
By Jerry Garrett 
(and occasionally Jerry Sneva) 

Respect. R-e-s-p-e-c-t, as Aretha 
Franklin would say. That's what it 

- comes down to, when we think about 
prestige vehicles. We think about 
those characteristics that will make 
people stop and stare; those that will 
make people move aside to let us oy. 

Get off the freeways peasants, His 
Highness is coming. 

Well, let's think about that for a 
moment. What about respect? How 
many times have you driven down the 
road in your overstuffed Cadillac, 
overpriced Mercedes or overrated 
Porsche and had some serf in an old 
Plymouth put the chop on you? Or 
refuse to get out of ycur way when 
you notice at the last moment the 
bureaucrats have put your exit in an 
inconvenient place? Far too many -
times, right? 

What about respect? Want some
thing that makes other motorists 
politely get the hell out of your way 
when you want to change lanes? To 
stop when you stop? to yield when 
it's actually your turn? 

'Well then, how about a school bus? 
When a school bus stops, everybody 
stops. When a school bus changes 
lanes, the competition moves aside. 
You could get to like this, right? 

'In that light, perhaps it's time we 
reeval.uated our feelings toward these 
venerable behemoths of the road. 

Think of it-National School Bus 
Yellow, flashing red lights, a .Iittle flip
out stop sign on the side, side ... 
mounted saloon doors, big tires, 
fender flares, even mud flaps (where 
laws allow). This is one of the few 
"full-size" vehicles-you know, those 
ones Detroit says America wants
still on the market. And it runs on 
regular gas. 

This could be the vehicle for the 
American aristocracy. Have we been 
guilty of overlooking this noble 
transport? Where else can we turn, 
now that the Checker is dead? 

* * 
As many as 20,000 school buses 

are manufactured each year in this 
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country, principally by five 
companies. The number of school 
buses turned out these ·days, though, 
is decreasing in direct proportion to 
decreasing school enrollments. 

One of the largest manufacturers is 
Wayne Corp., which expects to turn 
out about 4,000 units this year at its 
Richmond, Ind., facility. The company 
has been building coaches of one sort 
or another for more than 100 years
school buses since the 1920s. At one 
time, school buses accounted for 
almost all of the division's production, 
but in recent years wider applications 
of bus-type vehicles (airport courtesy 
buses, etc.) have supplemented falling 
school bus orders. 

School buses 

to my brother Tom Sneva. When he 
was teaching school in Spokane, he 
got to know these guys that ran a bus 
distributing company. From time to 
time they needed drivers to bring 
buses back to them from the 
manufacturer in Indiana. 

Tom started going out to Indy for 
the racing season, and found that at 
the end of the season he could drive 
a bus back, make a few bucks, and 
carry his family and all their junk. 
When I started going to Indy, I did the 
same thing. 

The buses were slow-usually 
they'd barely go 55 MPH-and they 
only got about five MPG. But it was a 
lot better than flying everybody back 

and getting a mover 
are all custom 
orders. The orders 
come in from sales 
and leasing firms 
across the 
country; for 
instance there's 
National Bus 

lAtter Indy, they gave 
him a plaque that said 
World's Fastest School 
Bus Driver. They didn't 

to bring back our 
stuff. 

The bus 
companies became 
some of our 
biggest fans, and 
after Tom set the 
track record at 
Indy, they gave 

know how true that was.' 
Sales and Leasing 
Co., of North 
Hollywood, Calif. Bids are submitted 
from the various companies to school 
districts that need new buses (buses 
are very sturdy but do wear out; and 
some state laws limit the number of 
years of service for a school busr 
Districts can choose from a variety 
of cab/chassis types: International 
Harvester, Ford, GMC, Dodge, Chev
rolet; a variety of coach-builders 
(offering basically three sizes: A, B 
and C, 12 to 66 passenger capac
ities); and dozens of options-from 
air conditioning to fire axes to 
sanders. 

When the district awards a bid, the 
manufacturer builds the coach 
portion. Drivers from the sales 
companies pick up the completed 
buses and bring them back to the 
sfiles companiE!s, where they are 
prepped for delivery to the schools. 

That's where we come in. 
* * 

The credit for discovering the 
school bus rides, I guess, should go 

him a plaque that 
said "World's Fastest School Bus 
Driver" or some such thing. 

