Memorial Day, 1956 in Indianapolis

Pat Flaherty became infatuated with cars early in life. He started racing in his teens and worked his way up to the USAC Championship race circuit. In 1950, at age 24, Pat entered the Indianapolis 500 for the first time and finished in 10th place, but in his next two appearances at Indianapolis, he crashed. In 1955, Flaherty finished 10th again, so he had hopes of placing when he arrived for the 1956 Indianapolis 500 with a pink and white Watson-Offenhauser. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt and a helmet emblazoned with a bright green shamrock.

At the time, most race drivers were superstitious and refused to wear anything green in a race due to a long-standing belief that it would bring bad luck. The superstition dated back to two deadly crashes in 1910 and 1920.  At the 1910 New York State Fair in Syracuse, Lee Oldfield’s green car flew off the track, landing in the grandstands. The incident killed several spectators and Oldfield swore that he would never drive another green car. Ten years later, Gaston Chevrolet, younger brother of Chevrolet Motor Car Company co-founder Louis Chevrolet, entered a race at Beverly Hills’ notoriously dangerous “Board Speedway” in a green car. While trying to pass on lap 146, Chevrolet’s green car made contact with Eddie O’Donnell’s car and crashed, killing Chevrolet, O’Donnell and his riding mechanic, Lyall Jolls.
After these incidents, few racers wanted a green car, some out of superstition but others just to avoid being shunned by superstitious drivers. Even spectators avoided wearing anything green at races!
It is interesting to note that in Europe, green was an all-time favorite color for race cars. To this day, one of the most popular colors for new cars is “Racing Green.” 

Pat Flaherty was a red-headed Irishman, and for him, the shamrock was supposed to bring good luck. Other drivers and spectators began debating the matter. 

Many drivers were already nervous after several days of heavy rain nearly forced cancelation of the race.  Speedway crews worked non-stop 48 hours straight, some without sleep, pumping hundreds of thousands of gallons of water out of the tunnels and the infield. The track was barely ready in time for race morning, and now this red-headed Irishman was wearing green! * 

If wearing green brought bad luck, then only for other drivers. The race was plagued with wrecks, but Pat Flaherty won, his pink and white Watson-Offenhauser leading in 127 of the 200 laps!  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

* As sponsoring became increasingly popular in automobile racing, green or partially green cars gradually reappeared. By the early 80s, some of the most successful cars in the sport had green wraps. Darrell Waltrip took home 12 race wins and the 1981 NASCAR Cup Series title with his green Mountain Dew car No. 11. Carl Edwards’ Subway car, Dale Earnhardt Jr.’s old AMP Energy scheme and Danica Patrick’s former GoDaddy cars were mostly green. Kurt Busch, Denny Hamlin and Kyle Busch often drive green cars. Kyle missed 11 races due to injuries sustained in a crash prior to the 2015 Daytona 500, but his unexpected win at Homestead-Miami Speedway later that year is one of the most amazing comebacks in motor racing history.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Memorial Day 1956 in South Jersey

About 700 miles to the east of Indianapolis, another car-crazy 19-year-old was having a bad day. Tired and frustrated with a recent turn of events which had forced him to sell his prized custom 1952 Ford convertible, the youth was determined to get back on wheels . 

I was that troubled guy and Memorial Day 1956 was a special day in my life, but I must go back five years to give you some background information.

Like Pat Flaherty, I became infatuated with cars early in life. At thirteen years of age, I read just about every automotive magazine that was published and often rode my bike to a nearby traffic circle just to watch cars. At fourteen, I even founded a car club! I had calling cards and bumper stickers printed which read, "Circle City Customs". The guys who frequented gas stations at the circle loved the idea and bought my stickers for their cars. The name "Circle City" stuck. 

I was once helping my father, a builder, put a new roof on Mickle's Market, which was located at the traffic circle. My father overheard me naming the make, model, type of motor and transmission of each car that passed. Pop scolded, "I'm not paying you to look at cars; keep your eyes on your work!" Another worker had difficulty convincing my father that I wasn't looking at the cars, but identifying them by their sounds. Pop watched in disbelief as I continued to correctly identify the next four or five cars. Then he said, "Well stop it anyhow; it slows down the other men when they look to see if you are right!"

