The Van

It’s cold and dark in the Coastal Mountains of British Columbia.  It may seem strange but the grease, oil and gasoline that covers my tired body is curiously invigorating though the well past midnight shower and bed are truly inviting.  I feel somewhat like a survivalist who’s Armageddon has arrived and those skills long in hibernation finally awaken.

The first auto that I really remember is my Dad’s ’57 Dodge, an ugly monstrous thing with enormous fins and in a color I think they called champagne but it really looked like dirt.  I remember asking him, “Why didn’t you get a pretty car, like my uncles?” My uncle had a beautiful Ford Fairlane, black and yellow like a bumblebee.  My Dad said that Fords and Chevys were prettier but Chryslers were better engineered.  I think though it was fin size, Dad wanted everyone to know he had big fins.  Only a couple years later a young woman told me size didn’t matter, thank God!

I remember visiting Dad in the hospital.  The Chrysler engineering had not quite lived up to its billing and a brake and transmission failure had resulted in the Dodge becoming a permanent component of a levy wall down by the Ohio.  Ah the wondrous hills of Cincinnati.  I believe the concussion, stitches, bruised ribs and stuff had a serious effect and fins no longer had their appeal.

The next car I remember was a Chevy Bellaire station wagon.    It was a pretty car. Black and white two tone with a aqua teal interior.  It had two jump seats in the back and with some care all the kids could be placed in seats except the baby who could be handed about as the need arose.  This was the first great trip car.

Trips were indeed adventures those days.  Weeks of preparation would go into anything over two hundred miles.  Planning gas stops, routes, eating, and emergency requirements, you name it, and, it was carefully considered.  I presumed this was just the result of the requirements of whisky running, one of my Dad’s youthful occupations in Georgia and Tennessee.  Though I discovered later it was something everyone did due to the rigors of the road. 

Every trip was preceded by Grandpa’s story.  It was the same story each time but I loved to hear it over and over ‘cause it meant I was going somewhere.  

He and his buddies had planned to go to California in the early twenties in a Packard or Plymouth or some kinda “P” car that had a HIGH compression engine, which apparently was a recent technological marvel.  They planned for months, acquiring spare components and tires, camping gear, canned goods, and tools.  Tools were especially important because they would have to fix stuff when it broke ‘cause this car was so modern probably no one could help.  This relation, tools/fix, was not lost on my young impressionable mind.  Though I never could picture Grandpa repairing anything. The idea seemed religious.

The story would always end on the same tragic note.  Perhaps it really was a moral parable….like the best laid plans or something.  There were the boys, ready to head to California, when unexpected Indian uprisings in Arizona, like bad weather, forced them to reconsider.  Looking at Grandpa’s sad face steeled me to never let some Indians stop my trip!

Which brings to mind an aside.  Have you noticed that the signs that read Pre-1937 Historic 66 at first (and second and third) glance seem to convey Pre-Historic 66?  The road before time began.

The Bellaire served us well until one fateful trip to Baltimore.  It was a dark and stormy night on the Pennsylvania turnpike, that modern marvel of mostly four-lane highway and glorious tunnels winding through the wild country.  It was not ‘till then that I found out that women couldn’t drive.  I’m still not sure if this is factual or a hypothesis formulated to explain certain occurrences for which science has yet to uncover the root cause.  Anyway, my mother, hit a patch of black ice.  She lost control and slammed on the brakes entering in a slide at high speed that ended in a snowdrift on the side of the road, half burying the car.  I happened to be awake, my first thought; that was fun, can we do it again?  

My father who had been sleeping in the passenger seat until rudely awakened, first intimated the serious liability one assumes by allowing the female driver.  The tirade delivered to my mother’s now shattered ego perhaps was over done…but Dad would have to pay for it.  Of course, the car had to be shut off with the exhaust buried as it was.  I realized later perhaps the heat of his scalding words was simply to prepare himself for facing the blizzard.  He arrived back at the car a couple hours later with the State Police having walked for miles in the snow ‘till he found a farm house.  

It was at this time I learned why Eskimos don’t build their homes out of old cars, that jails are indeed drafty (the Police having taken the entire family to the local pokey), not to apply ones brakes on ice…well lots and lots of stuff.

The family went through a few more cars before my “coming of age”, a little red Mustang and a behemoth 9 passenger Ford station wagon with a 390 V-8.  Dad wasn’t a mechanic by trade but always kept up his vehicles. Oil changes, filters, plugs, points condensers, brakes and the like fare and as eldest son and budding southern Californian, living within sound and site of the Winter Nationals, it was my lot to learn the basics of internal combustion, survival training for a future road warrior.

My own personal first car was a 444 Volvo, a beautiful, if rather bent pregnant porpoise rolling on its back.  Though it had no truck lid and the right quarter panel barely missed scraping the tire (and did over bumps) it was mine! A hundred and twenty five bucks of my hard earned money.  Dad gave me a set of tires for my seventeenth birthday, twenty bucks and I was off to England.

The story of the Volvo and its demise on the golf course in San Mateo is, of course, now folk lore.  Many a story teller in the back woods of California will relate the tale of the head gasket change, Hitler the Cat, and the now famous retort, “Just playing through officer.”  Suffice it was the precursor to trying to get the grease from beneath my finger nails.

It was the ’72 short wheel base Ford pickup though that is the true ancestor of my elation today.  It is easy to recall that windy spring day, the blowing dust that seemed to come all the way from Mexico nearly obscuring the road.  I was driving my Ranchero, another rebuilt wreck, with its 351 Windsor gas eater, a beauty that served many a drunk well, when I spotted her.

