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Finding Horsepower at God’s Speed

On a hot summer day in June 2022, the GPS said I'd ar-
rived. Lawrenceburg, Tennessee was a relaxed and small
town where folks sat on the porch, with feet up, nodding hel-
lo as you drove by. The cross on top of the neatly main-
tained church was a sign giving a plus to this community.
This kind of atmosphere would draw big city folks, if they
knew it existed. Crossing the oncoming lane of highway 43
into Butler Performance’s parking lot could have been safely
accomplished doing the moon walk across all lanes. There
was no traffic to fight. But what lay inside the Butler Per-
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formance building was a sharp contrast to the calm spirit
outside.

On neatly organized displays, were all the pieces needed
to fulfil the wildest aspirations of the testosterone driven
right side of a male’s brain. “I want to go faster, beat the guy
who just beat me, smoke the tires in all four gears, sound the
baddest, do a big burnout, lift the front tires off the ground,
get into the thirteens, the elevens, or the nines, take first
place at the track, or be the points leader at the end of the
year,” describes many speed-driven muscle car owners.



It’s called the need for speed. A powerful force inside
the mind that drives many men and a few women to sleep-
less nights planning how to reach their goal of going faster.
Everyone motivated by this knows the exact outcome they
desire. Getting that outcome, however, is elusive and exas-
perating. It catches them often looking up to an empty sky
saying, “What now?” Of course, the money that was so hard
to earn and set aside is gone. The dream for speed doesn’t
always come along with the receipt.

Arnie Beswick and the Butlers are some of those rare
few that have figured it out. They have piloted their Pontiac
door slammers into the six-second range in the quarter mile
at 240 mph. When Arnie looked me in the eye during the
2022 GTOAA Convention, in Kingsport, Tennessee, he leaned
forward from his chair and made it clear that the magic in
making his cars so quick rested squarely on his shoulders.
He had many great helpers by his side through the decades,
and he is deeply thankful for all they have done.

Arnie, however, was the special sauce. He often
wrenched into the late hours of the night. Many nights he
continued wrenching through to the next morning when the
announcer called his class to the track. He'd just catch a lit-
tle sleep in his chair during the day. He is a self-made racing
fanatic spun from a small farm in western Illinois near the
Cordova Drag Strip.

Arnie befriended the Butlers. He would visit them and
spend the night with them. They became very close friends.
Arnie said he would drive right past other speed shops to
have the Butlers perform the work needed on his cars. Arnie
said, “I was always thankful for Butler Performance since
they would drop everything and get my work done.” Arnie
would often have three races a week to attend and needed to
keep moving.

To this day, Jim’s son Rodney is one of very few that Ar-
nie allowed taking his precious “Tameless Tiger” down the
strip for an all-out run. Arnie, who's over 90 years old, end-
ed his comments saying how thankful he is to God. God
holds his hand and leads him where he goes. Arnie is thank-
ful for his deceased wife, Evelyn, and his four daughters. He
finds himself thanking God more than once each day for
what he has. The Butlers are on his list of folks he’s thankful
for.

The Butlers, like Arnie, are from a small farm near a
drag strip but in Tennessee. They all have the God given tal-
ent to understand how to get all the horsepower from a giv-
en bore and stroke, like getting the last grain of sand from
the hourglass. Jim added one additional tack and trained the
young men of Lawrenceburg and his own two sons, Rodney
and David, in the skills to help other Pontiac drivers lift the
front ends of their Goats, Firebirds, Catalinas, and other
Ponchos to perfection.

How did this all start? What transformed Jim from a lit-
tle boy whose mother, Viola, and dad, Bill, had to stay on him
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to complete his schoolwork, to him and his boys becoming
racing magnets with some of the fastest Pontiacs ever
known? A family known with over 100 articles written in
car magazines like High Performance Pontiac and appearing
on Hot Rod TV and Chip Foose’s Overhaulin program. Then
building his family-run performance shop into one of the “go
to” places for everyday Pontiac lovers to get solid advice on
hopping up their Pontiac engineered iron.

