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  FOREWORD

  If anyone has a few tales to tell, it’s Big Daddy. Many of them I’m familiar with (I’m sure a few of them involve me), but I doubt there are a whole lot of people who have heard many of the stories that Big Daddy has spun throughout this book. And let’s face it, he’s been around as long as drag racing has been around and in all those years has traveled to every corner of the racing world as a driver, innovator, and champion. And with almost each pass down the drag strip, another tale was born.

  People give me credit for opening doors and becoming a pioneer, and that’s nice. But if it weren’t for Big Daddy, I don’t think many of the racers who went on to become champions in this sport would have had the opportunities they had. He was always thinking two steps ahead of everyone else and took a great deal of satisfaction from out-thinking his competition as well as out-running them. He was sly, and still is, although the sport has changed so much in the last 40 years that money can sometimes make up for getting outfoxed by a crafty old master.

  Big Daddy signed my competition license that helped to get me started in Top Fuel, and he probably thought at the time that I was just a novelty and I’d come to my senses before long. Well, that didn’t happen, and now that I’ve retired I can take some pride in what my team and I have accomplished. Big Daddy and I had our share of struggles as we both pursued our racing careers, but we both experienced the excitement of winning races and winning championships, and that’s what keeps people like us going. We’ve both been asked why we’ve drag raced for so long, and I think I can speak for the both of us when I say you never get tired of the rush of nailing that throttle, feeling the car shove your back into your seat, and getting to the finish line first.

  That’s what keeps you young!

  Of course, when you think of Big Daddy, you think of what he has meant to this sport, especially Top Fuel, with his successful development of the rear-engined dragster. He and I both lost a few friends whom we raced against over the years because of terrible accidents involving those old front-engined cars, and I can only imagine how many of us are still around today thanks to Big Daddy. Not only did he revolutionize the cars we raced by making them safer, but he also made them quicker and faster. Every time you see Larry Dixon or Doug Kalitta or Brandon Bernstein rocket down the drag strip in four seconds at more than 330 mph, Big Daddy’s incredible brainstorm has a lot to do with it.

  Big Daddy is still out there racing late model Stock and Super Stock Hemi Dodges and rolling up to the starting line at an age when most men are sitting on the porch playing checkers. He’s a real, honest-to-goodness hero in the eyes of drag- racing fans around the world, and I’m pleased to say he’s a gentleman and a friend. We didn’t always get along, and we certainly had a few differences along the way, but I know we each respected each other. And Tales from the Drag Strip is the kind of book that will earn him a new generation of fans to go along with the many he already has.

  There’s only one Big Daddy: Don Garlits.

  —Shirley Muldowney

  Three-time NHRA Top Fuel champion


  INTRODUCTION

  The unshakable roots of NASCAR’s stock car racing heritage were sunk deep into the fertile soil of the southern United States more than 50 years ago. What began as nothing more than a way for moonshiners and brawling roughnecks to bang and bash each other’s fenders off on haphazard racetracks sketched out of muddy pastureland evolved into NASCAR racing and has grown to become a multimillion-dollar major league motorsport in only half a century. And even today, despite its more urbane pretensions, NASCAR has yet to completely shake its rebellious image as a product of the Confederacy.

  How fitting is it, then, that the greatest drag racer of all time also hails from the Deep South.

  “Big Daddy” Don Garlits and Top Fuel drag racing are about as synonymous as a proper name and a proper noun can become. The quotation marks that border his nickname are grammatically correct, but in the real world they are totally unnecessary. Big Daddy is a name that truly belongs to only one person, and he is far better known by it than by his birth name, Donald, which his parents, Edward and Helen Garlits, bestowed upon him on January 14, 1932.

  As a young man who spent his formative years in the 1950s hot-rodding and street racing with a motley assortment of fellow motorheads in the Tampa area, Big Daddy was on his way to becoming the most notorious fuel racer in the country, and over the next six decades his quarter-mile adventures and exploits took on the size and scope of true American folklore—as quirky and colorful as any you’ll find among NASCAR’s most enduring legends.

  Big Daddy didn’t win the most drag races of anyone in the sport’s history, nor did he win the most championships. It has been many years since he was the quickest or fastest Top Fuel driver in drag racing; in fact, it wasn’t until 2001 that he made his first four-second run and clocked his first 300 mph speed. He is neither the wealthiest racer alive, nor the most flamboyant. But his legacy in the annals of high performance and organized drag racing is immense. He has achieved unmatched success as an innovator, pioneer, designer, visionary, free spirit, self-promoter, and relentless competitor—despite several near-fatal mishaps, which would have easily convinced a less-determined individual to call it quits.

  In 2001, he was honored as the No. 1 racer on the National Hot Rod Association’s list of the Top 50 Drivers of All Time as the NHRA celebrated its 50th anniversary. That fact alone shows the enormous respect that has been afforded him by the drag-racing establishment. He has had his share of differences with the NHRA and its founder, Wally Parks. Many of them have been well publicized, but both sides have readily come to admit that each has had a profound role in helping the other enjoy worldwide popularity and success.

