WHEN | WaAS A EID WATCHING Davy
Crockett movies and running aroumnsd the
I\.‘ll.'l’.'|'| woodds of Wisconsin in g cognskin
cap, | never dreamed 14 one dioy be on mo
knees adjustung the .'.*.rhq'-n-u.'-n-.':'nxr-ﬁ;l
alves of a 1968 Morms Mini in a Macktop
p::r'r.i:u‘.: lat cne black from the Alamio,

EL : Hui there 1 was, within casy -;h:m'm;;_

-

Lone Star

MINI*

@Y 5w vt i thousand mies on 850 cc; the Little Car that Could
Tih Tl Lt me explain, attacks the Texas Hill :ﬂl.ll'lh"" HIIH"'

B : A few moanths ago, o gentleman
Irorm suburban Chicage named Bill  BY PETER EGAN = PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR

- distance of those hallewed walls. and if a

"i- 1:-"'... aidden Hme wirp had thrown mc 164 vears

:;‘h,- JF basckward in history, the Mexican troops of

ol .:ﬂ-;r_ Cieneral Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna
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the Mint with the same superstitious

o P M dizhelael ot engenders from the |'-:|i'||.|_' EVET
Ly 1"_ iz, Prohably they would have shot me

1‘"'-1#_ I hall’ wished somebody would
= . shoot me now. The car had a vans-
. i aties. oty of problems and [ was trying to
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about 12 hours
before we were supposed
to leave, Bill called and
told me the car would not
be done in time.
Yes, the traditional
automotive version of

‘The dog ate my

I-:.‘

-

t- HS0 Mini fram my frend Mike Salter, up

! '-..L-' onaL”

Lillibridge called me and said he was jusi
!'||:||.h]|||1_u up a twosyear restonssen on the
Haly Ciral aof all Austin=Healeys, a 1005
Winaildl | lake to dis @ story om the car and jomn
him as co=drver on the Texas 10EEF Hill
Couniry Ralhy/t

Hiovay could | retuse’? 1've had six Aastin-
Heateys (okay, they™ve all been Bugeve
IPrules) and [ am an admitted lexophile, 1
there 18 such a word. |'ve crosssd Texas on
geveral road trips and once in a 1945 Piper
Cub, and have always cojoyed that sane’s
unigue blend of genteel Southern hospitali-
iy and hively Wesiern optimism. Also, the
food and music are __.:-.'n.'n.':. Adcied to that,
the Hill Country Bally was being run by
oy ald nencds Rich and Jean Taylor

“Soumds hke fum.” 1 sad 1o Bill, *Let’s
o ™

And we would have, tosh, bBal aboat 12

hours before we were supposed 1o leave,
Eill called and told me the car would
fcl e done i e, Yes, the tiac-
lienal automotive version of “The
dog ate my homework "

“Wie e had Pour guyves working on i
fior  week, but they aren’t going 1o
make i, even if they work all
might,” Hill sasd

I Ioaked at my suiicases, all
pag:k-:d by the front door and

blinked. “Well™ [ zand “maybhe we can &0

_ . sanmber rally inthe spring.”
FL=0 7
1o s bong slience.

5 I_. i “Ther&NMz one other car we could
o e drive..d T Ball said, his voice truling off,

“What's that™
=Well, 1 juxl traded two MOrCs Tor an old

in Torontoe, [ts a nght=hand=drive car
frogn Mew Fealand with a ot of miles

“What kKmel of shagpe 15 1t ™
*It looks pretly good from
200 feer away, but 1t burns
some ol
“Have you drvven ™

=l drowe 11 around the block and imio the
tnnbker, 11 seems Bo man
L, boy, A thousand miles of Texas ina

glapped-out Mini of unknown quality, max-

g o up wilh Fermns, Corvettes amd Cio-

s, Could be fun, or, like the “foating™
Samphibious nssoult tank mm World War 11,
Pibe worst idea anvone ever had, Straght o

ke botlom

“Well,” 1 said ot length, “Everybody’s
gol 1o be somewhere, s | guss we |r|||_4]'|r

e a5 well be in Texas, driving a Mini.™ 1
Slooked out my window as sleet ratiled

against the pang Al least it"ll be warm
down thire”™

Early the next momimg [ drove 1o Balls
house in Cary, [lhinois. The Ming was
parked in the doveway, next o Bills Ford
Explorer and 20-ft. enclosed traaler, Time
for a short explomiory drve,

