
outside while it changed continually on the inside for
approximately four decades. GM has steadfastly refused to
acknowledge the value of this concept of automobile marketing. Now
that they claim to be in such deep financial trouble, is GM showing
any indication whatever that they have learned VW’s important
lesson? Not a bit. Is it any wonder the American public has so
little faith in the quality of American cars? I suggest that while
the Corvette was improving and getting more expensive with each
model year from 1984 through 1989 that the Eurosport should have
been improving very slowly while its price increased as little as
possible. That is precisely what GM did during those years, but
after that they gave up on this marketing plan because the sales
figures were not high enough to suit them so they reverted back to
their old methodology. The point is that the public requires
forever to catch up to a new social concept. Aside from a few
unnecessary detail changes for the worse, I think the Corvettes
should have been developed as they did, but the high volume sedan
line should have reflected the public’s needs more accurately.
There is too much size difference between the Corsica and the
Lumina. This is a big deal because this size and price of car is
such a sensitive class for most of the American public. The
Eurosport should have continued in production as a little-changed,
cost-effective model while the Lumina Euro 3.1 debuted as a more
luxurious and heavier, and most of all more expensive, model. The
same applies to the Fiero, which should have continued as a peppy
commuter and a hot-rod sports car. When the public balks at the
$17,000+ price tags of most of the good GM models, then I have no
sympathy for GM. Conversely when the public buys Accords and Camrys
as fast as McDonald’s burgers without realizing how truly fine and
cost-effective many of the GM cars really are, then I have no
sympathy for the public. In GM’s defense, they at least cut prices
from the stickers and really do make some models highly adapted to
the U.S. market. In defense of the Japanese brands, at least the
cars offer decent equipment and quality construction in practically
all models. I never get on the “Buy American” soapbox, but at the
same time I do feel that many Americans in 1992 are simply jumping
on the bandwagon when they make the Accord the best selling car in
America year after year.

 


This particular bandwagon began its trek
across America with the light touch of a tiny electric starter
button on the handlebar of the 1959 Honda 50, Model C-102, the same
year in which General Motors exaggerated its fins to the maximum.
All the American manufacturers failed to take notice of this event.
They looked the other way when Honda owned the motorcycle market in
the U.S. by 1965, which is the same year that ROAD & TRACK
tested the Honda S-600, a tiny 600cc four-cylinder convertible.
They ignored the Honda “roller skate” coupe of 1971 and the Civic
of a few years later. By the time the Accord was accorded acclaim
by all the car magazines in 1976, it was all over but the whining.
Any motorcycle enthusiast can tell you how Honda has been after
Formula 1 Titles and World Championships all along. Their engine
technology is unparalleled. I shall even go so far as to speculate
that it is the public’s inherent blindness in its consumer attitude
that not only has allowed the Japanese to control such a large part
of our automobile market, but you can expect the problems to
continue because the public is showing no sign of interest in
acquiring marketing knowledge any further ahead of its wallets than
it has shown in the past.

 


When I look at the big picture, I see
American cars pouring out the doors of dealerships in a state of
naive bliss up through 1967. When the government got involved
things got tough, although the changes manufacturers were forced to
make by the new laws have had a large positive impact in many ways.
The problem is that the American manufacturers were allowed to
whine and weasel out of their low fuel efficiency fines while the
Japanese got busy and dealt with the problem. The best example of
this, one of those marketing schemes at which the public should
have pricked up their ears, was the squirt-sized Mustang copycat,
the Celica. When the original Mustang got too large to park in its
own corral, the Celica appeared. When the Mustang was running low
on the hoof with its Mustang II model, the Celica was stampeding by
with its new for ’76 hot-looking fastback model. This was the year
that Honda got serious about front wheel drive with the intro of
the Accord. By the time GM got cooking with a real 60-degree V-6
and a proper handling sport package on the Celebrity in 1984, it
was just about too late. Before I owned a 1970 Corvette, I had a
1977 Toyota Corolla with the sport package. I sold this car to buy
a Corvette because of several key issues. (a) The Corolla was
geared too tall and the rear suspension was too skittish to enjoy
driving briskly. (b) The Corolla got 27 mpg on the freeway and 17
(!!!) mpg in town, figures I considered unacceptable for a car with
only 75 horsepower. (c) The prices had bottomed out on old Makos.
The facts speak for themselves. The Japanese gained ground on the
American cars from 1968 to 1984, when the Americans began to crawl
back from the brink with some real spunk. My 1990 Z24 gets 32 and
26 mpg, and its performance figures are approximately the same as
the slower Corvettes of ’75 and ’76. Of course the Z cost twice as
much as the Corvette did in the mid-Seventies, but that is the
story of America today.