One night, a drunk drove into the Esso station at Circle City. He had just bought a 1935 Ford coupe and was bragging about how fast it could go. Several guys started kidding him, and I decided to get in on the fun. I walked over and asked if he wanted to race my bike. He gave me an angry look and said that I had better not make fun of his car. Seeing the others standing there, gave me more courage than I would normally have mustered. I challenged him again, saying that I would race him around the circle and beat him. The other guys encouraged him to take me up on the offer and even started taking bets on who would win! He finally agreed to the race. 

Three times, we were flagged for the start and all three times, his car stalled. On the third try, the inebriated driver was so angry that he slammed his fist through the windshield! By this time all of us were beginning to wonder if it might really be possible to ride a bike around the circle faster than driving a car. One of the guys agreed to try with his car. I actually won the race and became the hero of the night!

Soon after my fifteenth birthday, I spotted a lovely '40 Ford coupe for sale. The owner was asking two-hundred dollars and I had more than enough money. In my imagination, I had already "customized" the body and "souped up" the flathead V8 engine, but Pop heard of my plans and promptly vetoed the idea of buying a car. "You can't get your drivers license until you are seventeen", he argued, "You are not buying a car!" I attempted to explain that it was only to work on and not to drive, but my arguments fell on deaf ears.

A week or two later, on the second of October, 1954, Pop came home from work with an impish grin on his face. That grin usually meant a special treat for someone and this time it was for me! He said that if I was really serious about getting a car "just to work on", he had found the ideal project car. It was a 1924 Model "T" Ford. The farmer-owner claimed to be sentimentally attached to his "tin Lizzie" but would be willing to part with it for only thirty dollars. It was clear that I would either wait until I turned seventeen or take advantage of this opportunity. I chose the latter. After all, a Model "T" roadster, a coupe or even a pick-up truck could make a fabulous "hot rod"! I agreed to Pop's offer and we drove to the farm right after supper. 

When I saw the car, my heart sank into my shoes. It had some rust, but that didn't bother me at all. With utter dismay, I registered the fact that the car was a 4-door sedan! In my estimation, 4-door cars fell into the same category as cars with mud-flaps, winged hood ornaments and giant dice hanging from the rear view mirror. I didn't even like 2-door sedans, but 4-door cars were only for families with kids and "hillbillies". I knew that I would be ridiculed by my friends when they discovered that I had purchased a 4-door car, but it was too late to back out. 

We pumped up the tires, which amazingly held air. Then we towed my "prize" (my father was more elated with the purchase than I was) home, parked it in front of the garage and covered it with a tarp so my friends would not be so likely to see it. I laid awake most of that night imagining their reaction when they discovered that I had purchased a 4-door, Model "T" Ford! As I contemplated the matter, I decided to restore the vehicle as an antique. This would not only diminish the importance of the body style, but if I did a good job, the car could be sold for enough money to buy a "real" car! 

I spent many hours working on the car. My father had owned several Model "T"s and his experience proved invaluable. Soon I owned a second Model "T", this time a 1922 wood-sided taxi that someone had irreverently converted into a delivery van. Since there was little left to restore, it served for spare parts. The restoration did not turn out to be as professional a job as I had anticipated, but for a fifteen-year-old, it was a commendable effort. Those efforts were more than compensated by the many people who spotted the car in our yard and stopped to admire it. I discovered that an antique car could attract as much attention as a custom or hot rod, but there was one big drawback -- it was not fast! Nevertheless, my restoration project helped me to gain a respect and appreciation for historic vehicles which remains to this day.

While in High School I joined the FFA, or "Future Farmers of America." I had no intention of ever becoming a farmer, but there was a large workshop in the FFA Department where farm boys could learn to weld, rebuild engines and do other interesting things. I found working with my hands to be much more satisfying than studying Algebra, World History and Social Studies. In those days only boys belonged to the FFA, but today it’s mostly girls who have horses.

In the FFA classes, we learned that exhaust gas contains unburned particles of fuel. The teacher demonstrated this on the exhaust of a tractor. He welded a sparkplug into a piece of pipe and fit this over the end of the exhaust stack. He sent an electric charge to the sparkplug and a blue flame shot out of the pipe. In that moment, an idea was born in my mind. At home, I was restoring my 1924 Model-T Ford, which used "ignition coils". These coils could be rigged to send a continuous charge of electricity to sparkplugs! 

