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4-SPEED
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New Year’s Day, 1966. Sixty three de-
grees outside—an all-time New England
record. And yes, you guessed it, eight hours
of top-down driving to celebrate followed by
three weeks in the hospital with double
pneumonia.

Picking up my fiancee at Dulles Airport
and returning via the new Beltway around
Washington at speeds guaranteed to im-
press or distress, depending on your pen-

chant for thrills. 80...90...100...110...120 -

...then, as the speed keeps building, the
speedo needle bends downward still
another half-inch or so, until it finally finds
its physical limit but not the accelerator
pedal limit. Still plenty of that left. Are all
these other cars stuck in first gear?

Graduation Day. Caps in the air. Parents
and relatives, faces beaming, and a royal
exit, top down, in a marina turquoise jewel,
an ash blonde ponytail at my side. My
Lord, its a carfit for God’s gift to the Navy—
a brand new ensign.

Cape Cod Surfin’ Safari on graduation
leave. Eight-foot Hawaiian surfboard
stretching from dashboard to mid-trunk.
Had to stop for gas every hour or so. What,
my wallet’s in the trunk? Just hold that
board up a bit, so I can get to my cash. What
was that awful noise? Oh, no—the
windshield!

Offto flight school in Pensacola, Florida,
everything I own in the trunk or back seat.
South of Washington, DC, it’s 120 all the
way. Only 8 miles per gallon but you sure
make time. Sun’s up, so top’s down. Blew
out the radio speaker. Natch.

Weekends on the clear white sand. Hot-
dogs, footballs, and folk guitars, but Viet-
nam and death loom in the background.
The first numbing news arrives of Marine
classmates killed in action. Then, shaking
it off, more sun, sand, and swrf and the
thrill of driving three GTO convertibles
Just inches apart at 90 miles per hour down
narrow back roads to our barracks. We'd
grin wildly with the air in our faces and
shout, “It’s just like flying aircraft in close
formation!” Right.

Nineteen years ago. Some, most of us,
came home from that war after a year or
two. Some—those slowly fading names and
faces. that special folk song, the Sunday
touch football game of now solong ago—did
not. For both bold cars and brave young
men, the fast lane takes its toll.

Eventually almost everyone sold their
GTOs. Wore ’em out. Tore the guts away

slowly but surely in a long jarring succes-
sion of memorable thrills. Now, life is
mostly business or profession, and every-
thing’s so expensive. The world demands
something practical for transportation:
small, unstylish, and economical—50 miles
per gallon.

But, hot damn, when those old tales are
swapped around by peppery-haired dare-
devils at late night airbase Happy Hours
around the world, they always talk about
the same three things—their girls, their
planes and their favorite cars. And, al-
ways, the GTO is remembered. Always.
The Goat. The Beast. The ’60's premier
muscle car. They sing "Little GTO,” war-
bling badly in their Budweiser-strength-
ened voices, remembering Ronnie and the
Daytonas, and the memories of sand, and
sky, and clear starlit nights racing, with
tops down and radio up brighten to bril-
liance yet again.

Two years ago at a 15th reunion college
football game in Annapolis, I parked the
GTO, clean and waxed, on the grass beside
the class tent. Oh, the stares and sighs, the
fond caressing of those well-remembered
curves. You think men don’t really love the
great cars they’ve owned? “Can I sit in it?”
“Would you start it up, so we can hear that
great engine one last time?” “Oh, yeah, I
remember one wild night with my Goat
when...” and as always, a weakness in the
strong, more than one tear appearing at
the corner of an eye.

I'turnleft onto my street, a tranquil scene
of serene homes, lawns, and families. Like
the genuine thoroughbred she is, the GTO
responds to my backing into second gear
with smooth power, the motor’s rumbling
throatiness subtly reminding that, while
this boulevard driving is just fine, what-
ever you have in mind—whatever—is fine
also. I nose her slowly into the driveway,
coming to a stop beside my wife’s Volvo.
Volvo? Ah, domestic bliss. Off goes the ra-
dio. I set the parking brake. Pressure, tem-
perature and idle checked normal. It’s been
a long tiring day. I reach for the ignition
key, then pause as a thought crosses my
mind. With a slow grin spreading from the
corners of my mouth, I tap down swiftly on
the accelerator. VROOM! A second time.
VROOM! And, once again, in response to
that memorable roar, the exciting tingle
runs up and down my spine as it has so
many, many times before.

The key turns the magnificent car’s
sound—that unmistakable throbbing
power of the GTO—to silence. As I sit there,
my mind’s eye again sees the glow of the
Jjuke box across all those years, the dancing
saddle shoes and white sox, the laughing
happy voices, and the characteristic beat of
’60s music with those still-familiar words,
“Three deuces and a 4-speed, and a 389.”(]



