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  Foreword

  When you hear the name Shirley Muldowney, there are certain adjectives that instantly pop into your mind to describe the one person who arguably had the biggest impact on the sport of drag racing. Words such as determined, stern, passionate, and driven certainly describe her, but I think of Shirley as one of the toughest competitors to ever strap into a Top Fuel car, if not the toughest.

  What really stands out to me about Shirley is her perseverance. I’ve raced against her for a long time and known her even longer. The way she carried on against all the adversity she faced is quite amazing. Just to deal with egotistical males like Don Garlits, Connie Kalitta, Richard Tharp and me was a feat in itself, but to battle back from her injuries and accidents really shows her love and dedication to this sport.

  I remember back to the U.S. Nationals in Indianapolis in the 1970s and Shirley was competing in Funny Car and she had a pretty bad fire. I was at the top end at the time and helped the Safety Safari pull her from the burning car. When she took her helmet off and we were sitting there, she had to pull her eyelash off because it was getting into her eye. I remember laughing, and then she laughed too. Shirley might have been out there competing with the boys, but she still had her feminine side.

  Following her accident in Montreal in 1984, I visited her in the hospital in Michigan, and to see her come back after the incident—in my opinion—puts her near the top of the list as one of the elite competitors in the history of this sport. That accident solidified our belief that she was truly one of the greats, because many of us, including me, probably would have packed it in after that crash. Why did she come back? I think because she felt she still had something to prove, and that’s something I’ve always admired in her.

  Earlier this year, I was in Talladega, Alabama, when Shirley was inducted into the International Motorsports Hall of Fame. It was a great evening. I don’t know if she appreciated it as much as we all did. Bob Frey introduced her, and it was a shame all of her fans weren’t there to witness it, because he explained her career in a way nobody else could. It was the best induction speech I’ve ever heard. There wasn’t a dry eye in the entire place.

  Shirley and I shared many great moments in the sport of drag racing. We struggled together, we thrived together, we rejoiced together, and we shared many personal moments with each other. It was all part of being there at the beginning of the sport.

  I think every young lady who comes along in the sport of drag racing and in all of motorsports should tip her hat every time she sees Shirley. She made it possible for them to be successful in racing. Shirley opened the door for females to be accepted and respected in racing. She gave people hope.
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  Shirley won Summernationals in 1977, making her the first racer to win three consecutive Top Fuel national events. Don Prudhomme is on the left. Shirley Muldowney Collection

  I have the same respect for her as I do Don Garlits. She was that important to our sport. We all owe her a little something, and hopefully it’s respect. The respect for all the great things she has achieved on and off the racetrack is something money can’t buy.

  —Don Prudhomme
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  In 2001, the NHRA announced the sports’ 50 greatest drivers. Shirley Muldowney was ranked No. 5. Here she is with Don Prudhomme, Don Garlits, Bob Frey, Kenny Bernstein, and John Force. Shirley Muldowney Collection


  Introduction

  Thirty years ago, the sport of NHRA drag racing was a far different animal than it is today. On just about every level, there are vast differences between the way drag racing was conducted in the 1970s and how it goes about its business in this era. Of course, the first thing that comes to mind is the enormous change in the amount of money that was required to compete on the professional tour in the 1970s and the bankroll needed to be competitive—especially in the nitro categories of Top Fuel and Funny Car—in this day and age.

  But in a totally different realm, drag racing was far less multicultural, multigenerational, or gender-inclusive as it is now. It was a sport underpinned by the blue-collar work ethic that was defined almost exclusively by men, predominantly white, who were just beginning to raise families while pursuing racing more as a hobby than a career.

  It was a world that was familiar to them; a conclave of mostly amateur racers gamboling from place to place, hoping for a trophy or a cash payout, and perhaps, a mention in one of the several hot-rodding magazines favored by the country’s motorheads. It was essentially a “guy thing.”