Jim was born in 1947 with an older brother and two sis-
ters. His four-year older brother, Willie, was the hero of his
life. In 1961 Willie took Jim along drag racing at the nearby
Highway 43 Drag Strip. Jim loved this and made a point to
hang around the fastest drivers and crews gleaning for tips
that passed their lips. Jim was very curious about the ad-
vantages giving these cars faster elapsed times. In those
days most racers just drove their daily drivers. Willy raced a
‘59 Ford pickup, a ‘58 Pontiac, and a stroked ‘55 Chevy. Jim
found his mind totally wrapped around drag racing as a
young boy.

In 1965 his first jobs were working at a service station
and at Ayers and Crews Auto Parts. At 50 cents per hour, he
was proud to have money in his pocket. Most of his friends
didn’t. He paid particular attention as racers ordered parts.
Often conversations became quite detailed as these racers
described how they got more speed on the track. Two rac-
ers were stand outs. Allen Dudley, driving a 1965 Mayfair
Maize Tri-Power GTO and Ralph Blackwood, with a Montero
Red 1965 Tri-Power GTO.

These were the men to beat on the weekends. Allen was
particularly friendly and shared tips that helped Jim succeed.
These GTOs were not only fast but visual showstoppers. Jim
clearly remembers how the sound of the exhaust stirred
something deep inside of him. He paused as we talked and
looked at the ceiling noting how he can still hear that big
cam roughing up the exhaust of Allen’s GTO.

Jim was deployed to Germany and returned from active
duty in 1968. He and his buddies all bought ‘65 GTO’s when
they returned to Tennessee. He married Joy in 1972. She is
a treasure of a wife who gives him strength and has lifted
him up for 50 years. Rodney was born a year later and Da-
vid the following year. They also have a daughter, Leah. Jim
was in the farm implement business for the first ten years of
their married life. He did a large amount of business with
Mexico farmers and learned the deep passion these folks
hold for their cars.

In 1982, however, the farm crisis hit. Jim decided to
start a car lot. He sold all models but concluded that GTOs
were his sweet spot. He bought and sold over 150 GTOs.
Some were parts cars which led him to supplying parts to
GTO owners looking for help.

All during this time, racing GTOs was a consistent force
as he honed his skills cutting the best lights and shortening
his ETs. Rodney and David loved life on the farm. Driving
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tractors as children made them feel like men on top of the
world. What changed everything was dads ‘65 Mayfair
Maize 65 Tri-Power GTO. The boys vividly remember that
first muscle car experience as dad opened all six barrels and
sent the Gran Turismo Omologato sideways through the
neighborhood. The roar of the 389 running wide open, black
dust coming off the tires, being pushed into the upholstery,
and looking around wondering if anyone got to see it, still
looms large in the memories. Jim started building a race car
for Rodney and David was running pro class at age 12. You
didn’t need a driver’s license if you weren’t driving on the
street.

Jim wanted to build his own powerful and dependable
engines. He had a God given sense of what to do with Ponti-
ac engines. Willie and Jim had built their first engine in
1965. The 348 Tri Power Chevy won many races for them.
In the same way Allen Dudley was the man to beat in the
mid-sixties. It was now time for Jim to apply all that he had
learned over the last 20 years to capture what Dudley had
done back then.

e n a By 1987 the Butlers realized they had something spe-
Porting heads in the shop | ' cial. During a race, a pair of men showed up in a fully tricked
i = By . T & - out race-only GTO. It was complete with a fiberglass front
end. These men had poured a lot of time and money into be-
ing the fastest GTO. Rodney put them down by 1/3 of a sec-
ond with a full steel body GTO. Rodney had mastered the art
form of knowing how to set the car, when and how to re-
lease the clutch, successfully grabbing gears, and managing
the steering wheel. These were mandatory skills along with
superior engine output. The men came over and hired the
Butlers to build them an engine on the spot.

A couple years earlier, Jim and Joy took the opportunity
to lease the Highway 43 Drag Strip. The Butlers enjoyed
how racing brought families and friends together. Jim also
continued running the car lot. Jim and Joy walked closely
with God and knew their Bible. A few of the regular fellas at
the track brought liquor and rough language. One day the
Butlers posted a sign saying no liquor or foul language and
hired the local man in blue to stand by the sign. Before long
the fellas went elsewhere to race. The popularity of the
track grew. People came and thanked them for lifting the
morals of the track. Now families could and did come in
larger numbers. A significant highlight of Jim’s life came as
he opened a letter from a local pastor thanking him for turn-
ing the track around and making it a real asset in the com-
munity.