My best friend, Paul Trumbull, volunteered his 1946 Studebaker coupe for the experiment. Looking like two airplane cockpits welded end to end, it was an ideal car for the undertaking. The six-cylinder engine even had a "split manifold" and dual exhaust system. To heighten the effect, we installed cable-controlled muffler by-passes using "cutouts" on both exhaust pipes. This not only allowed for a maximum amount of gas to reach the sparkplugs, but also provided the appropriate sound effects! A nut with the same thread pattern as the sparkplugs was sliced in half with a hacksaw and one half of the nut welded into each exhaust pipe about six inches from the end. One terminal of the Model "T" coil was connected to the car battery and the other to the sparkplugs via an electrical switch on the dashboard, which turned the "afterburners" on and off. 

A short test drive gave us the satisfaction of a job well done! Our experiment worked better than we could ever have anticipated. The blue and yellow flames were quite impressive at night. Now, we were ready for some fun!

Our first excursion in the flame-throwing Studebaker was to the stock car races at Alcyon Park in Pitman. Paul parked the car on the infield near the pits just opposite the grandstands. It was dark when the races were over, and Paul started his car, opened the exhaust by-passes and revved the engine to about 3000 rpm. When he let off the gas pedal, the "suck-back" in the exhaust pipes sounded like amplified machine-gun fire! A thousand astonished eyes were locked onto that Studebaker, as Paul switched on the "afterburners" and sped for the exit. 

Later that night, we located a long hill with typical single family development houses lining both sides of the road. We drove the Studebaker as fast as it would go up the back side of the hill. Once over the top, we picked up speed rapidly. As the first houses came into view, Paul shifted the car back into first gear and overdrive, something that can probably only be done with a '46 Studebaker! The engine was internally hemorrhaging when he opened the exhaust by-passes and turned on the coil which fed the sparkplugs. The noise was deafening and two gorgeous blue flames blasted several feet out of the exhaust pipes, illuminating fences and bushes as we passed. 

While Paul drove, I watched through the wrap-around back window. One porch light after another came on as people rushed from their houses and onto the street. At the bottom of the hill we turned off the "afterburners" and drove back to Circle City, laughing uncontrollably all the way! To this day I often wonder what those people concluded about the visit of our "unidentified flying object!"  

My First “Real” Car

For some reason, I was always infatuated with convertibles. Even as a small child, I dreamed of the day when I would have one of my own. 

I got my drivers license on my 17th birthday, March 8, 1955, but I gave much thought about what car I would like long before that date. I already owned two Model T Fords, but the car of my dreams was a pink and white 1955 Ford Sunliner Convertible complete with continental kit. The price was too steep, however, and my father wisely refused to co-sign for a bank loan. 

Shortly before my seventeenth birthday, I began to shop around for my first car. I wasn't really particular as long as it was a Ford "ragtop" from the '30s or '40s. After running down several leads from newspaper ads, I decided to check out junk yards. I planned to rebuild the car anyway, so it wouldn't need to be in A1 condition. When I finally discovered my car, it was love at first sight! I located my 1946 Ford convertible in a Mullica Hill junk yard that had been involved in a head-on collision. The engine and front fenders were gone and the junk dealer agreed to sell me the remainder for $50. My parents and neighbors shook their heads in disbelief when I towed the car into our driveway. To them, my treasure was nothing more than scrap metal. 