  As he moves into his eighties, Big Daddy is still as active, energetic, feisty, unchangeable, uncompromising, and morally grounded as he ever was, spending long hours watching over his beloved International Drag Racing Museum in Ocala, Florida.

  This book is as close as many fans will ever get to sitting down with Big Daddy and listening to him weave the endless litany of personal experiences he has collected over the course of his fascinating life of unlimited speed. Here, in his own words, is a tasty collection of his most memorable tales, enthusiastically shared during hours of freewheeling conversations with the author, along with occasional assistance from Big Daddy’s lovely wife, Pat, and his longtime friend and fellow racer, T.C. Lemons.

  This is not Big Daddy’s biography, but rather a random compilation of his favorite personal exploits, many of which still bring him genuine delight in the retelling and rarely fail to give him a chuckle as he recalls some of his most indelible memories. The names, dates, and places are accurate to the best of Big Daddy’s remarkably acute pinpointing abilities, and the tales themselves are arranged in no particular order—much the same way as he related them during our conversations.

  His life has been filled with triumph, tragedy, exhilaration, disappointment, success, and failure, but Big Daddy continues to soldier on at an age when most men are far beyond their prime. Slowing down isn’t something Big Daddy has had very much experience at, and after reading his Tales from the Drag Strip, you’re sure to understand why.
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  Swamp Rat XVI is about to make its first pass in Amarillo, Texas, shortly after we finished the car. Note the lack of lateral struts on the wing. A few weeks later, the wing collapsed while I was making a run at Gainesville, and I almost crashed.


  The Tales

  Big Daddy’s first adventures in the hot-rodding universe unfolded, as they did for many post-World War II adolescents, from the heat generated by a relentless passion for automobiles. During the early 1950s, he and his buddies spent almost every waking hour working on their jalopies, racing them on Tampa’s table-flat boulevards and side streets at night and devouring every shred of hot-rodding news and information presented in the various enthusiast publications that sprouted up, primarily, in Southern California.

  As a teenager, with $345 that had taken him two years to scrape together, Big Daddy bought his first real car, a 1940 Ford Tudor, and was soon entrenching himself in hot-rod culture. His very existence was about to be directed by his unswerving desire to build and race fast cars, but little did he know how wild the journey would be.


  IN THE BEGINNING

  One of my first jobs when I was around 18 was working in the body shop at Ferman Chevrolet in Tampa, and that was where I first met Grady Pickle. Grady was a real hot-rodder, the first one I ever knew, and we just clicked. We became inseparable and were almost like shadows to each other.

  He had a little red 1938 Ford convertible, and it really caught my eye the first time I saw it. You could take off the side panels below the hood on a 1938 Ford and look right down at the engine, and Grady’s had a pair of Stromberg carburetors sitting on an Edmunds dual-intake manifold. To someone as green as I was when it came to hot-rodding, that was really impressive.

  Now this was a pretty fast car. It had more than 100 horses, and 1938 Fords were fairly light cars, so Grady’s could run a lot quicker than my 1940 Tudor, which was bigger and only had a stock, worn-out 85-horsepower engine in it. That’s why I liked to ride with Grady when we went out at night.

  One of the places where we used to race was over on Hillsborough Avenue, a four-lane road, around midnight. There were no cars around that late, and that’s where you’d find the hot-rodders. We’d pull up to the traffic lights, and when they turned green, we’d hit the gas and take it up to third gear, which in those days was about 55 to 60 mph, and that would be the end of it—just a little squirt. Grady’s car would just pick off all of the other cars one by one, but on this particular night, we looked up and saw this little Ford roadster pull past and go up to the next light. I figured Grady could chalk up another victim, so I said, “Grady, get him!”
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  Where it all began. I opened my dirt floor gas station in Tampa in the fall of 1956. This was the first step I took to make my interest in cars my livelihood.

  Grady looked back at me and said, “Noooo, I’m not racing that guy!” I couldn’t believe it, because Grady was taking on everyone and beating them, so I asked him why not. He said, “That’s King Hogan.”

  Well, Hogan had a 1927 T-roadster with a V-12 Lincoln engine. I still didn’t know why that would cause a fuss with Grady until I remembered that we had gone to the races a few years earlier and King Hogan was the guy who won all of the time. He was the guy to beat, and Grady didn’t want to race him.

  We pulled up next to him at the light, and when it turned green, Grady just eased his car away and short-shifted his 1938. There was no way he was going to give King Hogan a run for it, so Hogan just gave us this little grin and tossed us a wave while he got on the gas and drove away.


  BUBBA’S GIRL

  It was quite an experience when I got my hands on my next car. One day Grady Pickle and I were riding around down on Waters Avenue, and I saw a black 1940 Ford convertible with a For Sale sign on it. I said, “Grady, quick…pull over in there!”

  The lady who owned it wanted $550 for it, so I asked her if she’d take my 1940 Tudor in trade. She said she might know someone who would be interested in my car, and so she made a call to Bubba Hope. Bubba’s younger brother, Dick Hope, was a pretty famous local race car driver who did pretty well, and Bubba had a used car lot, so they were always buying and selling cars.