 


The closing of General Motors’ plants is all
over the news these days. This is mostly the inspiration for this
article. My attitude toward GM is ambivalent yet strong. I shall
never forget writing letters to GM in the Sixties about the first
plastic grille I ever saw (on the new Camaro) and the full-size
sporty Pontiac offered for sale without a standard equipment
transmission (the 2+2). I got replies for both of the handwritten
adolescent letters, but the construction cheapness and marketing
trickery have continued unabated. Most 1992 GM cars are sold with
plastic wheel covers and all Cavaliers except the Z24’s have
transmissions built by Isuzu in Japan. Just for the record, the Z24
is all American made and the tranny is a Muncie, and the 1970 is
the first of the Makos with a metal grille. I respect John
DeLorean, Carroll Shelby, Chairman Lee, and all those other icons
of the enthusiast car world. I just wish they would all cease
letting their own personal greed muck up the production of some of
the world’s best cars.

 


 


 


 


 


RATIONALE

 


The reprinted article concerning the
viability of a future Corvette in the September, 1993, Longhorn
Corvette Club BULLetin stirred up an old attitude of mine about
what a Corvette could be as an alternative to the present (C4)
incarnation. The concept of cutting production and raising prices
up-market has irritated an approach-avoidance conflict in my
viewpoint since the early Eighties. From the viewpoint of financial
interests and the retention of proper image concepts for the
Corvette, the development of the C4 as it was done makes perfect
sense. On the other hand, as a consumer, sports car nut, and
student of modern American culture, the aforementioned methodology
turns my stomach. I must admit to a certain amount of consistently
harbored resentment toward the C4 as a result. I feel much the same
way about George Bush and his head-in-the-sand view of economic
America in 1992. Not coincidentally, his future President son is
destined to be stuck in the same sand in 2000! This is very much an
ambivalent viewpoint in that nobody really knows many years in
advance what the successful policy of the future will be. Although
I generally like Bill Clinton, I do think his attack for a new tax
plan as his first move as President was quite stupid, as in,
“It’s the economy, stupid!” The obvious close vote on that
tax bill proves America’s ambivalence on that topic. Since the
subject has already been aroused, I want to throw in my opinion. Am
I right or wrong in this proposal in the sense of a resulting
strong future for the Corvette? I absolutely do not know, and I bet
The General doesn’t know either, but they have probably discussed
it behind their own closed doors. Keep in mind that as a student of
motorcycles as much as sports cars, I have already watched the
manufacturers go through some very painful transitions. The main
reason the two-wheelers did it first is the technologically
advanced program the major Japanese brands cultivated in their
quest to totally conquer the American motorcycle market. The short
version is that the motorcycles are about a decade ahead of the
cars in marketing and even more than that in drivetrain technology.
The sooner General Motors takes the Japanese motorcycle market
seriously as a telescope into the future, the stronger they will
be, but I am pulling out my big guns when I tell you that even the
motorcycle makers are botching the job with too little too
late.

 


