NHRA = No Hot Rods Allowed

None among us would deny the overarching importance to drag racing of Wally Parks and the National Hot Rod Association that he envisioned, brought into being, and sustained through the past half century of our sport’s growth.  His was the vision and the steady hand on the wheel that guided us from dangerous street racing in beat-up jalopies to off-street racing on abandoned air strips and finally to the multi-million dollar racing facilities that stretch across America, and indeed the world, in the early 21st century.

Without his effort to end street racing and put the competition safely onto dedicated race tracks, hot rodders and drag racers might still be viewed by the public as we were in the 1950’s: nothing more than just hoodlums and vandals.  I came of age seeing the NHRA Safety Safari stage memorable races at the legendary Caddo Mills Drag Strip near Dallas, and reading of all the exploits of the NHRA’s very earliest drag racing heroes like the Bean Bandits, Calvin Rice, Art Chrisman, Setto Postoian, Cook & Bedwell, and a brash new-comer from Florida named Don Garlits.
The NHRA is owed a great deal, and they are worthy of respect for what they developed.  

In the years since the inception of organized drag racing, however, a number of moves have been made that are less to be admired, and seem to have been more for their own profit than for the benefit of racers.  To attract major sponsors, their focus changed from interesting older cars with big souped up engines over to the same sort of look-alike late model cars that currently sit in dealership show rooms.  The traditional Gassers all were replaced by late model Pro Stockers, and the Altereds by late model Funny Cars.  Many existing classes for traditional cars were abandoned in favor of brackets for newer cars.  

What remained of the fascinating diversity that was the mark of early drag racing was finally shuttled off into what has become demeaningly referred to as Nostalgia Racing.  And now even that seems to face diminution from those at the NHRA who reportedly fear it is too much competition for what they call their “Big Show,” their sponsored touring professionals who run in Pro Stock, Fuel Funny Cars, and Top Fuel Dragsters.
Reminds me in the movie “The Right Stuff” about the early astronauts when there was a question about the cost of the manned moon mission.  The astronaut looked at the crowd of government suits giving them a hard time and told them, “No bucks, no Buck Rogers.”  In the same way as NASA, NHRA seems focused on their bottom line and not the racers.  Expensive new safety equipment is being required for cars that have not increased in speed for several decades.  Vintage cars are being dropped from long-standing races.
As Race Director for the Texas Timing Association, I’m in contact with many old time drag racers, and am in a position to see these developments as they occur.  Lest you think I am anti-NHRA or just reciting my own personal bias to you, there are a number of others in our business reporting the same things and drawing the same conclusions.

Southern California Junior Fuel Dragster stalwart Jon Hansen frequently posts messages on the Southwest Junior Fuel message board.  Recently, he told readers that “There's a rumor going around that some NHRA VIP doesn't like nostalgia racing, they go too fast and take money and media away from the BIG SHOW, and they are trying to make nostalgia too expensive to race. Ask Nostalgia/Top Fuel & Nostalgia/Funny Car racers how they feel about that they have to add carbon fiber brakes this year. And N/FC have to add front carbon fiber next year. That's a $10k expense for going the same speeds those cars were going in 1980's with only steel brakes.”
http://members6.boardhost.com/SJFA/msg/1295113892.html
Even more insight came from Brian Losness in his Getting Nostalgic column on the Drag Racing Magazine On-line website.  He reports on the recent decision to remove popular traditional racing classes we all love from the line-up of the famous Bakersfield March Meet for reasons that may well be centered on earning more profit for associations and track operators, at an obvious loss for many racers and fans.

http://www.dragracingonline.com/columns/nostalgic/xiii_1-nostalgic-1.html
Drag Racer magazine confirms these changes.  In their March, 2011 issue (p. 8), they report that many of the traditional classes are being dropped from the March Meet at Bakersfield “in an effort to make the California Hot Rod Reunion more exciting.”  They also give the surprising news that, even as A/Fuel and Junior Fuel Dragsters and AA/Gas cars are being eliminated from the event, the new Top Fuel class will be for what they refer to as Nostalgia Rear Motor Top Fuel cars.  Nostalgia rear motor?  Say What?

The Good Guys have gone out of the Drag Racing business altogether.  The NHRA has shunted all of the historically significant old style cars it allows to run into what it has now begun to call “Heritage” events.  All of these “Heritage” events are being held way out in the far western U.S.  The nearest one to us here at my home in Texas is more than a thousand miles away, out beyond the distant horizon in Phoenix, AZ. 
So, why do we think Big Time Old Time drag race events like the Texas State Championship put on by the Texas Timing Association are so important?  Like the sign in a famous beer joint says, “There ain’t no place anything like this place anywhere near this place, so this must be the place!”

Do you like Old Time drag racing?  Yeah?  Who ya gonna call?  Where ya gonna go?

