The Ladies Wear Nomex
It had been a very busy, very fast
and historically productive morning.
Starting with one of those majestic
daybreak specials that God puts on
out at the salt, the first racers down
the black line were the impound
crowd, those lucky and diligent souls
who managed to qualify for “record
runs” the day before. Among them
was Tanis Hammond driving her hubby Seth’s #77 lakester. As she tore
through the timing lights Chief Timer
Glen Barrett announced to the CB listening universe that the lady had just
become the first woman to set a
SCTA/BNI class record in excess of 300
miles per hour.
I immediately keyed my mic,
ignoring all admonishments to only
use the radio for racing communications, and howled in my best tenor
voice, “Yo go girl!!! YEEEHahAAWW!
Whooo whhooo whoo!” and headed
down the return road to congratulate
my girlfriend for her flawless piece of
high-speed driving.
What an accomplishment and
everyone I spoke to was pleased. Or so
I thought. Standing in chow-line at
the tasty Red Flame, the salt’s on-site
greasy spoon, I chatted with folks
about Tanis’ gripping run until one
old sour puss made a crack that spun
my head like a lobe on a camshaft.
“I wouldn’t let my wife drive a
race car,” said the pompous jerk to his
companions and speaking loud
enough to make sure I heard him,
“Because she’s a lady.” This was no
grandstanding moron, he was a veteran racer who had built many
successful LSR vehicles over the years.
I had even included him in my book,
“Bonneville Salt Flats: The Fastest
Place on Earth.”
Of course, I stuck my nose squarely into his conversation asking him
what possessed him to make such a
snide remark. But he wasn’t done, and
with a self-satisfied sneering smile he
continued to make more misogynistic
remarks to the point where another
racer had to intercede. “This is America,” said the volunteer referee, “he is
entitled to his opinion.”
What saved the guy from a welt
on his snotty cheek was the rapid

movement of the chow-line, I got my
food and left in disgust, saddened that
I had lost all respect for someone
whom I had once admired. What had
set me off was his delusional superiority punctuated by a baseless
prejudicial attitude. I had gotten a
taste of what many minorities have
endured in this nation for decades
and I didn’t like it one bit.
Hadn’t Tanis repeatedly displayed
brilliant driving skills? Hadn’t she
risked her life behind the wheel of
that thundering speed machine?
What’s a gal got to do for some
respect? We are not talking about 30
years ago; this was August 12, 2002
and she had averaged 304MPH for a
new D/BGL class record. How did gender make any possible difference?
Doesn’t a vehicle simply respond to
input, not perform a genetic roll-call?
Know this: Land Speed Racing has
more women actively participating
than any other segment of motorsports in the world. Understand and
believe it. According to the 2005
Speedweek program there were plenty
of LADIES involved. A quick count
revealed that among the pre-registered
entries were 22 drivers/riders, 21 vehicle owners, 19 crew chiefs/mechanics,
80 crew members, 25 volunteers and 3
support personnel – all female. And
that did not include those names
where gender was a puzzle, like “Pat”
or where only initials were listed.
Further, there are 14 LADIES in
the 200MPH Club, three of which
qualified for the 300MPH Chapter. I
have met all but one of these gals and
assure you that each of them is a
LADY. Allow me to introduce you in
the order of their induction year:

Marica Holley
229.361MPH / 272.013

1987

Tanis Hammond
251.750MPH / 304.516

1987

Sylvia Hathaway
202.301MPH

1990

Juli Burkdoll
204.586MPH / 214.626

1992

Pat Zimmerman
200.355MPH

1998

Susan Christophersen
214.847MPH

1999

Gail Watson Phillips
202.098MPH / 205.988

2000

Dr. Jeannie Pflum
268.831MPH / 302.179

2001

Mary True
229.329MPH

2003

Betty Burkland
263.887MPH

2003

Pam Curtis
287.826MPH

2003

Tricia Kisner
317.380MPH

2003

Allison Volk
236.337MPH

2004

Tonya Turk
241.414MPH

Note that the record-setting average at which they qualified for life
membership may be followed by their
highest average speed record to date.
The above LADIES managed these
records driving streamliners, lakesters,
roadsters, production cars, competition coupes and motorcycles. Marcia
Holley had been first to earn membership in 1978 riding one of Don
Vesco’s world record-setting motorcycle streamliners.
“I fell over plenty of times,”
recalled Holley, who at the time was a