The blue and whate M looked betier
than I'd expected, and it started nght ap
and seemed to idle okay, though pretty
fast. A loose, qll‘!!hrl}' 1hr.|~c|'._':.-~in|:||1..|'||1J__l -
gine with no singularly terminal poises. |
hended down the street, up '.i1rn|..|:_._'h the
gears, Clutch and gearbox okay, brakes
pulling sharply to the left, as best they
could, ot exch stop sagn. Chat on the highs
wiy, Ehe Mini reached a maximum speed
of aboul 39 mph (%5 km'h) on the K
speedometer,

The adometer didn’t work, stuck at
104,006} km. Mor did the fuel gauge, tum
signals or windshield wipers. There was no
central rearview mirror. The end of ithe
speedometer mecdle was bent like a witch's
I'||13_'|.'|. nndl if seemed o e highly opti=
mistic, Although 1% hard 1o be CptimEstee
ahaut 34 mph

“This car either needs o tuneup,” [ wld
Hall, “or the compression 15 gone, Its bog
slovas”

“Wie can gel a tuneup kil at Jim Fletch=
er's Mim restomtion shop, Just @ few miles
waay, Jim aleo has o set of wheels and tires
for us, Mini-Lites with Yokohama AQ0&s,
to replace these semi-balkd ones.”

S0 we left

We loaded up on spares at Fletcher's
shop plr.z'_::. points, condenser, water
pump and throttle cable—and picked up
the nres, “Anything else you ¢an think of
that we |1:|:'_h.l necd? | asked Jim

“*Haly water,” he saud, “to spninkle on
that car bafore the rally. Good heck.”

O the way o San Antonio we listemed
o some hnn.l.,:; on tape Bill had hm.lghr
wlong, ||1|,'I|||1|11-_:: hitch Albom's Tuesdaoys
with Morrie Mormie was the author’s old
un]lu—s-.* prq_'-r'('x-h':r. |,|'\:\.'Il1_e_' of ALS and pass-
g on the message that you should back
wway [rom the dodly raf=race and follow
wour heart rather tham vour infHexible plans,
loosen up and go with the fow

“I think Mormie would approve of this
tnp,” Ball sad, as our Explorer Iw.u'ilil.:hh



bored heles into the vast Texas night.

Dirawn nto the |"n.-e:way vartex of San
Anlomo late ot might, we found the Alamo
and our hotel, the famous old Menger, night
across Uhe sineel. Sonme of the Mu‘ngur'.'«: ors
et guests include Teddy Roosevell, Babe
Ruth, Carrie Mation and Oscar Wilde, proof
et SEPAnyle roETeE are hest,

W parked the inuler 1n a néarty puble
parking lot and went to work on the M
the niext rrmu'rring. Whale Ball n;l'umgl:d the
tires, | adyusted the valves and found the
valve cover aml head Tull of thick, baked-
o .1-|u-:|.5_1:. like the mside of a barbecue
grll. Dinsilled some new moing plugs and
then the car would not start, 1 put the old
plugs back in and the car fired right up. In
retrospect, |1 probably had the macing phegs
gapped w0 wibe Tor the wred olld coll and
ignilion systerm.

[he high idle and $9=-mph top spead
were causad by the pummed-up choke be-
ing stuck, | shoved it into the off position
and the car ran fine. A quick wash with a
parking Il hose, and we were off to the
opening concours d'clegance 1n front of
the Alarmo.

The other rally entranis were already
lined up. Tao lovely rows of Jaguars, Co-
biras, Corveties, Mercedes, Ferraris, a Por-
sche 3560 and 20 on. Mo other Minds, and
the {Ill'll:r' athier older Brtish cars were an
exquisite yellow Lotus Ehite, a Healey

2} pnd a Jensen-Heabey, Almost all cars
were from the 19%60s and carly 1970s, ex-
cepd for a couple of Fanoz Roadsters and a
Jaguar XKHR and an XJ-5,

'J".\'nm!:.-'-niru.' ik 10 all, Plus two "::Flnn:"
ciers, i Mustang GT and a Focus provided
by Ford, which sponsored the rally.
“Gosh,” Bill snd. “Maybe if we blow up
the Mani, we can drve a Mustang in the
mally!™ His enthusiasm for this concepl
made me a little nervous,

P'wn things we discovered at the con-
cours on the plaza in front of the Alamo:
(1} Pecple from all walks of life love the
Mini o sighs, amd (2) most Amenicans no
banger have any wdea what 1t is, Several
passersny 10 the crowd desenbed it to their
Inenct as “some kind of French can™”

Omee father shepherded his little daughter
over ta the Mini and =ad “Look at this
funny hetle car, Micode! How RN clowms
G ¥ou suppose you could fit in deere® ™

“Ad least two,” | sasd. confidently. *“That
much we know for sure.”