  Then, Shirley Muldowney changed everything.

  Shirley wasn’t the first woman to drag race head to head with men. In fact, by the time Shirley arrived on the professional drag racing scene in the mid-1970s, female racers such as Paula Murphy, Judy Lilly, and Shirley Shahan had each made their own individual attempts at breaking the sports gender barrier. But Shirley not only broke that barrier, she obliterated it. And she did it with a sassy combination of unbreakable courage, unshrinking self-determination, and unquestionable driving skills. The men-folk knew from the beginning that this woman wasn’t about to play by their rules, while at the same time, she’d stand for no preferential treatment because she was a woman. She was going to beat them just the way they had always beaten each other—and she did.

  By now, her Hall of Fame racing exploits, four Top Fuel World Championships, and notoriously brassy verbal abilities are of legend. They are part and parcel of the Shirley Muldowney mystique, and there’s little chance anyone would be curious enough to read this book unless they were already at least partially aware of her remarkable life and lore.

  In 1995,1 had the great pleasure to work with Shirley on a CBS Sports drag racing special called The Ultra Team Challenge at Old Bridge Township Raceway Park in Englishtown, New Jersey. Our friendship since then has blossomed, and throughout the remaining seven years of her driving career, we stayed in contact, occasionally crossing paths at NHRA national events. For someone who has always admired and respected what she did as both a racer and a pioneer, I truly feel privileged to have been given the opportunity to write this book, which puts to paper many of the dramatic, ironic, humorous, frightening, daunting, and tragic events in her tumultuous life.
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  I sincerely hope the many tales Shirley shares in this book will not only serve as a source of great enjoyment and entertainment, but as a testament to what this great champion has come to symbolize in the world of motorsports. In true “Shirley” fashion, these tales are in her own words, told as only she can with her typical “no-holds-barred” style and signature “politically incorrect” use of language.

  When we first began the process of compiling the tales you’ll be reading in this book, Shirley was excited about the chance to share the many stories and experiences she has been a part of throughout her exceptional careen If you want a lot of “happy talk” or the watered-down versions of the countless stories that shape the life and times of this racing legend, you won’t find them here. As always, she’s telling it like it is.

  That’s Shirley Muldowney.
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  Chapter 1


  In the Beginning...

  Shirley Roque: Schenectady, New York

  The somewhat unremarkable childhood of Shirley Muldowney would have never revealed to even the most prescient visionary of the day the future exploits for which this racing legend was destined. Although many great drag racers embarked on their quarter-mile saga thanks to the path already blazed by their parents, Shirley’s formative years bore scant resemblance to what soaring adventures awaited her in adulthood.

  Her family relocated from Burlington, Vermont, to Schenectady, New York, when she was just a youngster. Shirley shared a tiny bedroom with her sister, Linda, as their parents, Mae and Belgium Roque, huddled together with their daughters in a small apartment within the stifling confines of a four-story walkup.

  Mae was a dedicated, hard-working mom who was the unbreakable mortar that held the family together, while Belgium—nicknamed Tex—was a hot-tempered, journeyman, country and western musician, laborer, and rough-and-tumble scalawag who spent more of his time gigging in clubs, keeping an eye out for a pretty woman, and constantly looking for the easy buck than doting over his wife and kids.

  As Shirley moved into adolescence, she found waiting tables an accessible line of work for a young woman in Schenectady, and that was how she made ends meet. While still a teenager, she met and married Jack Muldowney, a local mechanic who shared Shirley’s fascination with driving fast in the customized hot rods that were becoming more and more numerous in every corner of the country. Not long after their marriage, the Muldowney family grew by one with the birth of their only child.’ John.

  [image: image]

  My mom (right) was a strong, hard-working woman who held my family together. My sister, Linda (left), and I shared a bedroom growing up. C. Harry Ransom

  Overcoming the hardships of a blue-collar existence was anything but glamorous for a young wife and mother trapped in the economic quicksand that confronted many postwar families in the Northeast’s industrial belt. It would be years before anything resembling prosperity would reward Shirley for her work ethic and determination, but those two aspects of her personality would pave the way for her later success.