I spent every waking hour working on that car and every sleeping hour dreaming of what it would be like when finished. I soon located fenders, hood and a bumper in another junk yard. My cousin sold me a beat-up '39 Mercury coupe for $20 that had a late-model Ford pickup motor. I dropped the engine in my ragtop and junked the coupe. I re-did the interior in pink and black imitation leather. The rear end was lowered until it nearly scraped the ground and fender skirts added to the effect. After removing most of the chrome trim and filling the holes, I sanded until my fingers were blistered. When I was certain that there were no uneven places, I drove the car to a shop to have it painted a bright pink color. I was allowed to watch the process and asked many questions. After that, I painted my own cars. A neighbor joked that I painted my cars more often than I washed them!
In nine months following my birthday, I owned half a dozen coupes and convertibles that were made into “hot rods” or “customs.”  Most were later sold, but I decided that my 1952 Ford convertible would be a keeper. I dechromed the hood and trunk lid, molded tailfins onto the rear fenders, painted it – pink of course, and then airbrushed realistic flames across the hood and down the front fenders.  It was the next best thing to my dream car.
I loved the feel of rushing wind in my face and the sense of freedom that only a "ragtop" can provide. I liked to drive with the top down, even in winter. Soon after buying the “52, I also bought a “38 Ford roadster.  The body was sound but the top was really a “ragtop,” so I normally drove it only with the top down. In August of 1955, Hurricane Diane blasted the eastern seaboard, doing over 500 million dollars worth of damage and causing 184 deaths. I decided to see if my ’38 could also sail. I found a long, straight stretch of highway which ran parallel to the wind. After raising the canvas top to its highest point, I opened both doors and attained the respectable speed of 45 mph with the ignition turned off! After that, there were more holes than canvas in the top, so I removed it completely.

It seemed like farmers in our area were intent upon soaking convertible drivers. Although a lot of precious water was wasted, the farmers always positioned their irrigation pipes so that passing motorists would get drenched. If there was only one sprinkler next to the road, I could stop and wait until it turned before driving past. But more often than not, the farmers placed an entire row of sprinklers next to the road! 

After getting wet several times, I figured a way to get even with the farmers. I had driven tractors often enough to know that cultivating young corn or tomato plants was a tedious job. Whenever I passed the field of a farmer who was cultivating, I would slow down, honk my horn and wave frantically. The farmer could usually be distracted long enough to plow out several rows of plants.

A Reputation for Fast Cars

Although some of the vehicles I owned were fast, there were plenty of cars around that could have wiped me out. I didn't like to race because it was too easy to blow an engine or drop a transmission. I earned money repairing damage done to other cars while racing and was not eager to repair my own. 

My reputation for having fast cars came quite by chance. I was sitting in the Circle City Diner one evening, finishing a Boston cream pie and chocolate milkshake, when several hot rods pulled into the parking lot. The drivers climbed out of their roadsters and coupes and began to examine my car. After paying my bill, I left the diner and sauntered over to my convertible as though I owned the world. One of the strangers noticed a dual carburetor manifold lying on the back seat and asked if the car was fast. I lied to him, saying that the manifold had just been replaced by a triple carb manifold. He pointed to his fenderless coupe and asked if I wanted to drag. 

The long and straight Elmer-Shirley Road was not far away. Without batting an eyelash, I heard myself saying, "Title for title!" It was too late to back down now. I wondered what in the world had possessed me to make such an offer! Except for a racing cam and high compression heads, my engine was basically stock. The exhaust system however, sounded like pure power! I slipped behind the wheel, turned on the electric fuel pump and started the engine. It had a rough idle due to the cam, and must have scared the stranger. I gave him a side glance through the window and asked with an easy drawl, "Are we ready?" 

By this time at least a dozen others were standing around. The stranger asked, "Are you serious about that title business?" I turned to one of my buddies, who was looking on and asked, "Tell him if I'm serious!" He played the part better than I could ever have expected. Pointing to his own car, he said, "I just bought my car back from him yesterday!" Fortunately for me, the stranger said that he needed to make some adjustments to his engine first. He climbed into his rod and drove off with tires screeching. I discovered later that he owned what was probably the fastest street rod in South Jersey! Word spread rapidly, that my car was even faster!

Free Tickets

One lovely Sunday morning, Pop was driving Mom and ten of the kids to church. The eleventh (me) was following the family station wagon on Route 40 at slightly above the speed limit. I spotted the radar trap next to the highway, but since they let Pop go, I didn't bother to slow down. When the State Troopers pulled me over, I protested, "Why didn't you stop that station wagon? It was traveling at the same speed!" The policeman continued to write the ticket, at first ignoring my question. When he was finished, he handed me the ticket and explained, "That man had a car full of kids; he obviously can't afford to pay for a speeding ticket!"