  Bubba came over and said he’d give me a $350 allowance for my car, which I turned over to this woman. I actually made $5 on the deal since I had originally paid $345 for my car. Then I borrowed $200 from my mother and bought the woman’s convertible for the $550 right on the spot.

  It was so simple to buy a car in those days. I just gave her the money and drove it away. She signed the title and handed it to me; the tags stayed on it, there was no insurance, and that was it.

  About three weeks later I drove down to Sulphur Springs and went past Bubba Hope’s used car lot, and there was my old 1940, sitting out there with $350 written on the windshield. I went over and just started looking at it. Suddenly, Bubba came storming out to where I was standing, and he started chewing on me about all of the work he had to do to my 1940 and how he had to replace the engine. Well, replacing an engine was about a $40 deal in those days, and Bubba had gotten a 1948 Ford engine out of a wrecking yard and dropped it in my 1940, which wasn’t a big job.

  Back then, used car lots had guys called grease monkeys, who were hired to scrounge up parts and then repair the cars that the dealers took in, so it wasn’t any big deal. But Bubba was steamed up about having to replace the engine.

  When I thought about it afterward, it occurred to me that it was pretty unusual for a dealer to come out personally to look at a car being traded between private parties and give a $350 allowance for a car that he was going to sell for the same price. I finally realized that Bubba and that lady had something going on that went a little further than trading used cars, which was fine with me because I came out of the deal in pretty good shape in the end.
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  Here I am at age 19 proudly posing with my 1940 Ford convertible. The year was 1951, and I consider this car my first hot rod.

  There’s more to the story. A couple of years later I ran into the guy who had owned that Ford convertible, and he was really upset that he had had to part with it. It turned out he had to give it to that woman because he had gotten her daughter pregnant! She took the car and used the money from the sale to take care of her daughter, who was sent up to Lake Ellen to have the baby before putting it up for adoption. There was no abortion in those days!

  But that Ford was quite a hot rod. The fellow had just built a 1941 Mercury motor for it with the early Ford 85-horsepower crankshaft, which was a lot lighter than the original Mercury, and put in the 100-horsepower pistons. Man, let me tell you, it was a real rocket ship. It would just clean your plow!

  Now I could outrun Grady!


  FLATHEADS FOREVER?

  The hot combination back in those days was the kind of setup I had in my 1940. If you had a six-cylinder engine of any kind, you weren’t in the game. There were some 1949 and 1950 Cadillac and Oldsmobile V-8s available back then, but there wasn’t any real speed equipment out there for them. They had hydraulic lifters, and they wouldn’t rev up, but those flathead Fords had special heads and special camshafts. They had gone through some kind of development.

  In fact, I once made the stupid statement, “Those overhead valve engines will never outrun these flatheads,” but eventually, I was wrong on that one.


  BEAT THE CLOCK

  Just about the time I started getting more involved in racing, there was a base commander over at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa who was a real hot-rodder. Over in the electronics shop at the base, he built a set of timing clocks, one for elapsed time through the quarter-mile and another for the 132-foot trap for top speed.

  There was a perimeter road that ran behind the base; in fact, you can still see it today when you fly out of Tampa International Airport. It was too narrow for two cars to run together, but you could run one car down there without a problem. Well, once a month he’d set up the clocks out there and allow everyone to come out and run their cars to get a time. Now, back then most tracks only had guys using stopwatches to give you a time, and it was very rare that a track had a system that would give you your speed. You had to look down at your speedometer when you crossed the finish line, and that was how you determined how fast you were going. Most cars were running around 85 mph through the quarter at the time.

  By then, we had been working on a flathead-powered coupe with an engine we had taken from a 1948 Ford coupe. We swapped a 331 cubic-inch early Chrysler Hemi into the coupe. We used it as a tow vehicle, because down in that area at that time if you were flat-towing your dragster and got behind some farmer on his tractor while you were on the way to or from the track, you needed some real power to pull out and get around him.

  When we ran the dragster at MacDill that day we broke the transmission. Now in those days, races were really a family affair. People would bring their picnic lunches and make a day of it while racing their cars. There weren’t any concession stands where you could buy your food or any other activities at these events, so if you weren’t racing, there wasn’t much you could do.

  I told my wife, Pat, that because we couldn’t run the dragster and we’d be hanging around all day, I wanted to take that 1939 coupe and see what it would run. The first thing she said was, “You’d better not break it, because if you do, we won’t have any way to get home!”

  Well, I decided to give it a try anyway. I eased it to the line, and with those old 8.20x15 treaded tires on it, I had to take it easy when I left and not break them loose. I got it right, and I went through the gears and shot down the track.

  Now, our flathead dragster had made a full pass with a time of about 12 1/2 seconds at 108 mph. That coupe ran a 14-flat at 114 mph!


  COUPE DE GRAS

  On the way home after we ran our coupe in the drag race, I said to Pat, “Honey, the first guy to put one of those Chrysler Hemi engines in a dragster is going to be the guy to beat.” And she said, “Well, you’d better put that one in your dragster right away!”
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