
LIFI IN IHI FAST 

BY SATCH CARLSON 

A love for racing is rooted 
in dad, and his car No. 23 
I 

want to talk about my dad. 
Oh, not my real father, of course; I 

never knew the man. In fact, according to 
family legend, he was one of the more de
spicable of Mother's many husbands, well 
worth getting rid of. (Mother was-and is, I 
suppose-one of those desperately unhappy 
women somehow cheated out of life's op
portunities, always believing in and 
yearning for the glorious possibility that 
someday her prince would come, that 
maybe this man and this situation would 
bring her lasting happiness and joy; but as 
the years went by, the bitterness, booze 
and bad choices took their toll, leaving a 
vicious, angry woman feeling cheated and 
betrayed. There's a lesson in here some
where, but I'm not sure what it is .) 

No, I'm talking about Mother's third 
husband, Munsey Lee Kolhoss, my step
father. One of my stepfathers, anyway; 
there were several, including Red Carl
son, whose name I lifted when he wasn't 
looking. lowe him a lot as well, but 
right now I want to talk about Munsey. 

My dad. 
This was in Fallon, Nevada, a tiny 

farming community some 60 miles east 
of Reno. That's where my memories of 
childhood began: sitting on the clothes 
hamper when we ran short of chairs at 
Thanksgiving. Setting fire to the weeds 
in the yard while playing with matches. 
(Is there any American kid who cannot 
recall an arsonous disaster?) Planting 
carrots in the first grade. Losing my fin
ger in the door of the municipal swim
ming pool. (It was all my brother's fault, 
of course; we were supposed to stay home, 
but once the parents were out of the way, 
off we went to the swimming pool. He was 
so filled with remorse that he ran away from 
home, camping out in the vacant lot across 
the street while I basked in the attention 
afforded the recently traumatically injured, 
sipping apricot nectar and reading Dr. 
Seuss. Ah, the lUXUry of the invalid!) 

I remember the race car. 
This was long ago, of course, small-town 

America, when they held stock-car races on 
Saturday nights . Or at least I remember
vaguely, hazily-sitting in the grandstands 
of the fairgrounds arena, which in those 
days seemed to be the center of social activ
ity for the community; I am pretty sure this 
was where we watched the rodeo, and 
where my brother got to participate in an 
annual event-I was too little-that in-
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volved turning loose most of the kid popula
tion in town and releasing a menagerie of 
young animals, piglets, bunny rabbits , 
lambs, and the like, which the children 
could capture and raise as pets. (Or food; I 
remember the somber evening my brother' s 
rabbit was served up to us, deep-fried.) 

As I watch Mario 
and Michael, I 

think about fathers 
and sons, and 

racing ... and the 
rich traditions 

Anyway, I can remember sitting in the 
grandstands rooting for my dad, but I can't 
tell you now whether he won or lost. I think 
I remember the car, however; it was sort of 
a silvery color, with bright red numbers a 
million feet high. 

I know. I used to race it in the back yard. 
Well , okay: I didn't really get to drive the 

car, though I can remember Munsey holding 
me on his lap when we went on road trips 
from time to time, putting my little hands on 
the wheel and pretending to let me steer the 
car. But unless my memory is faulty in the 
long-term sections as well as the recent, I 
would go out to the race car-No. 23-
clamber in over the welded-shut door, and 
spend hours bouncing around in the seat, 
twisting the steering wheel as hard as I 
could and making Race Car Noises with 
happy abandon. 

I even remember peculiar technical de
tails about the car. It had a key, for in
stance, which was brazed into the ignition 
lock. What a clever way to keep the key 
from falling out or getting lost! I knew 
about brazing because Munsey had once 
taken my tricycle in to have the handlebars 
brazed back together after one of my ubiqui
tous mishaps. Magic! Something broken 
could be fixed! Not like the figurine I broke, 
which Mother tried to put back together 
using canned milk. (Canned milk?! Can that 
be right? Was there really a time in America 
when mothers used canned milk as Super 
Glue? Did it work?) 

I suppose I can blame my love of rac
ing on Munsey Kolhoss. 

Certainly it is true that when I took to 
spending all my time and money on rac
ing sports cars some 20 years later, I in
sisted on 23 as my racing number. 

The funny thing is that I'm not abso
lutely sure that it was 23; I remember the 
2 for sure, all curled and graceful, a 
round red globe encircled by the 
ascender. And I think I remember the 3, 
because it was not the way we made 3' s 
in school; we made them sort of like 
backward E's, except for the dyslexics 
among us, who made them like front
ward E' s. The 3 on the race car was 
different, as I recall, with a horizontal 
bar ending in a wicked point, a thin, 
angry slash slanting down to meet the 
graceful curve of the bottom. 

Ah, well. 
Every Father' s Day for the past few 

years I have found myself at the races, 
and as I watch Mario and Michael An
dretti, as I see the Unsers pere et fils , I 
think about fathers and sons, and racing, 
and all the possibilities that lie in the rich 
traditions inherent in any farnily--even 
mine. Impressions that never fade. Scenes 
from a childhood that must have been. 

That was all too many long, long 
years ago. Mother left Munsey when I 
was 6, and I only saw him once or twice 

in the intervening decades. I know he remar
ried, had a son-Kelly, I think-and the last 
time I saw him, he was raising appaloosa 
horses. I'm only assuming, in fact, that he is 
still alive, but somehow I have the feeling 
that he is. A tough young man was Munsey. 
Wiry. Strong. I'd bet he's still around. 

Probably those days that meant so much 
to me are to him just a memory of four or 
five bad years with a crazy woman and her 
sons; perhaps Munsey himself couldn't tell 
you much about those days when he was a 
proud member of the 20-30 Club and used 
to race a stock car on the packed-down dirt 
of the Fallon fairgrounds. And maybe he 
would tell you that my memory's a little off, 
that I got the number wrong . 

But I don't care. That car would still be 
No.23 to me. And Munsey Kolhoss is still 
my dad. _ 
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