There should be two Corvettes. They had their
chance with the Fiero GT and the peabrains threw it totally out the
window. Now they have to pay the price. GM has one sports car that
could cost $50,000 out the dealer’s door if they don’t wake up and
smell the motor oil soon. If the ZR-1 bites it, I am neither
surprised nor particularly disturbed. Although I like the idea of
an American car being number one in the performance world, if I won
the lottery next week, I would not buy a ZR-1 for the same reason I
would not buy a Kawasaki ZX-11. These beasts of tire-squalling
drool are fine to read road tests of, but where can you drive it?
The lottery would send me on an immediate mission to find a ‘70’s
308 GTB and I would make my local Harley-Davidson dealer very
happy. A Sportster can be drooled on at legal speeds and a black
GTB can catch a whole puddle just sitting in the garage! The two
Corvettes should be vastly different in matters of power,
complexity, and cost! The image-bearing
monster could be a continuing ZR-1 or an updated LT-1. As a
consumer I don’t much care. Neither one really blows my sports car
horn because of the three excessive factors mentioned. The ZX-11 is
a Japanese design assembled in Nebraska specifically for the
American market. The current Corvette is assembled in Bowling Green
from parts sourced from all over the globe. Just how American are
both of these critters of the tire-shredding persuasion? Call me a
left wing, protectionist lunatic if you want, but I think there is
a certain subtlety with which the Corvette has already been
suckered into competing with the high-tech Japanese sports cars
while being simultaneously blinded to a few specific pitfalls
inherent in this approach. I think the best way to dodge this
bullet is with a second Corvette, and the discontinuation of the
Fiero is the reason.

 


The Corvette I want to buy is described as
follows. The body is similar to the current model C4, except with
slightly more pronounced bulging fenders. The tires will be mounted
on 16” multi-directional, silver colored wheels of a design either
like the 1989 Corvette or something approximating a five-spoke
retro look. No other colors or sizes will be offered on this model.
The tires will be Eagle GT+4’s, with an even softer block tread as
an option, but no high-priced, .99g monkeybusiness will be allowed.
The suspension will be similar to Z51 or Z52 levels, whichever the
buyer selects, but no active components, traction control, etc.,
will be allowed. The engine could be a standard LT-1, or even
milder than that to a small degree, but no less than 250 horsepower
and with a genuine fuel injection system. The dash will be totally
simple and analog, much like any old Mako. The seats will be
standard breathable vinyl with cloth, and maybe leather, as an
option. The only electrical appliances allowed in the interior will
be a Bose with cassette or CD player, power windows and cruise
control. These three could be standard on all models if necessary
to keep manufacturing costs low. No power door locks, power seats
or mirrors, or telephones are acceptable. To keep manufacturing
costs down, along with long-term maintenance bills, and to
encourage solidarity in the resale market, GM should borrow a page
from Honda’s early Sixties motorcycles. Only four primary colors
will be offered, and they will remain static throughout production.
These four are to be black, white, red and blue, as in Batman
Black, Snow White, Fire Engine Red, and Metallic Bright Blue. We
all know that these are the colors for Corvettes
and that’s that. (See, I told you I was a lunatic.) The four
interior choices are to be red, black, oyster, and saddle. The
softtop choices are to be black, white, and tan. You want another
color? Call Earl Shibe and sneeze on your resale value. Maximum
weight of this beast is to be 3200 pounds with automatic and every
option. If we can get a base stripper at 3000 pounds, great! The
parts should be sourced in the U.S. as much as absolutely possible.
If the maximum velocity is only 130 mph with a fifteen-second
quarter mile, so what? Highway mileage with the cruise on at 60 mph
better be 30 mpg, though. This car should not threaten any
government mandated mileage levels. Effort should be made to
manufacture convertibles and coupes at nearly the same prices in
nearly the same production numbers, just like in the good old days
when there was very little difference between the two models.
Options and model year changes should also be kept at a minimum
level just to keep costs down. Any details which can be employed to
hold down insurance rates should also be designed in from the
start.

 


No price predictions can be nailed down for
an unforeseen future, but the stripper, while offering all the
performance and rooster testosterone any sane macho man really
needs for everyday street driving, should roll out the door for a
price no higher than the stripper 300ZX. This should be the price
goal, and put a stone wall on the north side of it. If just left to
their own devices, the Japanese will price themselves to absurd
levels with yen fluctuations and rapidly changing technology. This
is their Achilles’ heel. Let’s beat ‘em over the T-tops with it!
How many current-body RX-7’s have you seen on the street? The
boogers are the Miatas, Eclipses, CRX’s, and del Sols. When they
try to get too big for their britches, they forget which side their
cams are oiled on. The bullet bikes may scream past modern day hogs
like the oinkers were standing still, but if you put your ears to
the ground, you will hear a sound going
boogedy-boogedy-boogedy all the way to the bank! If I want
to buy it, usually a zillion other Americans do, too. Maybe it’s
time The General got his nose out of Porsche’s tailpipe and
redesigned America’s sports car for the real-world Americans of The
Nineties. Keep the model with stratospheric performance,
complexity, and price as an image leader, but build a stripper
alongside it in far greater numbers, The Corvette should be on a
pedestal, not on a Yuppie high chair.