  Waiting tables and cobbling together the financial resources to enjoy the simple necessities of life were how she spent many of her daytime hours while still a newlywed. But after dark, the lure of the rebellious lifestyle that street racing offered was an irresistible intoxicant for Shirley and Jack, and so it was on the late-night avenues and cross streets of Schenectady in the late 1950s that the seeds of Shirley’s future racing legacy were sown.

  She Works Hard for the Money

  My first waitressing job was at the old S.S. Kresge’s 5-and-10 in Schenectady. I worked at the lunch counter that was right in the store, and it was huge. The counter began right at the front door and went all the way to the back of the store. It could seat about 50 people.

  I had already left school when I worked there, and my friends would come in all the time and sit at the counter. I used to make them these giant ice cream sundaes whenever they came in. Really big sundaes. Lots of ice cream with the chocolate sauce and whipped cream falling off.

  That got me fired.

  It was fairly easy to find work as a waitress back then. I worked at a restaurant that had carhops for a while. I worked in the kitchen, and that’s how I first met Jack. I didn’t have a car of my own then, and he would drive me home. That was how we got together. But it wasn’t until sometime later that I actually had my own car.

  The first car that I could really say was mine was actually one that I found a couple of years after Jack and I were married. It was a 1940 Ford that was sitting in a dusty old barn. We paid $40 for it. After we bought it, Jack did it over for me.

  Jack had spent his summers as a young boy at a place his parents owned up at Loon Lake in upstate New York near Lake George. He decided he wanted to leave Schenectady and take a job at a Ford dealer in Chestertown, which was about six miles from his parents’ summer house. So we moved into a little apartment over a two-bay garage there and somehow survived together.

  I got $10 a week for groceries and I remember going to the A&P where the farmers would walk up to the front door and kick the cow poop off their shoes before they walked in. This place was really out in the boonies, and it was quite a change for me.

  During this time, my son, John, was born in Glens Falls, New York, and shortly afterward, we moved back to Schenectady. I found a job at a dairy downtown, adjacent to where the farmers would bring their milk, and those were the kinds of jobs I did to help us get by. Back then, you did whatever you needed to do to live.

  Life on the Street

  After I had gotten my learners permit to drive, I was driving Jack’s 1951 Mercury one night on Route 50, which ran between Schenectady and Lake George. Suddenly we looked over and a big, brand-new Oldsmobile pulled alongside of us, and for some reason, we started racing.

  We were going pretty fast, around 100 miles an hour, and Jack reached over and said, “I’m just going to rest my hand on the wheel.” We were on this long, sweeping curve doing anywhere from 80 to 100 miles an hour, and I remember him doing that. Was it because he didn’t trust me driving that fast? I don’t know.

  We used to drive down to the city and look for drag races on State Street. I’d sit right next to him in his 1951 Mercury that had a column-shifted three-speed transmission and triple carburetors. We used to cruise around in it night after night, just the two of us.

  Sometimes when we were stopped at a traffic light and a car would pull up beside us, Jack would hang out of the driver’s window with both arms and start chattering with whoever was in that car—whether he knew them or not—and then rev up the engine.

  When the light turned green he’d peel out with both of his arms out the window! He would work the gas and the clutch and I would steer and shift! We’d speed shift through the gears, and his arms would be hanging out the window the whole time. It was just a little game we liked to play to freak people out.

  We were involved in a lot of street races back then. And I can remember some of the characters we used to run with in those days.

  One was the son of a wealthy contractor. His name was Lou Tazzone. By then we had graduated up to a 1958 Chevrolet, but Lou always had a new Corvette. We had a 348-cubic inch V8, and his Corvettes had fuel injection. His Corvettes were always stock, and we were always trying to play “catch up” with him. Eventually we could get into Corvettes, but ours never had the fuel injection, because it was an extra option that we couldn’t afford. We tried to get it to go faster with different gear ratios and things like that because they didn’t cost as much.

