






Waiting to wake up and blat around 
a minivan. To wage an air war with 
Germany. To dominate a sea battle. 

> We rip out of the town of Wicken-
burg and almost immediately get 
passed by a Boss 302 Mustang, a  
D-type Jaguar, and a Mercedes 
300SL. They seem to be engaged in 
their own little game, with the goal 
to use as much fuel as possible. “Tear-
assing” are the only words for it. 

> SPILLED SODA AND GUMMY 
BEARS ALL OVER FLOOR OF CAR. 
EXHAUST HEAT MELTS 10 OR 15 
GUMMIES INTO GIANT BLOB. 
COLIN GIVES DIRTY LOOK, THEN 
ASKS IF IT TASTES GOOD. 

IT DOES. AM FORGIVEN?

> Too hot to think. Heat explodes off 
the floor in waves, streams, thunder-
ing tides that saturate your body. 
Sixty-six miles per hour on dash-
mounted GPS unit is 3000 rpm. Hills 
open up in distance, that impossible 
rainbow mountain-mesa Arizona 
from postcards. Gorgeous. If you 
don’t live here, you forget this actu-
ally exists.

The heat. I can see it. Can it see 
me? It’s red to me. Am I red to the 
heat? I do not know. I am color-blind. 

Colin looks over. “This is the bor-
ing part,” he says.

THE POINT OF THE RALLY

> Near the Grand Canyon, we spend 

around 15 miles discussing the merits 
of the Copperstate. Colin mentions 
the lovely people, the good food, the 
chance to drive quasi-legal racing cars 
and neat old street cars on the road 
at entertaining speed with a support 
network and a rolling party. How you 
can have as much fun in a plain-Jane 
Mustang as a Lister. Also, one year, a 
man brought an ancient Bentley and 
did donuts on a muddy road in the 
middle of nowhere.

So they don’t take things too seri-
ously, which is nice. 

HISTORY EVERYWHERE

> The car has been restored only 
once, in 1984. It feels suitably worn-
in—scuffs here and there—but the 
potato-chip-thin aluminum doors fit 
perfectly, the bodywork still gleams. 

> This was a thoroughly different era 
of motorsport and race-car construc-
tion. The Lister’s body is just thin alu-
minum. At one point, we remove the 
engine lid—big as a coffee table, held 
on with Dzus fasteners—to let heat 
out of the engine bay and bring cock-
pit temps down. After, the bodywork 
seems to wiggle more over bumps. 
Incredible, but not unexpected.

ON FLAMMABLES

> Colin, man of few words, at lunch 
one day: “So far, I’m very pleased. 
We haven’t caught fire.” Is he hid-
ing something? He goes back to his 
sandwich, casually mentions a mas-

sive fuel leak at the carburetors he re-
paired a few days back. I quietly make 
friends with the cockpit-mounted fire 
extinguisher. His name is Greg. He 
misses his fire-extinguisher wife. He 
could use a fire-extinguisher beer. 

I glance around cockpit. As we 
rumble out of the parking lot, Colin 
turns to me: “Nothing in here will 
burn except you.” 

I resolve to burn well. Screw Greg! I 
want to be the best at burning. 

YOU MAY NOW LAUGH,  
BECAUSE THEY GOT WET

> Ow ow ow ow ow rain it comes from 
everywhere so much rain now the 
countryside looks like Montana if we 
go faster it goes over the windshield 
but then it comes up through the 
floor ow ow ow rain hurts ow.

> Rain has stopped. Wet everywhere. 
Pants are squinchy from rain. Comer 
gets steely look, drives faster, car 
clears throat. Feel like wet, Jewish 
Errol Flynn. I love this car! Why? I 
should not. Must ask Greg later.

CONTINUE LAUGHING,  
BECAUSE HE GOT HURT

> Somewhere out in the desert after 
the rain WHAT THE HELL A ROCK 
JUST LEAPED OVER THE WIND-
SHIELD AND HIT ME IN THE EYE 
WHILE WRITING I would never 
have lasted on the Mulsanne I think 
I’m blind no wait fine Jesus I need a 
helmet no I am my own helmet the 
pain is truth.

WHEREIN OUR HERO  
FINALLY GETS TO DRIVE THE BEAST

> Day three. Or maybe it’s day two. 
Time has no meaning. Deserted 
two-lane. We pull out onto the road. 
Colin’s tall frame is folded into the 
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passenger “seat,” a space it doesn’t fit. He’s 
poking out of the car and wind-cocking 
like a weather vane. “You have 20 min-
utes, and after that, I’m not going to be 
able to unfold myself,” he says. 

> What the hell is happening? How did I 
get here?

> Wait, this is happening. Really happen-
ing. We are on the freeway. Is Greg driv-
ing? No. I am driving. Silly Greg.