 


 


 


 


 


Series III

 


 


 


 


Spirits of the Age
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Series III is when the opinion of the
purists has waned

and development has brought mass appeal.
The Mark

III’s, C3’s and S-3’s are taking the car
toward its goal.

This series is approaching from a new
angle….



 


 


NO PRETENSE

 


Back in ’77 I drove a beast affectionately
named The Inconspicuousmobile. The name will become clear as you
learn that it was a l969 Impala four-door in brown and white, with
Bland Bambi Brown interior. It had a look-the-other-way exterior
and a stereo ahead of its time in the interior. I am never really
sure if I regret selling that beast or not. Its ownership was
ridiculously cheap. I unloaded it because it needed AC repair and
was about as much fun to drive as this typewriter. The Great
Pretender it was not, but its replacement was, and it costs buckets
of money more to own and never did convince me it was a sports car.
Its name shall remain undisclosed.

 


In the real world of Great Pretenders and
tons of megatrash, Corvettes with chrome bumpers have gotten
expensive. Any car nut who even pretends
to know what oversteer is can tell you that any Corvette produced
prior to 1968 is a quality-priced prize. Some nuts even like the
‘68’-‘73’s, which qualify as interesting stuff even if they are
considered below the earlier Rays on the ocean dweller food chain.
Between 1974 and 1979 there were 272,321 real sports cars made in
St. Louis. Among this herd there are no pretenders, computers,
computer-carbs, fuel injections, disgusting 85-mph speedos, plastic
suspenders, electric mirrors, 305 engines, or little chrome
overpriced parts decorating the exterior.
In case you don’t get this last one, look up the word “bezel” in
the nearest classic Corvette parts catalog! Maybe I’m just out to
lunch as always, but I cannot help but notice that this big series
of models in which “not much happened” is producing its own set of
virtues. As distasteful to some as it might be, this group of
Vettes will remain the least expensive and hassle-free way to drive
the real thing. Since I am one of those ‘68-’72 maniacs, George’s
library report is as follows.

 


Production Figures

 


262,218 Coupes 10,103 Convertibles 15,283
Silver Anniversary 6502

Pace Cars

 


48,185 L-82’s 3494 454’s 191,673 steel wheels
80,648 aluminum

wheels

211,543 automatics 60,778 four-speeds: 44,632
wide-ratio 16,146 close-ratio



 


Major Chronological Changes

 


1974: “Natural Way” rear bumper / 454
stomping cubicles / real dual exhausts

1975: “Last” convertible / transistor
ignition / cold-air hood / catalytic converters

1976: Aluminum wheels / embarrassing Vega
steering wheel / uh, aluminum wheels?

1977: All cars have leather, power steering
& brakes / cruise control with automatic a

nice option

1978: If you don’t know, I’m not going to
tell you! (Silver Paced Anniversary or

something)

1979: Modernized seats / dual-snorkel L-48 /
A radio is finally standard equipment!

 


In 1979 the guv’mint had yet to do its worst.
I have quite a respect for seat belts and door beams and other
things that help keep me alive. This group of Corvettes surely are
many of the safest made. In spite of their lack of high-tech
malarky standard everywhere today on spoats cars, this series of
cars has capabilities almost up to the level of the myth. Just
watch out for Quattros during the monsoon season… sort of like a
charging rhino wearing oversize, slipp’ry sneakers. For multiples
of the price you can have a new Corvette that will be somewhat
better at playing Duck Games, but that is not what a lack of
pretense is all about. No, these are the winners of that game:
costing only a little more than a new Superbut with every gizmo in
Japan on it, these proud old gunboats just putter down the road.
When the roads are dry, like they are most of the time in Austin,
Texas, the relaxing rumble of a serious V-8 leaves the duck herd
wheezing up the hills. Even a Vega steering wheel can ride in a
classic when it faces only two seats.
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PACKARDS AND PORTHOLES