They didn't know how true that was. 

My first school bus drive came in 
September, 1977. I was supposed to 
hook up in a two-bus draft with Tom 
and haul a 66-passenger Wayne 
Lifeguard, powered by a new 
International Harvester engine, back 
to Spokane. Tom's wife got sick, they 
stayed behind, and I was on my own. 

The trip went well until South 
Dakota. There, the driveshaft snapped 
in the hydraulic brake unit. A feature 
of the bus was that when the 
hydraulic brake pressure would go 
below a certain level, the brakes 
would lock on. They WOUldn't come 
off until the pressure was restored. 
And, of course, with the unit broken, 
pressure couldn't be restored. 

And since it was a brand new bus, 
no one along the way had replace
ment parts; none could be expected 
for at least six weeks. 
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I had enough pressure left for about 
one more use before the brakes 
would lock on. I figured I could either 
leave the bus where it sat (it might 
still be there if I did that) or drive the 
remaining 1,000 miles without using 
the brakes. I drove on. 

I used the gearbox to slow the bus 
down for gas stops, coasting to a 
stop, where possible. Where not 
pOSSible, I had to turn it off in gear. 
That would stop it. 

Incredibly, I made it all the way to 
the Coeur d'Alene grade going down 
into Spokane without using the 
brakes. But then, there was an 
unexpected sign: "Road Out
Detour." There was an arrow and a 
sign: "Curve 10 MPH." It was no use; 
I jammed on the brakes to get the bus 
slowed down in time. That was the 
end of my brakes; when I stopped in 
Spokane, the bus would stay where it 
stopped. 

Unable to find the bus company (it 
was midnight), I finally just parked it 
at a hotel. The next morning I called 
the bus company, told them where 
the bus was (I mentioned a minor 
brake problem), and told them I had 
to catch a flight right away. 

Flying over the city, I saw the bus 
surrounded by tow trucks. I think it 
took four trucks to move it. 

It takes a special kind of driver to 
pilot a school bus. The demands for 
preciSion, split-second judgment and 
coolness under pressure are extreme; 
a school bus drive'r can't afford to be 
unnerved by a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich in the back of his neck. 

The cockpit, depending on options, 
can look like the controls of a small 
jet. Most of the controls are well
marked and und~standable. Others 
are like the typewriters in Typing I: 
Unmarked. 

There are controls for all the 
various interior and exterior lights, 
fans, doors, radio (if there is one), . 
pump, heaters, de'frosters, wipers and 
so forth. 

On one bus I drove, there was one 
control I couldn't figure out. I would 



yank it, and there would be a 
"whooosh!" bufnothing would 
happen, as far as I could see. Well, I 
did notice all the cars behind me 
would back off quickly after the
"whooosh !" 

"Whoooosshhh!" What was it for? 
It sure solved tailgating problems. 
Maybe some warning lights? 
Hmmmm. When I dropped the bus 
off, I asked. 

"Oh, that's the automatic sanders," 
I was told. "In cold cli mates, buses 
sometimes need an extra bit of 
traction to get going-on slippery 
pavement. That shoots sand out under 
the wheels." 

Whoops! 
* * 

We were stopped at a gas station 
in Indiana, and the attendant asked, 
"Where is Lamont School District?" 
(Painted on the side of the bus.) 

"Washington," I said. 
"You're a long way from home." 
"Field trip." 
"Where's all the kids?" 
I puffed my Cigarette. "Don't know. 

You seen 64 little kids around here?" 
I think he called 

the cops after we 
left. 

* 
This year we 

were to deliver 
two buses to 
National Bus in 
L.A. We were 
operating on a 
timetable, which 
took a beating 
when we left 
Indianapolis 3112 
hours late. We 
had two Chevy
powered Wayne 
Busettes, which 
were supposed to 
run faster than the 
huge Lifeguards -
and get about 
twice the mileage. 
Not quite true. 

We were making good time, and 
had made up 90 minutes by the time 
we reached Kansas City. This 
Hammond Road Atlas we were 
carrying (distributed by AutoWeek) 
showed on page 24 a bypass around 
tile city, 1-470 and 1-435, that would 
save time and charges on the Kansas 
Turnpike (a turnpike in Kansas, 
really!). 

