Here’s an inside
look at NHRA Division llI’s
defender of the faith, also

known as “Mr. Runner-up”




By John Dianna m To the drag racing world, Arlen Vanke
needs no introduction. Without a doubt he is one of the most
respected Pro Stock driver/builders in the country today.
Arlen’s list of accomplishments is long and impressive, but
you wouldn’t know it by talking to him...he’s just one of
the guys.

Arlen picked up his nickname, “Akron Arlen,” because of
his undying devotion to his hometown. He is one of the local
heroes to both the young and the more established residents.
Actually, Arlen started his racing career in 1953, behind the
local shopping center. He and a group of guys formed a club
and held weekly races. They ran off in three classes: stock,
modified and roadster. Arlen selected the modified class and
competed with a 40 Ford fitted with a 48 Merc flathead.
In contrast to his current competitive status, Arlen started
off a loser. It wasn’t until his mother forked up the coins for
all the slick flathead pieces that any wins fell to the Vanke
family.

Sixteen-year-old Arlen also received help from the other
end of the family, his dad. “Good Louie” (a name given him
for his racing efforts by a well-known racer, Dave Koffel)
didn’t sink his bucks inte the first race car, but he sure lent
his machinist’s talents. He chopped flywheels, milled heads
and made assorted little pieces that couldn’t be bought at the
time. Louie’s talents and feelings helped mold his teen-aged
son into the racing star he is today. It wasn’t an easy road,
but it was one the Vanke family enjoyed to the fullest.

It wasn’t until 1956 that Arlen discarded the flathead in
favor of the small-block Chevy engine. He watched the 558
a solid year before he saw the handwriting on the wall. This
was understandable, because he was still beating them with
his flathead-powered 39 coupe, turning in the mid-14s at
over 86 mph. “Good Louie” and “Akron Arlen” took a long
look at the Chevy options and decided to order a ’56 “210”
with the Corvette engine. They went to extremes and pur-
chased, over the counter, the famous No. 078 Duntov cam
(a $140 item at the time), performed a few Vanke-oriented
modifications and proceeded to turn the Ohio drag strips
around by winning something like 36 straight meets with
e.ts in the 14s. A blower was installed on the ’56, and it too

was successful. A host of other Chevys followed, and one of
the more successful was the 6-71-supercharged ’52 Chevy
coupe. Arlen was known as the first Ohioan to sport a 6-71
blower. Louie machined all the pulleys and made the neces-
sary brackets to complete the installation.

In 1959, Arlen (with a blown ’55 Chevy) rivaled K. S.
Pittman for the title of quickest B/Gasser. At the 59 Detroit
Nationals, Arlen covered the field by .4, only to lose in the
final with a broken popoff valve. From time to time, Arlen
has had bad runner-up luck, but not always. He was very
successful with his Pontiacs, which he ran in ’62 and ’63.
The first National Record Arlen set was with a D/SA 318
Pontiac convertible. In ’63, he went the A/FX route with
one of the few F/X Tempests that were made; and it wasn’t
until ’64, when Pontiac stopped racing, that the first Plym-
outh found its way into the Vanke garage. Arlen had a good
year with his first MoPar, and because of it, late in the year
he obtained one of the first hemi-powered Super Stocks. He
set records and won many meets, but bad runner-up luck still
plagued him occasionally. Problems like broken axles, drive
shafts, companion flanges, rear gears, transmissions, etc., all
were experienced in the early Super Stock days. Many of
you die-hard enthusiasts will remember Indy 1965, when
‘Arlen sat with a low 11.14 qualifying pass, only to lose to
Dave Strickler during eliminations, with a broken second
gear.

Arlen’s close association with Firestone actually started
because of his friendship with Bill Abraham. Back in 1966,
when Arlen was service manager at Knaffel Pontiac, he
campaigned a ’66 GTO. He could drive only one car, so he
sought out the talents of Abraham to drive his 63 Plymouth
wagon. It all worked out for the best that year, because
Arlen won Stock Eliminator at the NASCAR Winter Cham-
pionships in Florida, with Bill runner-up. A few months
later, Arlen won Stock Eliminator at the NHRA Spring-
nationals, with Abraham again runner-up. This win sewed
up Arlen’s association with Chrysler, and since then he has
run only MoPars. Among them was a ’66 Plymouth street-
hemi AA/S, which carried him to the NHRA Division III
Points Championship and the Indy class win over a stellar
field. His tie-in with Abraham carried into the ’67 season,
when Bill ran Arlen’s 63 sedan and Arlen ran the ’67
Belvedere hemi car.

The big Indy Super Stock Eliminator win came with the
SS/B Barracuda, but not until he had bested such
notables as Ronnie Sox and Bill Jenkins. Arlen’s win-
ning ways continued as he won the AHRA winter
meet at Phoenix. At Dallas the following year,
Sox was unseated by Arlen in class — something
not too many people expected.
With the introduction
of Pro Stock rac-
ing, “Akron Ar-
len” built a ’70
Duster that is
considered the
number two
MoPar Pro Stock
in the country.
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He racked up an impressive 80% match race win record, took
all five WCS Points Meets and was runner-up to a Sox &
Martin car at three major NHRA national events.

Arlen makes good money racing. Even more important
than that, he enjoys it; and this helps the guys around him
enjoy it too. Back home, he works on many cars and is
responsible for a number of the championship-caliber Ohio-
based drag cars today. Although he recently cut out outside
work at his shop, he surrounds himself with talented people
who help him carry the strenuous work load on his — and
his friends’ — race cars. He handles much of Chrysler’s
development testing and Firestone’s tire testing, but he still
finds time to match race and run all the major events.

To the fans, “Akron Arlen” is a favorite; to the racers,
he is one of the “few.” =m

TOP — Arlen’s No. 1 ride for the *71 season is his reworked
’70 Duster. He recently completed additional mods in an
effort to lower his 9.7 e.t.s. The car also serves as a mule for
the testing of new Pro Stock components. ABOVE — This
B/Gasser was one of Ohio’s first blown cars. “Good Louie”
machined pulleys and mounting brackets for the installation.

ABOVE — Norm Tanner (Arlen’s PR man) drives the B/MP BELOW LEFT — Arlen’s GTX SS/B street hemi was but
car. This is the same Barracuda that Arlen rode to his one of the many successful Super Stockers that came out of
Super Stock Eliminator victory at Indy. ABOVE RIGHT — the Akron-based Vanke shop. BELOW — Arlen had his
Ted Spehar and Arlen talking pre-race strategy? Don’t troubles getting around the S&M cars, but here’s one time he

believe it! They’re probably telling one another funny jokes. did. Arlen vows that the ‘71 season will be a different story.