 


George here is a video maniac and he’s had me
watchin’ some pretty weird things lately, a couple of ‘em bein’
about them old houses and those new fiddledy-fangledy cars. Both of
‘em on video tape. Uh-huh. I keep trying to tell George that every
time he watches those things, he’s drivin’ in the slow lane… know
what I mean? Like how about us takin’ a little ride in an old car
just like they stroll through old houses and jabber about tires on
that there ETV (stands for Extra TV). George admits he watches it
only in emergencies. George is taking me back to an era of Packards
and portholes, those hallowed days of innocence back in ‘53-’55,
when we all liked Ike and the new Corvette was named after a little
boat. Now ain’t that a coincidence at the time: the Corvette was
little, sittin’ next to Buicks as big as the Queen Mary. About that
time I could look the porthole on my dad’s two-tone green Q-ship
eyeball to eyeball. The only thing more entertaining to me at that
time was the revolving radio antenna attached at the top center of
the windshield. You could turn it vertically and pretend the big
boat was an MG (remember their silly looking little mirror support
rods?) or you could turn it sideways and receive messages from
Mars. Hours of entertainment! Kids don’t know what they are missing
these days. The Buick as an entertainment package was second only
to the throwing of Scattergood , the family cat, into the
slop-bucket. I was too young at the time to remember now why things
were like that, but like many things that are from the true
richness of life, they are things remembered. Although I remember
being in close proximity to a Packard only in this same era, George
tells me they made them for many years. Made lots of two-tones and
pastels, too, just like the Buicks. George also reminded me how
many black-and-white alleycats I’ve had, too.

 


The operative word is innocence: times were
simple and so were the cars. They were big because they had no
reason to be little. At this sedate time in our lives there was so
much that had not happened to cars yet. Most car buyers sedated all
the driving experience totally to a state of being comatose, simply
because they had arrived in the new car-status society. They
didn’t give a whit how a car got from point A to point B, only how
it made them feel while they were doing it; i.e., see the Delusions
of Grandeur Dept. next door to The Joneses. In those wonderful days
of our innocence, the Germans were staying at home, plotting the
upcoming Beetle Plague, to be followed by the “Raise Noses &
Open Wallets” attack of The Seventies. The Squirts from The East
hadn’t even met the nicest people yet. The General had Middle
America’s Pre-Yuppie Market sewn up, that is until somebody said
the word, “Sports Car”, and the Little Boat was created. In this
new market, America’s Team was colored white-with-red-interior.

 


The 1955 Corvette that we have here is one of
the really rare Copper with White Top models. Built late in the
season, its top is made of vinyl instead of canvas, and of course
it has the 265-inch V-8 and Powerslide, as most Corvettes of the
year had. Unlike its descendants, choices and options, particularly
the juicy high performance type, were practically non-existent in
1955. In that year the news was a V-8 engine of 195 horsepower and
even less weight than the old six! This was a new kind of engine
for a new kind of car. The side curtains and automatic transmission
were still with us in 1955, but the advent of the engine which has
become the very essence of what any Corvette is all about made 1955
a very memorable year. The first thing you notice when entering the
new beast is the new and unusual seating position. No longer do you
order up engine power via a bell and a bullhorn. You sit low in the
saddle, yet it is just beginning to define the concept of proper
sports car attitude in the ergonomics of the interior. The Corvette
does not look ten years old when its real age is six months, an
ability of which The English have cornered the market, nor does it
look like it landed from outer space like many things passing
themselves off as sports cars of the ‘50’s. It remains livable in
the ‘80’s as well as collectible anytime. You can ignore the fact
that the radio receives only a distant proximity to something
musical and the slushbox is certainly no snick-snick-snickety-snick
to manipulate. I guess we shall just have to remove the top before
we sit down, George. Put your stuff in the trunk if you need the
room where the top stows. Like vent windows, trunks have become as
rare as elephants lately. This thing is a lot wider than an MG,
huh, George? Hey, George, is that a steering wheel or a flying
saucer? Har-har. Hey, George! Everybody’s starin’ at us! You mean
they made only 700 of these babies in ’55? And how
many were Copper?