So I took it. We were going great 
until we got into Kansas and the road 
just ended. There were few 
i nstrucNons where to go next. The 
map said this was a "through street." 
We finally found some detour signs 
which we followed until we wound up 
in a muddy river bottom. It was the 
middle of the night, no moon, no 
I ights. What next? 

We noticed an overpass for the 
uncompleted 1-435 up ahead, and an 
on-ramp. It was graded and covered 
with gravel, as if it was about to be 
paved. There was no closed sign, 
so ... 

* 
Yeah, I followed Garrett. At that 

point there was no way out except the 
way we came, and that would cost us 
hours. Anyway, I wanted to be there 
to kill him with my bare hands when 
we finally got stuck. 

Nobody would eve, come pull us 
out; they would just pave over the 
buses when they finished the road. 

We went a little ways and the 
gravel gave out. The road turned to 
mUd. And got deeper and deeper. We 
went past a farm house with two old 
folks on the porch. Two school buses, 
slopping through the mud on this 

unfinished road, in the middle of the 
night . .. Wonder what they thought. 

We almost got stuck a couple of 
times. The mud was terrible; you 
could use up a whole box of tear
aways following Garrett. The buses 
were beginning to look like a couple 
of push trucks from Eldora. But we 
COUldn't stop; we'd never get going 
again. One bridge and we'd be 
history. 

Finally, up ahead we saw a freeway 
sign, one of those big ones that 
stretch all across the roadway, The 
road started up again, about as 
suddenly as it ended. Unbelievable. 

"I deserve a medal for this!" 
Garrett radioed me. 

"I won't say what you deserve," I 
radioed back: "There's still bou.nd to 
be a barricade." 

But there was no barricade; we just 
drove right up on the roadway like we 
knew what we were doing. 

Perhaps Mark DonohUe was right. 
He said, "As long as you're movin' 
you're all right." 

Tile buses were now brown with 
mud, but at least 
we were still 
moving-West. 

* * * 
No trip O~t 

West is complete 
without a stop at 
Mecca: The Coors 
brewery at . 
Golden, Colo. 

We were in a 
rush to make it 
for the last tour of 
the day, so we 
hastily parked 
the buses in the 
visitors lot and 
ran off for the 
tour bus. 

The tour was 
very educational, 
and after it was 
over, we rode 
back to the visitors 

lot with a bunch of tipsy visitors. 
Ever notice how some people seem 

unready for certain sights? We did. It 
seems a numbe,r of onlookers there in 
the parking lot were unprepared to 
see a couple of guys come off the 
Coors beer tour, hop into a couple of 
school buses, and head out-just 
about the time school was getting out. 

* 
You can't take a school bus just 

anywhere. When you're driving one, 
you have to keep reminding yourself 
that. For instance, some people 
wouldn't be comfortable seeing a 
school bus at a massage parlor, or 
a bar (or a brewery), or .. . ,Well , what 
about a motel? A Holiday Inn, then? 

In Las Vegas, we pulled up in front 
of the Holiday Casino, which is part of 
the Holiday Inn on the Strip. We tried 
to park in the free lot, but, of course, 
that was full. So we took the buses to 
the valet parking. 

The valet came running over, and 
yel/ed, "Hey, you can't park that 
here!" 

I said, "I don't want to park it, I 
want you to park it." 

"I ain't parking it," he said. 
"You gotta park it; this is valet 

parking, isn't it?" 
"Look, mister, I'm not parking it. 

You can't leave it here," he said. "If 
you're driving a school bus, what are 
you doing at a casino anyway?" 

You never know where prejudice 
will rear its ugly head. 

* 
School buses aren't like most 
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IF 'YOU WAIT TO GO. 
YOU HAVE TO FL01ll. 

If you want to build winning en
gines, you have to do like the winners 
... flow-test every element of your 
engine's induction tract ... heads, 
man ifolds , carbs, air cleaners and 
exhaust systems. And the flow benches 
the winners use are by SuperFlow. 

SuperFlow 300. 
$3,950 Complete. 

Professional model. 
Extremely accurate 
and easy to use. 
For intake and 
exhaust test pres
sures to 36 in. of 
water, flow rates to 
400 cfm . 

Flow Test 
Manual. 55 

Learn how flow 
benches can be 
used to 
predict and 
control engine 
performance. 

SuperFlow 110. 
$1,390 Complete. 