Mearly everyone who looked af the Mini
nsked how two big guys like us could pos-
sibly fit in such a little car. | tred fo ex-
plain that the Mini is one of the best pack-
aging jobs in the history of the sutomobile,
small on the outssde and big on the inside,
and that it has more head, elbow and leg
room than mosl modern economy cars—
indeed, more than many large cars—and

B & soncours d'eheganie kicks off the molly's
TesEivitics with en Impressiee wollecton of 19603
ond 1970s-era clossics held i front of the
Rlemsz, Char folthial Minl ks flocked by o
gloamisg oucrtment of Jogears. forvettes.
Colurert, Marcedes and Ferraris,

that even the rear seals were quite comfort-
able. Everyone looked skeptical.

Late in the afternoon, [ sneaked away
from the concours and toured the Alama.
It’s an important American shrine for me. |
am always siruck by the clear, saber
courage of the men who stayed and refused
fo surrender, knowing they were doomed.

The occasional modern historian tries o
debunk the mythology of the Alamo, but




P |

i's a place that doesn't debunk very well.
These were people with familics, far from
home, outmpmibersd 183 o about 35300, 1
am thankful that history hasn't asked me 1o
try that predicament on for size

Affier a group dinner, we took a chilly
night tour boat cruise along the famous
River Walk, a stretch of reborn architectur-
al splendor that borders on the fantastic.
Only a few decades ago, some citizens
wanted 1o pave the niver over and wse it as
a sewapge canal. Tickes for that boat ride
might have been harder to sell, though it
Works in Fans.

In the morming we loaded our 100-1b.
o] kit imto the surprisingly commodicus
trunk of the Mini (suitcases are carried to
the mext hotel in & luggage van) amd wene
flagged off in front of the Alamo, headed
for the Hill Couniry.

The Texas Hill {.'1.'-1.||:|I.|}' is & |!|in.'1:.||l::||.|u'.'
region that riscs oul of the center of Texas
like a green OF of limestone ridges, small
rivers and twisting roads, much as the
Black Hills do in South Dakota It an area
of rusiic by ranches and real ranches,
where odans and |q.l|‘|g||.-.l|::||.~\. roam with the
plentifiul mule deer. As we would so0n see.

Lyndon Johmson's ranch is at the nomh-
ern edge of the Hill Country, and the fa-
mous litile burg of Luckenbach—the
Woodsteck of Couniry Music—lics along
a small ereck to the west. The roads are
wonderful for sports cars and motoreycles
nearly everywhere, climbing over ridges
with .Eﬁ-nl.|:-|t swilchbacks and sw ceping
down iato serpenting river valleys, Min
COUNEY.

Buit first we had 1o get there

We droned owt of San Antorio on the
freeways and | was pleasantly surprised 1w
find the Mini Funning fine and fres from
fatal noises. It buzz-hambed abong quite
micely at an indicared 100-120 km/'h

(62-T4 mph), kecping up with traffic casi- |
Iy, except on mild upgrades, where an
immediate downshift 1o 3nd was peeded to
kecp the little 34-Bhp (at the best of times) |
B30 on boil. The only disconceriing sound
wis & rotational slap from the slighth de- |
cayed soft rubber domuts in the front |
axles—which, alarmingly, felt like aciual |
bakery domwts when squeered. Afler dunk-
ing im coffes.