Marcia Holley

dirt bike rider and member of the first
all-girl team to race the Baja 500 in
the early ‘70’s, “It took all week to
learn how to ride the thing. It was
very, very hard because you ride all
crossed up. It goes against all your
instincts and at speed it’s all the more
frightening.”
It had all started on a dare. She
was there as a photographer for a bike
Manufacturer when Vesco offered to
disconnect one of the engines in his
‘liner so that Holley could try her luck
at Speedweek. Vesco had to convince
her to race on the salt because it wasn’t her kind of riding, but she was so
glad he did. He used to tell her, “You
are the best kept secret in land speed
racing.” When preparation meets
opportunity intriguing things can
occur.
“Most of the guys were very supportive, but there was a very small
percentage that was against me,” she
remembered, “It was bad enough to
let a woman in the 2-Club, but to do
it on a motorcycle streamliner – the
hardest land speed vehicle to control –
that was even worse. Don knew that
putting a woman in the 2-Club would
twist up some guys with a bad attitude, but he was such a prankster that
it was the perfect ploy. As the only
woman in the club it was lonely for
such a long time, I am glad to see so
many other women get into the club.”
Mary True wanted to prove to
herself that she could concentrate,
that she could stay focused long
enough to not only set a record, but
earn “2-Club” membership. She did,
and it was her husband Jim’s gas
record she broke and now holds.
“I loved it. I had a very good

Gail Phillips

Slyvia Hathaway
Tricia Kisner

Betty Burkland
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1978

Susan Christopherson, Tanis Hammond,
Jeanie Pflum

Allison Volk

mechanic and full support of my husband,” recalled the petite and perky
True who likened her speed to meditation, “With the canopy snapped into
place it was a warm, safe cocoon without distractions, the whole world gets
out of your head. I can relive the runs
whenever I want – even the triple
vision going down the track. If you
can drive an automobile and you can
focus, you can do this,” she observed.
Over cocktails one evening Pam
Curtis asked Terry Nish if she could sit
in his streamliner. Not just any
streamliner, this was the one he was
preparing to exceed 400MPH. She also
wanted to start it and hear the engine
run. Oddly, Nish said, “You can drive
it, if you want.” After some licensing
runs in Larry Volk’s and Jeff Nish’s
roadster, four years flew by and there
she was - on the starting line - thinking maybe she should have kept her
mouth shut at the bar.
“I had no concept of what it was
all about,” she said, “It wasn’t until I
attended a 200MPH Club banquet and
heard all the stories of how much
effort and time had been poured into
each attempt that I realized how
incredibly lucky I was to have been
allowed take part. Each run was harder, a little scarier than before, the risks
were multiplying and the expectations
rose. You can’t break concentration
for a moment. I didn’t want to disappoint Terry and the crew.”
Today, Curtis is firmly convinced
the experience was life altering; those
speed runs imbued her with a profound sense of poise, courtesy of the
998 crew. “They took me in, loved me
like one of their own,” offered a grateful Curtis who has ‘noodle legs’ after
every run, “I feel part of their family,
something I never had before. Terry
did this to build my self-confidence.
Boy, did it ever work. The change in
my outlook on life has been huge.”
For Allison Volk, it was part destiny, part sibling rivalry. From birth,
she was surrounded with racing, had