By 1988, Jim, with Joy’s support, felt there was enough
demand from others seeking their help to begin Butler Per-
formance. Jim had discovered a way to internally grind out
D-port heads to flow as much air as Ram Air IV heads. Ram
Air IV heads were hard to find and expensive. D-port heads
were cheap and readily available. Jim placed a one-inch ad
in Hemmings Motor News and High Performance Pontiac.
That little ad stirred the world of Pontiac Performance. First




phone calls and then heads to be ported came in from all
over the globe. The need for speed didn’t just thrive on a
piece of land between the Atlantic and Pacific.

Jim taught the local Lawrenceburg boys and his own
sons the techniques of extracting unnecessary steel from the
air channels in those heads. This allowed the air to flow in
and out of the combustion chamber much easier. An in-
crease of horsepower resulted that you could feel in the seat
of your pants. By the early 1990s, a second shift was trained
to satisfy the demand of Pontiac owners. With this success,
the Butlers began laying plans to build the fastest cars and
engines.

Butler Performance started in a shed on the farm. Later
moving to a building south of town and in 2015 to a beauti-
ful facility on the north side of Lawrenceburg. Jim, Joy, Rod-
ney, and David have all worked together from the beginning.
As David pointed out, however, Mom was the ARP bolts
keeping it all together. Joy kept watch of the books, set up
the computers, and helped with sales and shipping. Mom
just had a sense of how to run the business. As she recently
said about life with Jim and the boys, “Oh what a ride!”

While Jim, Rodney, and David get credit for the horse-
power behind the firm, in addition to mom, the torque of the
firm comes from the dedicated folks who park their cars in
the lot each morning. They make the magic happen.

Jeff Smith, head machinist, does cylinder head assembly
and engine work. Brian Bassham is the head/intake porting
specialist and machinist. Both have been at Butler Perfor-
mance for over twenty years. Greg Miller, lead tech / sales-
man, has also worked for the firm for over twenty years.
There are several other folks nearing their twenty-year an-
niversaries. David looked up during the interview and said
how much it means that we’ve had such a long and satisfying
relationship with our team at Butler Performance. David
said, “We absolutely could not be here without them. We
know each other’s skills and weaknesses and how to posi-
tion ourselves to get the best result for the people who seek
our help.”

Over the decades countless races have been won and
records set using their ingenuity. You can go online to But-
ler Performance and discover the land of Pontiac enchant-
ment where you can order crate engines, headers, EFI fuel
systems, roller cams, ignition systems, effective cooling
components, heads, etc. It's all organized to get the result
you're after when you climb behind the steering wheel of
your car. What a joy to have a firm like Butler to turn to
that’s based on the principles our nation was founded on.

Today Jim is retired but stops in regularly. He said, “It
has taken a lifetime to build what we have today. Helping
others reach their goals has been my main drive. I never felt
[ had a job because I loved helping others.” He’d usually get
in around 7:00 a.m. and on many days went home around
11:00 p.m.
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Rodney and David have always worked at the firm.
Rodney never considered doing anything else. It’s the total
fabric of who he is. David loves every aspect of Butler Per-
formance and especially getting to work with the enthusias-
tic Pontiac owners. The personal interactions are more sat-
isfying than the speed. It’s great hearing folks being thankful
for the guidance and service they received helping them
achieve their goals.

Rodney has a daughter, Marisa, and David has two
daughters, Anniston and Jillian. Marisa and Anniston raced
junior dragsters. Anniston recently earned her master’s de-
gree in college and has shown some interest in working at
the family firm. Jim said the door is open for her.

You can be blessed by Butler Performance. As needs ar-
rive, visit with them about your car. You'll feel the Southern
Bible Belt hospitality speaking warmly to you through the
phone. If you see them at the Pontiac Nationals in Norwalk,
Ohio, or at one of the GTOAA or POCI Conventions, go up and
say hello. You'll be visiting with some of the best.