After church, one of the youth who had a rather fast ’55 Chevy, decided to drive out to where the radar was set up to ask a favor of the police. He approached a State Trooper who was reading the meters and asked if he would be so kind as to check his speedometer. "Why certainly, son," the officer replied, "I would be glad to!"  My friend then drove through radar at 80 mph! When he returned, the ticket was ready and waiting. "Here, you have it in writing, son," the officer grinned. That youth later became President of the First National Bank.

Rods and Customs

It was popular during the fifties to "de-chrome" a car. The DuPont Company came out with fantastic fiberglass putty that became like steel when mixed with a hardener. I found it much easier to fill holes with fiberglass than to braze them shut and smooth them over with hot lead.  Other guys would bring their cars to me for “dechroming.”

I also learned how to "chop a top" (cut a horizontal section out of the top of a car, welding it back together again); to "Z" a frame (cut and weld a car frame, to make it lower); "channel" the body (set the chassis down around the frame instead of on top of it) and much more. As I gained experience, friends started to ask for advice. I was beginning to feel like an expert! Within five years of graduation from High School, I had owned 25 cars! Three of them were even pictured in car magazines. 

Mom, the Detective 

Needless to say, my parents were not very enthusiastic about my late nights out on the town. They probably feared that I was doing worse things than was actually the case, but they did have good reason for concern. At first, I lied to them, saying that I had come home shortly after midnight. Then I began to find my mother sitting in her armchair, waiting for my return. More often than not, she had fallen asleep, so I could still claim to have gotten home earlier than was actually the case. 

I was relieved one morning, to see that Mom was not waiting up for me as usual. At breakfast however, I was baffled when she told me exactly when I got home! This pattern continued and remained a puzzle for a while. I let my car coast to a stop, so as not to wake anyone. I could maneuver to my room noiselessly in perfect darkness. I had memorized every creaky step and loose floorboard. How could she possibly know when I got home? 

It was Mom's forgetfulness that gave away her secret. One morning when I came downstairs for breakfast, I saw an electric alarm clock lying on the floor in the hallway. It had been placed so that the opening door would pull the plug from the receptacle!

Upper Pittsgrove Township was one of few "dry" areas in America. For a while I earned easy money on weekend nights, driving people to "Red Tavern," which was located in the next county. Passengers would pay me $5 to taxi them the round trip of about twenty miles. In those days, gasoline cost 15 cents per gallon and $2 worth filled the tank. If I taxied several people at a time, I could earn more in half an hour than in a day at work! I quit transporting drunks, however, after a couple of them threw up in my car.

One of my classmates was killed when his car flew out of a curve and wrapped itself around a tree. Another classmate lost his arm in that accident. They had been drinking. Another tragic incident involving alcohol was even more of a shock. A normally docile teenager murdered my former Sunday School teacher. She operated a small cafe and was well liked by everyone.  After consuming several beers, the 19-year-old entered her store and demanded money. My guess is that she probably tried to tell him about Jesus, but he pulled a knife and stabbed her a total of 19 times! After these experiences, I vowed that I would never touch alcohol.
Whenever I drove my pink ’52 Ford convertible with tailfins and airbrushed flame paint job, eyes turned, but I didn’t really care what others thought as long as it pleased me. Looking back, I suppose it was a kind of addiction, but I drove for my own enjoyment and often chose to drive through wooded areas where there was little traffic just to hear the deep-throated sound of the dual exhaust system and Dynaflow mufflers echoing from the trees. I wasn't particularly interested in girls. My main interest was cars, a subject that girls could seldom relate to. Although they liked boys who drove flashy convertibles, they would usually insist on putting the top up to keep from getting wind-blown hair. 

In 1956, I met a girl who enjoyed the wind in her face, so I invited her for a beach date on Memorial Day and she accepted.  

That date turned out differently than planned but it was definitely a memorable day!

Three weeks earlier, a couple of friends and I were involved in a police chase. When we realized that a State Trooper was on our tails, we all stepped on the gas instead of stopping. As we approached a crossroad, the driver of a 1955 Chevy turned off his lights, made a right turn and sped away. I switched off my lights and turned left. The third car, a 1955 Ford, ran the stop sign and went straight, but the driver lost control in a curve and flipped the car twice before it came to rest on its roof.  Miraculously, no one was killed or even seriously injured. The trooper stopped at the accident site and interrogated the occupants, but they said they couldn’t identify the other cars or drivers.   