watched her brothers set records, so it
wasn’t surprising when she tapped
daddy Volk for his Nomex and did
him proud. Allison is the fastest 2Club Volk. Brother Patrick entered at
217 and dear old dad laid down a 207
average back in 1975.
“I wanted to beat my brothers,”
confessed Allison, “They didn’t think I
would even try, or that their little sister might be too scared. Even my dad
was a bit surprised when I qualified
for my brother Dallas’s 231MPH
record on my last licensing run. I was
comfortable in my dad’s car using an
engine he’d built, but I was also a bit
nervous because it was so thrilling.
There was more media attention
because I was a girl, but that was
entertaining because it made my
brothers jealous. When they got in it
was just another boy in the 2-Club.”
Gail Phillips just wanted to race,
to take her time, break the 154 class
record and had no thoughts of 2-Club
glory. It took several years, lots of
passes and lessons, and from stories
she had heard, thought trying would
be a scary deal.
“I’m the son my husband never
had,” quipped Gail Phillips, “I always
wanted to be one of the guys, to excel
in areas where guys did well, but none
of this would have been possible if
Doug Odum hadn’t put me in the driver’s seat,” explained the grown-up
military brat.
“I was always serious, never a dabbler, land speed racing is addicting.
When we set the record over 200, I
was thrilled more for Doug and the
team than myself,” she said, “I was so
shocked, it was only minutes after we
set the record, at how quick the
200MPH Club reps showed up with a
red hat, t-shirt and envelope with my
membership. I thought something
would come in the mail.”
Tonya Turk planned to get into
the 200MPH Club at Bonneville
because she had already earned entry
to the ECTA and Texas Mile 200MPH

clubs. She and hubby Keith (who has
fun toys, shares and plays well with
others) had set a goal of getting their
AA licenses during 2004 season,
which would require her setting a
record.
“I have a lot of anxiety about
doing something stupid and embarrassing myself,” explained the former
bank executive about her approach to
motorsports, “If I go out to race I want
to do it right. Once I got a feel for the
salt, it was much more comfortable,
but the car demands riveting attention. On the record run I hit all the
shifts at the right time and felt sure I
had set the record. It was a combination of an overwhelming sense of
accomplishment, overcoming fears
and a ‘whew!’ sense of relief.”
Hubby Keith Turk insisted I
understand, “It take 10 times the
courage for Tonya to drive the racecar
than it does me. I’ve been around cars
all my life, but Tonya got into racing
as an adult, and watching her prepare
to drive is my favorite part of her, that
courage.”
The most amazing story of a gal
getting into the 2-Club is that of rookie racer Tricia Kisner. In 2003, driving
Joe Law’s “Grumpy “Old Men”
lakester for the first time, she spanked
not only all the boys, but all the
streamliners at Speedweek by setting
Top Speed of the Meet at 317MPH.
Strawberry blonde, freckled faced Tricia went from zero to heroine in less
than a dozen passes. Talk about deflating the male ego, all the Viagra in the
world couldn’t have helped. I, of
course, was ecstatic!
It is well-known that women were
banned from driving at Bonneville for
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many years because the men were
scared to the point of impotency that
if a woman was ever injured, or killed
in a race car that the entire sport
would cease to exist. That didn’t stop
Phyllis Lindsley, wife of Jim Lindsley,
mom and grandmother of plenty other Lindsleys from climbing into a
lakester (known as a streamliner back
then) at the 1949 Speedweek, the
inaugural time trial and make a timed,
high speed pass down the course.
Women have been competing in
motorsports for more than a century,
starting with Vasser college grad Alice
Ramsey who wore out 11 sets of fabric
tires making a 3,800-mile transcontinental trip in 1909 from New York to
San Francisco driving a 36HPMaxwellBriscoe open car! That same year the
first all-woman auto race with 12
competitors took place driving gas,
steam and electric cars from New York
to Philadelphia.
Adeline Van Buren and her sister,
Augusta left Sheepshead Bay Racetrack
in Brooklyn on July 4, 1916 and proceeded to put 5,500 miles behind
them on a pair of motorcycles, arriving in San Francisco 60 days later after
a few side trips including a blast up to
the summit of Pikes Peak!
Women have also been designing
and building them since 1918 when
engineer Kate Gleason became the
first female member of the Society of
Mechanical Engineers. She led the
family-owned company to prominence as the nation’s top producer of
gear-cutting machinery.
As I see it, there is no such thing
as a woman’s or man’s speed record;
it’s a record, period. I challenge anyone to prove me wrong.
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