  Lou was a handsome “blond Italian,” and he was a bit stuffy. He was one of those “Daddy, buy me a Corvette” kind of guys, and he always had sharp cars. We raced him on the street, and I remember beating him sometimes and losing to him sometimes. He didn’t beat me because he was a better driver but because he had a faster car. But he really didn’t like it when he was beaten by a girl. He hated me.

  But street racing was a major part of our social activities back then. Jack and I weren’t the type of couple who went on Sunday picnics. Drag racing was what we both loved doing, and we did a lot of it together.

  I didn’t have a lot of girlfriends in those days; I was a loner. I did have one close girlfriend, Linda Rubin, whose maiden name was Smith, and she’s the only friend of mine I still keep in touch with back in Schenectady. She married a friend of mine, Bill Rubin, who was the only child of Dr. Israel Rubin, the doctor who devised the test for jaundice. In fact, it’s called the “Billy Rubin Test.”

  Bill’s father died, and then two weeks before his 18th birthday, his mother died, and I can remember hearing about the birthday party he had that lasted three days. Kids were staggering out of his basement for a couple of days after the party, and they were totally drunk. Bill wound up with a lot of money, but unfortunately, he pissed it all away.

  He would go down to the Chevy dealer in town, buy two new Corvettes off the showroom floor, take them home, and cut open the rear wheelwells with a hacksaw so he would have enough clearance to fit big racing slicks. Bill actually owned a speed shop, which I think he opened just so he and his buddies would have a place to hang out. Sometimes he’d go down to the White Tower hamburger stand for lunch and order 200 hamburgers for the guys who were always hanging around with him. Like I said, he just blew his money like a drunken sailor.

  Linda married him, and in those days, she was into street racing for a while. The last time she raced, she was driving her husband’s coupe out on one of those country roads that ran through towns such as Voorheesville and Rensselaer, and as she pulled out to pass another car while she was wide open, the hood flew up and blocked the windshield!

  And guess who was coming the other way?

  Her husband!

  Luckily, she didn’t hit him, but what were the odds that he would be coming in the other direction at that very moment? That was the last time she street raced.

  Officer Guy Barbari

  Officer Guy Barbari of the Schenectady Police Department was the cop whom we all knew about and wanted to escape from if we were out racing. He was the cop who would come after us and chase us down at 100 miles an hour.

  I can remember he’d pull Jack and me over in our 1958 Chevy, get out of his car, walk over to us holding his ticket pad, put his foot up on the bumper, and say, “Allright, what’s the green light for?”

  We’d answer, “That means, ‘Go.’”

  He say, “What’s the red light for?” and we’d say, “That means, ‘Stop.’”

  Then he say, “What’s the yellow light for, Shirley?”

  I’d say, “That’s to beat the red light, Guy!”

  And he’d start writing.

  That was what we did when we were kids. I had a smart mouth, and because of it, he wrote me up plenty of times. But for many years I exchanged Christmas cards with Guy and he lived well into his 80s. He died last year, and I still have the last Christmas card he sent to me.

  “Real” Racing

  Just about every social activity I was involved in had something to do with racing. On Wednesdays we’d all go to Fonda Raceway, and on Sundays we’d go to Glens Falls. Fonda was where I raced in the first organized event of any kind. It was an eighth-mile dragstrip that ran inside a half-mile dirt oval. They used to pack that place.

  The first car I raced there was our 1958 Chevy before we bought our first Corvette. I won a lot of races back then, and I can tell you that the guys and the girls had a problem with that. The guys obviously didn’t want a “chick” blowing their doors off, and the girls didn’t like the fact I was beating their boyfriends. That made it all the more satisfying for me.
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