Used by more than 
1,000 racers. 
Portable, 110-volt 
AC . For test pres
sures to 15 in. of 
water, flow rates 
to 180 cfm . 

Ij~ ::::::::;,r ~ Colorado Springs, CO 80907 
(303) 471-1746 

I"" - - - - - - - - - - - - ~- -A" 
I Send free brochure(s) on I 
o SuperFlow 110 

I 0 SuperFlow 300 
10 Flow Test Manual (send $5) 
o SF-800 Dynamometer 

I Name! ________________________ __ 

I Company' _____________________ _ 

I Address I 
I City State ____ Zip ____ _ L ______________ J 

AutoWeek October 11, 1982 13 



P6 G.F. GOODRICH 
185/ 60 HR-13 $ 82 COMPT T/A 
205/ 60 HR-13 101 195/50 VR-15 $191 
185/60 HR-14 88 205/50 VR-15 205 
185/65 HR-14 80 22.5/50 VR-15 224 
195/60 HR-14 99 245/50 VR-15 240 
195/60 HR-15 109 265/ 50 VR-15 - 249 

205/55 VR-16 230 
225/55 VR-16 239 

P7 
195 / 55 VR-13 $111 
205/60 VF-13 135 DUNLOP 04 
205/55 VR-14 162 205/55 VR-16 J35 
195/ 50 VR-15 141 225/50 VR-16 145 
205/50 VR-15 181 
205/55 VR-16 212 
225/50 VR-16 228 FIRESTONE 5660 

195/60 HR-14 74 
AlL PRICES 195/60 HR-15 75 

INCLUDE 205/60 HR-15 94 

• F.E.T \ 
• U.P.S. 

CN36 
175170 HR-13 
185170 HR-13 
195170 HR-14 
205170 HR-14 
1751 HR-14 

$59 
61 
83 
89 
55 

• METAL VALVE STEM 
P77 

205170 R-13 
195175 R-14 
205170 R-14 
215175 R-15 ' 
225170 R-15 

$ 79 
87 
91 

105 
110 

• FUll WARRANTY 

THE TIRE RACK 
Mastercard 

VISA 
8961 E 38st Indianapolis, IN 46226 Blackwalls 

Call 317-898-0459 For Orders or Advice 195170 R-14 79 

Quantities limited 205170 R-14 
. . 225/70 R-15 

89 
108 Call For Tire & Wheel Package Prices 

Anti·theft Catalog 
22 Pages of products and information onfy 
53 (refundabfe). Same day shippin!t'f11oney 
back guarantee. Dealer inquiries invited. 

1~)LOUiSVilie \\Lock&Key 
317 Wallaoe Cen ter 2040 
LOUlsvilll'! . Ky. 40207 

I --- clip & mail --.-. 
I Please send me your 22 page catalog. I have enclosed $3'-1 

I Name I I 
I Street I 
I City State Zip I 1 ____________ ;.1 

14 AutoWeek October 11, 1982 

"" <'9.7' " 
ORIGINAL JAGUAR INTERIORS 

Complete kits for do it yourself 
or professional installation. 

All original colors for most models. 
MKY through XJS 

RUBBER SEALS, Mascots, 
Wire Wheel Knockoffs, etc. 

Write for catalog. Give model 
yeor and interior color. 

BtHRmSH AUTO INTERIORS 

1555 Elm st .. Manchester. NH d 3101 
603-622-1050 

Back to school Ch:Jze 
, Continued from Page 13 

vehicles. School bus·es are truly 
Spartan in their accoutrements. It's a 
rare bus that has air conditioning. 
Cruise control? Dream on. Radios? 
You can't hear 'em even if they have 
'em. Sixtylforty velour split bench, 
seven-way adjustable power seats. Hal 

Forget it. These are not cars. 
What school buses do have are lots 

of windows and mirrors. But you still 
can't see what you're backing into (or 
over). School buses have those big 
side doors, which are great for getting 
rid of empties. 

School buses also have flashing "red 
lights. They stop traffic while 
passengers are loaded or unloaded. 
They also do a pretty good job of 
getting slowpokes out of the fast lane 
on the interstate at night. The flashers 
also do a pretty decent job of 
scattering on- . __ -__ _ 
coming traffic in 
a tWO-lane tunnel. 
Or so we've heard. 

