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SOFT-TOPR SWAN SONG

The ‘76 Eldorado is the last
American convertible. Here’s one
»  man’s view of the passing of the

ragtop

BY GARY WITZENBURG

EARLY EVERYONE HAS OWNED a con-

vertible at one time or another, or wishes he

had. My first was a bright red MGA sports car,

used of course and a little rusty. It had real
wire wheels and spindly mirrors way out on the fenders
that were always out of adjustment. It took a strong and
clever man 15 minutes to erect the top, and many were
the times | drove in the rain with it down just to avoid
the chore of putting it up.
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cruise in those cars till the sun came up after working
most of the night.

But alas, my Chevy was terminally ill and took to lay-
ing down huge clouds of smoke whenever | punched it
out. It finally took its own life late one autumn evening
as | traveled through rural Virginia on my way to school.
Perhaps it was a lucky break at that, since that car had
gotten me arrested for various heinous driving crimes no
less than five times in one short summer. | was beginning
to think the cops were reading my mind down at the
station, always seeming to know in advance what |
would be doing and usually out there waiting when | did
it. :

Maturity and budget considerations cooled my passion
for big engines, and my next proud possession was a
Chevy Il convertible, white with a red interior and fake
wire wheels, 1963 style. It was a 'six”’ with “‘three on
the tree’’ but it started every morning, was cheap to run
and absolutely the most reliable piece of automotive
machinery | have ever owned. After two hard years and
60,000 miles of spirited usage, the Chevy Il was just as
tight and fresh as when it had rolled off the factory
floor.

The next and, sadly, the last ragtop | owned was
another bright red English roadster. | had ‘come full-
circle from the MGA with a Triumph TR4A. | had
borrowed the money to take delivery of the ‘66
Triumph in England and toured Europe in it for three
weeks prior to importing it into the States. It logged
time on such famous race courses as Spa, the Nurburgr-
ing and Zandvoort. It survived a difficult season of low-
budge racing in this country and was wrecked twice
(rolled into a ditch in Northern Ontario and sandwiched
in a race of Mid-Ohio) before being pressed into service
for a pair of cross-country trips. When | finally sold the
little devil, it had been through a hell of a lot with me
and | let slip a couple of real tears as the guy drove it
away.

Recently, | borrowed this big black Pontiac converti-
ble for a couple of weeks for a refresher course in top-
down transit. It is, unfortunately, one of the last of a
near-extinct species. Crime, air conditioning and stereo
sound systems have driven us out of our beloved conver-
tibles just ten years after they reached their peak in
1965. This past year, only General Motors among U.S.
carmakers still built convertibles, and the choice was
limited to the Corvette, the Cadillac Eldorado or one of
the full-size behemoths from Chevy, Pontiac, Olds or
Buick. For ‘76, only the Eldorade convertible survives as
an American-built ragtop; next year Cadillac will restyle
its personal-luxury car and the convertible version will
go down for the last time.

Driving this dinosaur of an automobile was at once
nostalgic, exhilerating, revealing and depressing. The fen-
ders are nearly out of visual range at the ends of
enormous, gleaming expanses of sheet metal, and the in-
terior is so ridiculously roomy that you have to lean un-
comfortably to rest your arm on the door sill. And just
one rush hour ordeal with the top down on a hot and
humid summer day causes you to remember again why
you and nearly everyone else quit buying such auto-
mobiles.

But there is still something inexplicably thrilling and
indecently fun about cruising in a real ragtop one last
time. And it’s somehow sad and sobering to watch the
genre pass into history. P
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