PONTIAC 1959-1967

FASTER TIMES

n 1959, Pontiac introduced the
revolutionary line of “Wide-Track™
Pontiacs, powered by the new
389-cubic-inch V-8, an admired and feared
engine that achieved tremendous fame
on and off the track. In ‘59, a Pontiac won
the standing-start mile at Daytona Beach,
but the top-six Pontiacs were disqualified

in the other events.

As this was taking place, the famed beach
strip was soon to be replaced by a 2.5-mile
banked oval track, and in 1959, the Grand
National became the 500-mile Daytona 500.
Glenn “Fireball” Roberts made his Pontiac
debut on the new oval course in ‘59.
Although fuel pump trouble prevented a
win, Fireball averaged 144 mph for the first
125 miles of the race. As NASCAR was still

Mickey Thompson and Challenger 1

a southeast phenomenon in the late 1950s,
it did not yet have a strong national
following. Looking for more promotional
opportunities on the West Coast, Pontiac
partnered with Mickey Thompson, a
California hot-rodder with extensive
racing experience. He built an enviable
stable of stock-bodied Pontiacs as well as
Pontiac-powered Salt Flat racers and
dragsters. Much of the new technology
that Thompson was developing could
also be purchased through his speed

equipment business.

In 1959, Thompson attempted to break

the world land speed record at Utah’s
Bonneville Salt Flats. He drove a car called
Challenger 1, a streamlined behemoth of a

machine, powered by four 414-cubic-inch
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Thompson and crew pose with quartet of successful Pontiac cars, (left to right)
“Tempest Twin,” “Attempt,” “Assault” and Pontiac class “B” stocker.

Pontiac engines. Each engine had its own
3-speed transmission and differential. Driving
the vehicle was difficult, as Thompson had to
make four simultaneous gear shifts while trying
to keep the vehicle on course. Thompson was
determined to beat British racer John Cobb’s
existing two-way record of 396.2 mph set in
1947. He tried three times between ‘59 and ‘62
at Bonneville, but could not break the record due

to course conditions.

Mickey Thompson and “Assault 1” visit
William Mitchell, GM vice president and
head of Design, on July 12, 1960.

In ‘60, Thompson did set a one-way record
of 406.631 mph, after replacing the four 414-inch
engines with supercharged 440-cubic-inch

Pontiacs. Each engine produced 750 horsepower.

Thompson also had several dragsters and
interestingly enough, they were not built strictly
for NHRA-style quarter-mile competition.
“Assault I’ and “Attempt I" were also used for FIA
standing kilometer and mile record runs. “Assault
I a front-engined slingshot dragster, was powered
by various supercharged Pontiac V-8 engines
ranging from 293 to 503 cubic inches, depending

upon the class in which the car competed.

“Attempt I”” used a dragster chassis covered by
a sleek aluminum body. It was also powered by
a variety of supercharged Pontiac Tempest
4-cylinder engines. Displacements ranged

from 120 to 180 cubic inches. A multitude of
long-standing FIA acceleration records, some
dating before WW II, fell to Thompson and

his racecars.
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Labor Day Weekend in 1960 became known
as “Super Duty Sunday,” as Super Duty
Pontiacs dominated American motorsports
by posting wins in every major American
race series held that day. Pontiac ad
executive Jim Wangers won NHRA Top
Stock Eliminator at the U.S. Nationals in
Detroit, driving a Royal Pontiac prepared
1960 Catalina powered by a 389 Super Duty
engine. Buck Baker took the checkered flag
at the NASCAR Darlington 500 in South
Carolina, and Louis J. Unser won the Pikes
Peak Hill Climb in Colorado. Clearly,

Pontiac motorsports had arrived.

Nichels and McKellar provided much of
the technical expertise and support for

these efforts. The lineup included
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high-performance equipment such as special
camshafts, intake and exhaust manifolds,
special carburetion, cylinder heads,
connecting rods, pistons, crankshafts,
suspension and driveline options. The

Super Duty drag cars were further modified
with aluminum fenders, hoods and bumpers

to save weight.

The division followed this success with its
best season yet. In 1961, Pontiac offered two
new McKellar cams, which helped Marvin
Panch, Fireball’s teammate, turn lap times as
high as 158 mph in his Super Duty Pontiac.
Ironically, his main competition was from

other Pontiacs. In the end, the division placed

Jim Wanger’s 1960 Catalina winning
NHRA Top Stock Eliminator at the 1960
NHRA Nationals in Detroit, Michigan.
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(left to right) Linda Vaughn, Miss Pontiac; Cindy Pike, Miss Autolite;
Fireball Roberts; and Mary Ann Mobley, 1959 Miss America, pause for a photo
after Roberts’ 1962 Daytona 500 victory.
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Pontiac was at

the top of its game
during this time,
dominating the
field in terms

of engine
development

and track success.

In one fell swoop,
Pontiac’s entire

marketing strategy

was outlawed, but

not before a handful
of 1963 Super Duty
Pontiacs were built.

They included the

McKellar’s Super

Paul Goldsmith’s 1963 Pontiac Lemans

famous “Swiss

outracing a Ferrari GTO at Daytona.

Duty program was

offering more in the way of specialized
racing equipment as General Motors had
ever produced. Pontiac’s performance
image was shining brightly - the division
had accomplished a great deal in a few
short years, and its race victories had
translated into booming vehicle sales.
Then, on January 24, 1963, a GM
corporate edict banned all divisions from

competitive racing.

Fireball
Roberts

Cheese” Catalinas,
built with large holes drilled in the frame to
save weight, and the 421 Super Duty LeMans
Coupes and Tempest wagons. Of particular
note was Paul Goldsmith’s incredible victory
at the 1963 American Challenge Cup race at
Daytona, driving a 1963 421 Super Duty
LeMans. Goldsmith, a veteran USAC and
NASCAR driver, literally annihilated the
competition, which consisted of Ferrari GTOs
and Corvettes. Goldsmith averaged 155 mph

in the rain.

Paul
Goldsmith




The racing ban was an enormous blow to Pontiac.

The division had become dependent on racing
publicity to generate new car sales. Apparently
this formula worked too well, as GM was coming
dangerously close to a 60 percent market share.
This market domination could have launched
action on the part of the Federal government to

split the corporation.

The handful of independent Super Duty Pontiacs
that had been built before the ban gained some
wins in 1963. However, they soon lost their edge
due to the lack of factory support for parts,
equipment and technical talent. Only a few
hardcore Pontiac racets such as Arnie

“The Farmer” Beswick and Don Gay continued
to field Pontiacs on a professional level, without
factory sponsorship. Most other professional
racers went to Ford and Chrysler, who were

still competitively racing.

On a positive note, the racing ban inspired Pontiac
to work harder to continue their high performance
ideals. This time, the emphasis shifted to street
performance rather than sanctioned racing. Pontiac
introduced the legendary GTO for the 1964 model
year and it took off better than anyone had ever
imagined, selling more than 32,000 units. Market

planners were projecting sales of just 5,000 units.

The GTO was the first affordable American muscle
car. It had a mid-sized body with a high performance
389 engine taken from the full-sized car line.
General Motors corporate rules stated that no
intermediate car could have a standard engine larger
than 330 cubic inches. Pontiac avoided breaking this
edict by marketing the GTO as an option package
on the LeMans model - the muscle car era was born.
With their hot street performers, Pontiac would be
carried to new heights of popularity. Competitive

racing however, was still outlawed for the time being.

Arnie “The Farmer” Beswick in an altered wheelbase 1963 LeMans.
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