> Shift to third, rip up to 90, coast back 
down, into fourth. Repeat. Glassy. Linear. 
I want to lick this engine.

> Wait, that would be dumb. It’s hot. How 
did my tongue get burned? 

> Steering can be heavy at low speed but 
is largely easy. Big wheel, skinny Dunlop 
wheels. Nose is a mile away. Rear tires are 
at your hips. Car leads with your crotch.

> I cannot imagine balls-out through the 
Kink at Road America in this.

> I mean, I can imagine it. I just don’t 
want to. That would be nuts!

> Fine, imagination. These words togeth-
er: manly oversteer sex buffet.

> Tatty pavement. Colin: “On rough 
roads, this thing sounds like a hardware 
store exploding.” Me: “This is normal?” 
Colin: “Oh yes.” I shall blow up a hard-
ware store as research.

> Tach is chronometric (mechanical) so 
needle stutter-steps up the gauge like an 
old watch, which it mostly is. Only, I don’t 
see this because by this time in the trip, 
it’s decided to break. Understandable. 
Heat is hard on things, or so I hear.

> Seating position is batty. Your right foot 
is so far over (in?) the right rocker that it 
might as well be outside the car. You’re 
crammed off in a corner, hung out like an 
outrigger on a sailboat. I thought Colin 
had all the space, but the transmission 
tunnel takes up most of the cockpit. (Co-
lin: “The throttle is down that hallway to 
the right.”)

> Brakes are leg-lift heavy but stop the car 
well. Shift lever on the Moss four-speed is 
angled forward; trans is slow enough that 
you don’t so much shift gears as telegraph 
the engine room for a change.

Given the lack of suspension travel and 

feels-like-a-big-spring frame, the car is essen-
tially a giant kart. 

> I am okay with this. Because it’s a riot. I’ve 
been through a lot. 

AND ALSO DARING FASHION CHOICES

> At a truck stop near the Grand Canyon, Co-
lin buys a sleeveless denim jacket with a picture 
of a big rig and the words ROLLING THUN-
DER on the back. He claims it’s to stay warm in 
the car. He wears it for the rest of the trip, strut-
ting around with sunglasses, speaking in the 
third person. (“ROLLING THUNDER WANTS 
MEAT FOR DINNER.” “ROLLING THUN-
DER DOES NOT ENJOY YOUR FACE.”) Think 
he may be becoming hysterical. Greg concurs.

At the end of the trip, Colin’s wife sees the 
jacket. Colin laughs. She does something that 
resembles laughing but is not. 

NO, THE REAL POINT OF THE RALLY

> Colin: “Events like this are getting more 
popular. The cars are beautiful, but that’s not 
the draw. I think the last time the economy 
dropped, when some of the big stuff really lost 
value, a lot of people were like, well, let’s start 
driving ’em. These rallies have been great be-
cause it gives people a way to use these cars. It’s 
training wheels. You don’t have to worry about 
the car breaking, because there’s a mechanic 

along. You don’t have to worry about booking 
a room. And it’s probably helped bring up val-
ues—a lot of auction catalogs say a car is great 
for the Copperstate, great for the Colorado 
Grand, and so on.

“How many times in America do you get to 
see a D-type in traffic? Get up close to these cars 
like vintage racers do? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience. You get to see this stuff as few peo-
ple ever see it—you can come in a GT40, you 
can come in an MGB. Everyone’s nice.”

> This sounds easy, but really, a lot of these 
cars are not comfortable, not meant for long-
distance travel. I hear there was a case this year 
where one of the passengers actually went a lit-
tle loopy. There but for the grace of God, right?

> At the end of the event, we sit down for dinner 
with the other participants. A rambling, en-
tertaining dinner. There are different versions 
of this concept—California Melee, California 
Mille, Colorado Grand—which vary with how 
seriously they take things. The Copperstate 
takes itself not too seriously, but organizers want 
your car to actually be old. (No replicas.) All ask 
the same: To get you out there in something 
old and get you driving it. There may be weird 
weather. The car may break. But you should be 
doing more than rubbing it with a cloth diaper.

I can get behind that.

FIN

> Obligatory mention of how racing has 
evolved. 

> Obligatory mention of how the Lister se-
duced me completely. 

> Obligatory mention of how aches and pains 
were worth it. (Duh.)

> I am back home now.

> I have never been so simultaneously  
hot, exhausted, happy in my life. I am re-
minded that classic-car rallies are entirely 
made up of the people you meet on them, 
and the people on the Copperstate are great, 
with a sense of humor. That’s good. The trip 
may have been a little weird, but I will look 
back on this experience with great fondness 
and not worry about the odd gaps in my 
memory or what I choose to believe were hal-
lucinations. I will overuse air conditioners in 
the near future. I do not wish to see any more 
grown men without sleeves.

> I want back in the car.

> Soon as my pants dry out. 

> Everything is back to norbal.  
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