I easily outran the cruiser, but the next morning, a State Trooper showed up at the house with a summons to appear in court.  Knowing that the police officer could not have gotten my license tag number, I tried denying before the judge, but it was of no use. The judge said that if I could find another pink 1952 Ford convertible with tailfins and flames on the hood and fenders, he would consider the possibility of my innocence! 
My mother kept a diary and wrote a poem about her problems as mother of nine children (two more sisters came later). It included the words, “The State Cop’s here for Ralph again!”

The fines were stiff and I was given three weeks to come up with the cash. I decided to sell my ‘52 Ford rather than try to borrow the money. After numerous phone calls and visits to used car dealers, one offered to buy the car for a fraction of what it was worth. It was a painful experience, but I accepted rather than risk jail time. 

Now came another problem. I had asked a girl for a date to the beach for Memorial Day, but had no wheels! There was a 1931 Ford coupe and a modified flathead V8 engine sitting in the garage, but the “chopped and channeled” body needed a lot of work before it would be road-ready. I borrowed my father’s truck and drove to several junkyards to see what I could find for under $100. I finally located a 1947 Ford ragtop similar to my first convertible. It had no engine but there was a completely rebuilt flathead sitting in the garage at home. And the car was green! I could never have dreamed that Memorial Day 1956 would be more memorable for me than it was for Pat Flaherty in Indianapolis.
The installation was not as easy as I had expected and my impatience and poor temperament didn’t help matters. Around two o’clock Memorial Day morning, I finally got the engine installed but I would have to wait until daybreak to start the engine and take it for a test drive. The vehicle was noisy and I had enough troubles without angry parents and neighbors on my back. 

I awoke Memorial Day morning with the bright sun shining in my face. I looked at the clock and jumped out of bed. It was after eight, and I had promised to pick up my date at nine! There was no time to lose!

I skipped both the test drive and breakfast to save time. After driving a mile, everything seemed okay and I breathed a sigh of relief. It would be a good day after all!

I drove into the driveway at just about nine o’clock and suddenly, there was a loud bang and steam began to escape from the engine compartment. I had forgotten to tighten the bolts on the fan blade, which broke loose, slashed the upper water hose and made a big dent in the hood.  In those days, most shops were closed on holidays and I stood there for a while deliberating what I should do.

The girl's parents, however, were Christians and appeared relieved at my dilemma. They invited me to join them for a picnic at "Camp Haluwasa". 
The name sounds like an Indian name, but it’s a Christian camp and the name is derived from the words, "Hallelujah, what a Savior!" I was quite familiar with the camp, having been there with our church youth group. I admired the camp’s founder and Director, Charlie Ashmen. We had much in common, especially our enjoyment in making something worthwhile out of junk! It was a far cry from what I had planned, but I accepted their invitation. It could have been worse. 

Little did I know, but God was also preparing to make something worthwhile from “junk.” 
During our picnic lunch, the second explosion of the day startled me and what seemed like gun shot flew by my head. Someone had placed a full can of baked beans in their charcoal griller to heat and it blew up, sending hot beans in every direction! Fortunately, no one seemed to have suffered injury, but I was getting nervous. 

In the afternoon, there was a meeting in the "Tabernacle", as the open-air pavilion was called. A visiting pastor preached on the parable of the prodigal son. God spoke and I was listening. It was apparent that circumstances leading up to this moment could not be dismissed as mere chance. I was under deep conviction of sin. I couldn’t help but think that I was that prodigal son, “wasting my substance in riotous living." The sermon was meant for me and I knew it!  When the invitation was given I was already praying for forgiveness and mercy.  I promised God that I would live for him with all my heart and life. I had considered becoming a Christian before and even raised my hand at a campfire meeting in another camp, but determined that if God really existed and was who he claimed to be, nothing short of total submission would do. I was determined to keep my promise to God, no matter what. But I asked God for his help in keeping that promise.
In New Jersey, a drivers license is revoked after getting 12 points worth of traffic violations, but I accumulated 22 points by the time the law caught up with me. I hardly missed my drivers license, however, because I had become a Bible College student.

P.S.

I married Verna Morse and together, we served four decades as foreign missionaries. For more information, visit our website at www.rvharvey.org
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