 


The era is gone. The V-8 is in danger of
extinction, just like a pink-and-white Packard Caribbean. All
things must pass, and we can only hope some will leave in a hurry
(Quick! Follow that Edsel!) and others, like The Corvette and its
lovely V-8, will forever be missed long after they are relics of
the past. The quality of the beast is real and lasting… conceived
in a time of innocence.

 


 


 


 


 


MEGATRASH

 


The beast is loose! We opened his cage door
back in ’48 ‘bout the time us Babies started Boomin’. We’ve been
haulin’ his flag for about forty years now, so it should be no
surprise that we have improved our technique and honed our skills
considerably over the years. We are the biggest and the silliest
consumer generation to date. We’re not very far from having a “FAD
CONTROL DEPT.” in our own government. Won’t that be a hoot?

 


Our brave new world is made of electric neon
cityscape. Some of the hottest action in our marketplace is the
general squabble over who can sell the most econoboxes. Traffic is
a way of life. We are traveling in the Ultimate Personal Mobile
Unit. This one is still king of the native jungle. It is, in 1988,
just as the models of years past, the one designed to do it best.
The Chrome Hallucination of 1958 did its job the same way, as did
the models of all other years. Throughout its history the beast has
remained remarkably adaptable to its environment. With every
development in the unpleasant direction from enjoyable driving, the
beast has counterattacked with this supreme adaptability. We no
longer wear our cars in electric colors like we did in The Sixties.
This one is the color of The Eighties: known in ‘80’s buzzwordola
as Anthracite. As an electronic warrior, this one is a road sword,
slicing through the flashy tackiness of modern culture, while
parting a sea of truck-monsters and putt-putts. Being sneered at by
a few rampant Krautsnobs is a small price to pay for being the
real king of the jungle.

 


Pull it down tight. Pull that plastic
covering in tighter. Tuck in those curves. Coke-bottle shapes and
romanticism went out with mini-skirts and big-blocks. The important
thing now is hard-core reality. For the most part, a Corvette in
1988 is for escape from the crazy, noisy environment. The tops
don’t come off as easily as in the old days because they were not
meant to, and even though a serious V-8 is still the music maker,
the mileage and quiet have grown considerably. I don’t like video
game dash layouts, but then I’m just an old romantic coot anyway.
GM might miss an important boat if it were to ignore the mobile
arcade concept. This is the world of entertainment modules with
enough buttons to launch The Galactica and more computers than any
sane car ought to have. We now have more speed with less Cd than
the old curvaceous sexpot herself. Show me the magic? Lust and
torque are out; technonerds are in. What can I say? It’s The
Eighties!

 


Our generation has been covered in junkaroni
and McTrash for so long that we are sometimes coated with its fog.
In the ‘80’s everything is either sold out or bought out. Every
event is a “new record”. The only exceptions are the increasing
numbers of things that are proclaimed as new, but are really just
the same old product in a new package. Is this a way of life or
what? What we have now are very few really new things. The list is
led flamboyantly by the consumer electronics and computer
industries, while the rest of the markets flounder around in tons
of marketing hoopla. As disgusting as this scenario is, that old
king of the jungle still manages to do its job. The pieces that
make it go down the road are still the best of the era. The ice
cream melted years ago, and that time will never return, but they
still make the best in Brenham, Texas, and Bowling Green, Kentucky.
Does a British electronic Howdy Doody tell you what to catch? Does
your sport utility have maximum headroom? What do you expect
from a Megatrash culture? The real thing just keeps on
burbling….