During World 
War 11,. important 
cargo and/or 
personnel could 
be transferred 
between ships at 
sea by means of 
a boatswain's 
chair. In school 
buses, important 
cargo, such as 
cold refreshments, 
can be transferred 
by pulling the two 
buses alongside 
each other and 
having the right 
side driver lob 
materials through 
the open passenger 
doors of the left 
side bus. 

This maneuver can be fairly easily 
executed on the interstate (although 
trailing motorists are momentarily 
taken aback). But on a two-lane 
highway, speed is of the essence
since oncoming traffic can be 
troublesome. 

* 
Along our route from Richmond, 

Ind., to North Hollywood, Calif., we 
saw a bewildering variation in the 
price of gasol ine. We paid- as little as 
$1.16 a gallon for regular near Kansas 
City, and as much as $1.51.6 for self 
serve regular at a stick-ern-up outside 
Las Vegas. 

The worst offender, though, was a 
major oil company affiliate outside a 
minor Midwestern city that hooked 
customers $1.48.6 a gallon for "full 
serve." 

What, pray tell, did "full serve" 
mean? 

"We check under the hood, check 
the tires, and," said the attendant 
somewhat apprehensively, "do your 
windows." 

ExceHent. In that case $1.48.6 
wasn't such a bad deal afte'r all. 

There were at least 35 windows to 
be done on the bus. 

Fuel mileage was critical on our 
trip. We figured at 10 MPG, what we 
were supposed to get from our Chevy
powered Busettes, we would spend 
about $300 on the trip. 

But my bill totalled $486; Sneva's 
was about $50 less (even though his 
gas gauge, odometer read ings, tank 
capacity, and speed were virtually the 
same as mine-figure that one out). 

The mileage was a scandalous-siX. ... ~ 
MPG or so. 

On one segment, down a series of 
mountain passes with a wind at our 
backs, we got 7.75 MPG-but that 
was by far the best. Think what they'd 
get with a full load of kids. 

"When are we going to start getting 
10 MPG?" I asked Sneva. -

He answered, "Probably when we 
start going 55 MPH." 

Heretic. 

Yet it didn't really matter what 
speed we traveled; the mileage was 
always 6.3, 6.2 or thereabouts. 

When we arrived at National Bus, 
we asked a veteran mechanic about 
the disparity between advertised and 
actual MPG. 

"That's the Chevies for you," he 
said. "Six doesn't really surprise me. 

They never get 
what they're 
supposed to. 
That's why no one 
wants to. deliver 
'em-they can't 
make any money 
on 'em." 

No wonder they 
let us deliver 
them. 

"The only ones 
that are worSe are 

·some of the 
Dodges," he 
continued. "The 
choke will stick 
open and they'll 
only get about five 
when that happens. 
The Fords get 
about what they're 
supposed to
about 10. 

"The best one, 
though, regardless 
of size, is that 

big 66-passenger International 
Harvester with the 466 DT diesel 
engine. I'll get a legitimate 12 MPG." 

Remember that when you shop for 
your school bus. National Bus has a 
few of them available. In fact, they 
have a whole lot full of extra buses 
since L.A. school districts stopped 
busing to achieve racial balance. 

* 
On the road again (sounds like a 

song coming on) gOing home, we sort 
of missed the school buses . 

Oh sure, it was easy for our Toyota 
Celica GTS to come off a winner in 
any comparison with a school bus. It 
was nice to 'get almost 500 miles to a 
16-gallon tankful (instead of 180 miles 
from a 30+ gallon one). It was nice 
to sit in contoured Recaro-type seats, 

_ with inflatable lumbar support (it 
seems so decadent to '-'pump yourself 
up" while you drive), instead of the 
bus' "deacon seats" that left us 
aching for a legitimate massage 
parlor. It was nice to have that four 
season air conditioning. And that 
booming stereo. 

But we did miss something about 
the bus. It was that feeling of respect 
from other motorists, Las Vegas 
valets, notwithstanding. 

'I really doubt that, had we been 
driving the school bus instead of the 
Celica, that guy who blew past us in 
the 280 ZX would have made an 
obscure gesture at us. 

Jerry Sneva is a veteran open-wheel 
racer who was the 1977 
Indianapolis 500 Rookie of the 8,-
Year. ,D 
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