But what the heck. We were running and
we'd made i all the way out of downtown |
San Antondo. My worst fear was that weid
bt sovoved back 1o the hobel in disgrace from
five of six blocks away

As vy armed onto the small, tight coun-
try roads toward Bandera, the real charms
of the Mini came back to me. | hadn't driv-
en ofe any distance gince my wife Barbara
and 1 had taken a Mini 1000 on a delayed
koneymoon tip over 2200 miles of back
roads in Emgland in 1973, | had remem-
bered that drive fondby, but suspected tha
the passage of time might have rendersd
the Mini less remarkable in the light of
technical progress since then

M i,

I am willing to stand on the sweeping
statcment that the Mini offers the most fun
WiHl Can have—even now—on amy' wiil i|1|_.:
road. Period. Mothing clse is even cloze.
e BMW folks have their work cut owl
for them, duplicating the charming feel
and simplicity of this car. It that rarest of
all thimgs, a thrilling car that makes you
kaugh, evien as you sxw al the wheel to save
wour life.

Throw the Mini into @ hard downhill
bl deramahialk and sland oa it and the 1.
i fromt tines simply pall the car through
the commer, unflusiered, a1 idiculous speed.
The low conter of gravity, light, precise |
stecring and kack of body roll allow it to |
comer like a go kart, Excepd, unhke a go




“the Mini rotated

360 degrees in an endless,

howling spil,,

able i the mountams and hills,
: " course, was not a t'q'ﬂrn.r ‘~'. S0

lage
: sh on time
—— outright. and hundre i wiotld get there 5 or 10 minu
kart, it has real suspension, Cuar car was %, BEnmst cars of eve { wail s% the line on the ex
L-..|_I.II|'||.'I- d with the later !i\-,lru'l 1sLEE, Or : Eh £ vl come &K 1n I|'I--. i
“wel,” suspension, whis e the 1'1|I|| | 275 Coope the car be unbeal-  bridegroom late for his own ling and




barely make our time,

We zeroed our first stage the first day,
nght am the second, then got lost looking
fior a furm on the secomd stage bocause we
had ng odonteter, 1% hard to look for a
turnofT at 264 miles when you have no
odameter. The human mind 15 not a very
[rt'fhti.:h: mieasuring metrument of distance,
capecially on a ey carmival ride like the
Mimd, It's the oniginal Wild Mouse,

And as we were wild mowsing at about
T mph down & steep hill near a park
called Enchanted Rock the sccond day. a
couple of large mule deer (everything
looks lnrge from a Mini) Bunded ot in
Iroml af s, 1 hat the brakes and swerved
Between the deer and the Mum robsted 360
degress in an endless, howling spin that
Tk 1% Ral Py dosrn the hall moa choud of
tire smake and dust, [ theaght we wene
sune o o on the roaf, buat the Mini slu-:'c-:l
that as a pancake on a2l foar tires and slid
o i siop backward on the shoulder.

When the dust cleared, 1 said o Bill,
“fure you all r'le;]u'_'"

“I'm fine,” ke snpd. Then, as an aller-
thoupght, he asked, “Did my coffee cup
sl 1 kel it wedped in the door pockel
over on wour side,”

| looked down at the tall plastic travel
mwg and checked the lid. “Dhdn’t spall a
|.'In'||'|." I takd bam,

“Lireat cuphodders,” Bill remarked.

We would brake for about 20 more deer
durmg the rally, but none 50 close,

Later that day, we possed a flatbed truck
with ane of the rally’s two Cobras on it
Mechanic Steve Markowski told us the
Foard 289 had pulled a rocker stud out of
the cylinder haad,

1 puess ot just couldn’t inke the relentless
pressure frown our 850 MMima”" Bill said to
ne, wanling out the engine with & thrashy
radr ms we accclernted back up to speed,

B A bust of the late Traes humarist, Heado Croudh,
ttands proudly eutside Fhe luckenbach, Texos. post
effice/tevern, Purdhened by Creaxh in 70, the
tawn wai leter imssartalised by the 1978 Waylen
Menningd gong, "luckenboch, Texod.”

“Nery few cars can stand up o the pun-
ishment of hot pursuit by an A-Series
BML engine,” [ saad,

If the days were hectic, the evenings
were serene. On succeeding evenings we
ate, drank ard slept well. First wee stayed in
Fredericksbarg, the famous German scitle-
ment in the heart of the Hill Couniry, then
at the YO Resort in Kerrville, the |
Cumlalupe River Ranch near Boorne and |
hack to the Menger. Om the ralby, all meals
anmel reomes were provided, along with beer
aml wane, ot a cost of 53500 for a car amd
ey people, Thas incheded a flathed emer-
geney truck, bwo mechanics, a timing and
scoring staff, maps and & pair of backup
curs, One was the Mustang GT that Bill
half hoped we'd drive.