 


 


 


 


 


GREENSTREAK

 


The August ’64 issue of Cycle World
contained an ad presented by Ken-Kay, the distributor of Suzuki
motorcycles with flat-bottomed headlights, for the new Omega Sports
Special 125. This new 125cc, four-speed, two-stroke Suzi-lookalike
with Optional White Sidewall Tires was nothing more than mosquito
spit on the radar screen of the 1965 motorcycle market. Within
three years the company had a 650cc BSA-clone in the U.S. market.
You never heard of a BSA Commander? Maybe that’s because the
two-stroke Samurais and Avengers were too busy buzzing through your
quiet space and leaving your Sting Ray wheezing in the dust. Yes,
Maybelle, the first Kawasakis brought to America were called
Omegas, and yes they have been the Kings of Speed ever since. The
Omega name was used only on the early 125’s. The company’s success
exploded through the 12.4-second quarter-mile with the release of
its Mach III in 1969. The 500 triple’s original name was Blue
Streak, but its moniker had been changed to Mach III by the time
the model reached America. That same year Kawasaki also stirred up
the dust in the off-road market with its new 238cc Green Streak
motocrosser, a rotary-valve, two-stroke, 30-hp single motivating
215 pounds. At the very time that American cars were having their
air choked off and their emissions perturbed in 1973, Kawasaki
absolutely changed the rules of performance on land forever. A new
king was born and his name was Z-1.

 


While Corvettes languished on the boulevard,
showing off their air conditioning and 8-tracks, the new king was
rip-snortin’ its way across America. It all began with an 82-hp,
903cc, 511-pound inline four with four heavy exhaust pipes that
were easily replaceable with lightly-baffled howlers. We all know
where the story goes: it never ends. The King’s descendants are
still some of the fastest wheels on the planet. A Z1-R TC with a
turbo was produced in small numbers a few years back. That sort of
reminds you of the Callaways, doesn’t it? The Callaway’s numbers
diminished as the ZR-1 brought a factory stranglehold on new
high-priced-and-powered Corvettes. Produced from 1990-95 in
somewhat modest numbers, the ZR-1’s were available as Coupes only,
in all the colors of a particular production year, although the
majority were black, red, or white for the obvious reasons. In
contrast, probably due to the nature of the era, most of the
original Z-1’s were subdued shades of green and brown! The early
Seventies were a rather bleak time for most high-performance
enthusiasts: even the four-wheeled Japanese Z was wheezing heavily
by 1974. The Nineties brought their own depression in the economy,
however two factors must be examined. Plans and engineering for the
ZR-1 were completed in The Eighties, when most Americans were
making financial progress. The ZR-1 was never intended for the
masses, not even for the lesser masses of plastic sports car
buyers. The ZR-1 was intended to cash in on the exploding wealth of
the far-upper middle class, humble Ferrari and Porsche both on the
racetrack and at the dealership, and bring World’s Number One
Performance Car status to our favorite little toys. The only
reason that most ZR-1’s were not red, white, and blue is that blue
is usually the fourth most popular color
for Corvettes.

 


The ‘90-’96 Corvettes look alike as much as
any particular era of Corvettes. All visible changes were mostly
details during this period. Cloth seats were standard in some
years, but the vast majority of production in these years had the
optional leather. The mundane majority were coupes with boring
automatics, but all the ZR-1’s had manual six-speeds. The ZR-1’s
also carried many distinctive styling cues, but even many of these
were adopted by the peasant models as the era progressed. There
were never any ZR-1 Convertibles, although some Callaway
Convertibles were produced. One of my favorite distinctions of the
‘90-’96 is that this is the only group of Corvettes throughout
history in which a green exterior color was not only consistently
produced, but it was quite popular. Polo Metallic Green or its
associate, Polo Metallic Green II, were produced in decent
quantities each of these years. I dare say that if I had been one
of the fortunate undownsized employees of the ‘90’s and I had
desired a new Corvette, I would even have sacrificed the choice of
a WNOPC just to buy a Polo Green Convertible with a white
top and white leather interior. I am not a moron, just a realist.
In the early Nineties, there were heavily enforced laws against
driving 56 mph in the middle of nowhere, West Texas, but there were
no laws against breathing diesel fumes in heavy freeway
traffic!