She was twisted and hurt and trapped behind coils of barbed wire.  She needed love and I had it to give, to free her to run again.  I pulled up and went to the back of the lot.  The Spanish fellow looked at me with near derision when I asked if she were for sale.  “Sure” he said, “but she don’t run, got hit by a D-8 Cat in the woods.” “A little bent, you know”, said he to me. “Loco gringo pendejo”, he said to his friend with the morning Bud.  I grabbed my 3 foot crow bar from the back of the Ranchero…”Mind if I take a look?” “Sure, my friend, go ahead.”

Yes she was a tad bent.  The frame was pushed over about 10 inches in the front, the left front was flat with the fender about 6” into the rubber, the hood was crumpled up about a foot.  The grille and radiator were folded back into the fan.  The bumper, still gleaming chrome, stuck out a foot or so on the left.  But the powder blue and white truck sang to me, she was special, she could still swing dance with the best, just help her get to her feet.

I carefully slipped the crow bar under the hood and pried it up.  Yes she was special.  The engine compartment, except the intruding components, was immaculate, the oversized air cleaner sitting a top the Holley 4-barrel, sitting a top that little 302, a dancer indeed!

I sauntered back to the shed, trying to hide my excitement.  “I’ll give you 250 bucks for her.”  ”500 dollars.” “300”  ”OK, I’ll tow her for you 50 bucks.”  ”Nah, I’ll drive her out.”  ”You think so?”, he laughed, “Mucho crazy gringo pendejo, I got to see this.”

I went to work with my crow bar, pulled the fender out of the wheel, pried the radiator out of the fan, changed the tire….click…click…dead battery.  I started the Ranchero and pulled the battery, switched it with the truck….Vroooooommmmm….thugga thugga, quarter cam to boot!  Off I drove, sorta sideways to J.D.’s in vehicle nirvana.

Though I had learned tools/fix I had also learned that tools did not necessarily mean things you buy, since that takes money.  No, tools to primates are more philosophical, simply adapting physical items to problems, like the chimp, the termites and the stick, a leap of faith.  That is with two school buses, two chains, and two good eyes and a good friend you can straighten a frame better than it comes out of the factory.

The years have passed.  The Japanese invaded, tires got better, cars became dependable, roads got lines and guard rails, and cable television became a reality.  Travel became a chore rather than an adventure as the interstate bypassed the journey and left only a goal.

Lucky I though had made 3 trips to Alaska this year and a fourth was about to occur.  Now a trip to Alaska in and of itself would seem simply a goal except some Tibetan Deity put Canada in the way.

Canada is the perfect reminder of what roads should be like, 66 in Joseph City or Rola Missouri circa 66.  ‘Course it’s the attitude of the guy pumpin’ gas or the shoulder standin’ hitchhiker that is the key ‘cause the road itself is meaningless without the watchkeeper and traveler, those who go, those who stay.  Things that are bygone in the States.

And Canada has kilometers and liters and other insensitive French stuff that detracts from the experience.  Though from Manitoba west (ouest?) folks seem to talk and think in miles and gallons and coffee is still sold in 16 oz. cups, though they are styrofoam not waxed paper, apparently without fear of the liter police.

So I was drivin’ los ninos from hell to Hernandez, thinkin’ ‘bout the trip to Alaska.  I was contemplating ridin’ the bike….4238 miles in not yet spring….flyin’? whimp out but I’d be back lots sooner, when I saw it.  A 1975 Ford Econoline Van, pearl white with pinstripes, little mojo front wheels stickin’ out, playboy bunnies thingy’s etched in the side windows front and back, and mirror tint applied to the widows.  Yes that would be an adventure!  Takin’ a Mexican coyote van to Alaska…just think of all the stuff that would go wrong on lonely Canadian roads.

And it did!

I asked J.D. to help me check this personal transport (and many cousins too!) out.  My Spanish is rather limited to asking for water, which the last time I did in Juarez I got in a fight with this guy and his lovely blonde wife stomped out of the restaurant…pro’ly my accent when I said, “Cuanto mas por la puta gueda con los chiches grande.”  Anyway we went to check it out…honked at the house but no one came to the door so we didn’t get down.  We wrote down the number.

J.D. called and got a woman who said it belonged to her brother-in-law Francisco who was in jail but her brother-in-law Fidel could show us the van.  J.D. did say it was for an Americano which explained the situation.  At six on Wednesday I went to check it out…took a little spin…lit up the tires and stuff (slightly over powered with the 351 Windsor).  At six Thursday J.D. had arranged the marriage and bought my bride.  And Friday I threw the bike in the back and took off for Alaska, Fidel forging the title.

I didn’t get very far.  About 9 miles down the road it died….the fuel filter had clogged.  I hadn’t cleared a fuel filter in years…frankly it was like havin’ sex with an old girl friend, a few seconds of clumsiness, then its familiar and fun.  Off again.

The next excitement was clouds of white smoke goin’ up the hill at Canoncito.  You would of sworn they were crop dustin’ the highway.  This though seemed serious, so back to Espanola to reconsider and review…I had gotten a hundred miles!

Back at the ranch, so to speak, the wits gathered. Oil leak around the front seal, but not serious, a bottle of junk would fix it.  It was to be expected from a van that hadn’t been driven in three years.  Alternator belt was twisted though…new belt and away we go.