Hut we didn't. The Mini woulda®t Blew
upy, no maiter o hard we drove it Anad
we drove it hard,

Om one stage during the third day, we
left our checkpoind after fueling up and re-
alizedd we had 60 minstes to go 54.2 miles
am some very tight and hilly roads. Bill
drove absolutely flat-out, banging shifis
an<l zapping the engine to what we imag-
ined to be its redline (no tach) for a sodid
howur and got to the checkpoint only sec-
ands early, We zeroed the stage.

iChar stop was im the parking lot of an in-
door go-kart track called the Thunder
Zong, “"Want to race some karts? [ ashed.

Bill shook his head. “I"ve been doing
that for an hour”

Omr next stop was the little village of
Luckenbach, Texas, which is nothing bus: a
bar and post office in one building and a




dance hall neross the street. The town was
mesde fumons in g Willie Melsom and Way-
lon Jennmings song and has been the site of
many ctamtry musac festivals and perform-
ances over the years,

I camse through this place with my friend
Chns Boche, 144 wears ago, when we were
driving a Model A Ford across the country
i Cahifarns, Un that tnp we made friends
with a geatleman named Ken Morgan
who—it furmed oul—owmed half of Luck-
enbach, and he invited ws to stay at his
nearkyy ranch, Ken was a retired Continen-
tal airlines pabt who liked cors, and had a
Jamar XK= 150 back ot the mnch

when Harb and | flew oar Piper Cub
across the country a year later, ken imated
U T SLaY O the ranch, and he and his wifie
Eathy showed uzs around and took us 1o
dinner. Wonderful people, and [ hadn®i
seen tern since 1957, the summer of the

Oliver Morth hearings.

[ called Ken from the bar in Luckenbach
and invited him over for a beer. He showed
up beoking thin and (it as ever, nod aged
much, and said Kathy wasn't feeling well
amd hee couldn’™ stay too lomg.

A very good country swing band was
paying in the tiny mastic bar, and as it got
dark and the townsts left. the bar began to
fill up wath locals. More musicians kepd ar-
riving with fiddle and guitar cases, siiting
in ¢n vanous songs. We had a few Lone

Sars with Ken, and the music seemed to
be getting better and better,

It wos one of those magical evenings
that secem io happen only in Luckenbach,
when everything is might. Good mssic, nice
people, obd fricmds

Hill leamed over to me and saxd, “1'm go-
g ol 1o the Mim to get my cell phone
Il el the timing and sconing guys mod o
wail for us at the hotel ™

I boorced at him and sad, “Are you sure?
Wi can stll make the sage”™




“I think Morrie would stay
e he and visit with
an |'||1|. ]

We dro 1 & thick fog 1o the
Guadalupe River Ranch that
might, scanning the road for
deer in our one dim he |:|'_|,'|:|I.
fecling like H and Watson
lost on the b i Dartmoor
with 8 Luocas flashlight. We fi-
mally found the '1-'L1.4.

oxl -1.|' brought us
again—back to San
¥l the Menger Ho-

";E.d Bill pe

just bevond its 14

I:|h:||.
cier |
enark, o '::'|.|-|;'||.u.'- mph. The Mini so
lILI. a .:lul- A 1..|u. TH.IIlI'I‘H'a 1\J|]| a

im fromi
driving,

Il ranimnimg
of when we
n .|r|d

: -‘u.ﬁ hour late
of the Alamo

parked it. We'd

steam from the

cach day ard averaged 32 mpg. T

ber drive joinis in the fromt ax]
r tham ever ot the end, but nothing
= It was a I-.r Iu."h |.:r|.. CAr.

Charles .1ru1 { &rul (ronlshee in :I'ulr 1'-'" 3

Jenz 45050, We were
J cars, but w

i |ru' tha nheas h'r-
raris, two nhrh and a Corvetbe, AMOng
others
“Wery few stand up to the re-
0 Mlini,™ I respris
¢ the Mind
|'-'||L¢d o a ranch -II
] r|nrr||. of Sam Antonin. About 3 mile
O rear miolor meoant br
The whole dovetraim tibied forwarnd
WHE 1N ||'|||" 10 & r||:!.1.1:|: :HI1 ol -1-1|'| ::':
] ombo the trailer in 151
‘Rest-and-rebuild time for the Ming,”
said, “the little car that gave its all.”