 


The 1969 Green Streak began Kawasaki’s
legendary Mean Green lime racing colors, at least in the
U.S. Most of the descending herd of motocrossers and factory
roadracers would be painted lime green and white, but the family
racing colors would not appear on a street model until the very
late Eighties. The 750cc ZX-7 would combine the Z-1 and Green
Streak banners. Decked out in an Arrest Me Bullet Bike fairing,
racing green-white-blue color scheme, and silver alloy perimeter
frame, the ZX-7 was ready to do battle on American streets and
racetracks. Among its repli-racer peers, it is known as the most
comfortable and practical of its type, much like the ZR-1. The vent
hoses built through the gas tank panels of the early models carried
cool air from openings in the nose of the fairing to the cylinder
heads. These racy looking tubes combined with the racing colors to
give the early ZX-7’s a special look, much like the red slash marks
on the front fenders of the 1996 Grand Sports. The early ZX-7’s
also had a unique seat design that could carry a passenger on the
rear portion or a plastic panel color coordinated with the fairing
could be fastened over the rear of the seat for that extra racy
look. The later ZX-7s’s would split into the standard model
without the nifty panel or the ZX-7R with a solo seat. Both lost
some of the Green Streak cache in later years when the
amount of lime paint was reduced, the engine cooling tubes were
deleted, the racy seat panel was gone, and the standard model was
available in solid red with a black frame. The bore and stroke were
changed in the quest for more power, but the ZX-7’s stayed within
the 750cc class. The Green Streak color scheme remained alone among
a sea of traditionally flashy blacks, reds and blues on the ZX-6’s,
ZX-11’s, and the miscellaneous horde of highly successful Ninjas
that followed.

 


The Ninjas had a couple of special Vettes to
run circles around in 1996, the last year of the ubiquitous C4. The
$1250 Collectors Edition option brought back ‘63’s $80 Sebring
Silver paint option, with the addition of special wheels, seats,
and emblems. The 5412 produced were just a gnat’s butt outnumbered
by the entire six-year run of 6939 ZR-1’s; however, only 1381
Sebring Silver Convertibles were made. The Grand Sport of ’96 was
an even rarer beast numbering 1000 total: 810 Coupes and 190
Convertibles; 730 with black interiors and 270 red. The Admiral
Blue exterior paint was unusual for a special edition Corvette.
This was the first time a special edition was blue and the first
time the paint was the same as that of ordinary models of previous
years. Both the Grand Sport and the Collectors Edition were offered
as both Coupe and Convertible, a rarity shared only with the ’93
Ruby Red Convertible of the same generation.

 


The Nineties brought two sporting vehicles
that were simultaneously too much for their own good. They both
might reach 170 mph in a country with 100-mph-less speed limits.
The two-wheeler cost $7000 when the dealer is in a good mood and
the big Green Streak would add a pair of wheels and another zero to
that price. If you’ve just been downsized like many Americans of
the era, these are nothing more than silly toys, but if you missed
the corporate axe, these are two of the most exciting road/sports
toys ever created. Although the ZX-7’s were made in their true
country of origin, later big Kaws are made where big cows mean you
better watch where your step, Nebraska. The engines for the ZR-l’s
were made in Stillwater, Oklahoma, where all the engines are
supposed to go in boats. The ZX-7 in its 1990 guise had all the
right stuff. So did the ZR-1, the Grand Sport, the Collectors
Edition, and all their sisters. If the ZR-1 was just too excessive,
then a ’92 or ’93 Polo Green Convertible with white top and white
interior (the only two years they were all simultaneously
available) provided just the right doses of flash and speed. Green
Corvettes have never been given the respect awarded to black,
white, red, or blue ones, and for some reason, many old-time bikers
laugh out loud at green motorcycles. The
really funny part is that these scofflaws have short memories.
Going back as far as the end of The Sixties, through the brief
Nekkid Butt Fad of The Seventies, or as recently as The Nineties,
Greenstreaks have left America coated in their dust.

 


 


 


 


 


CHROME HALLUCINATION

 


There is a never-never-land between waking
and sleeping when the foggy mists of times past blend with the
pseudo-nightmares of the present seconds. One Wednesday Morning 3
a.m. darkthirty time, I found myself in just that ozone….

 


Did I hear a bumping noise from the distant
garage? Surely Baby is sleeping soundly… just one too many werewolf
movies or something…. No! There it is again! Baby’s always been a
sound sleeper. Better slip up on her with my Super Sneaky Micro
Beam flashlight. Nothing destroys dreams worse than an overhead
bare light bulb.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/1874
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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