
Automobiles
My first car was a 1949 Dodge Wayfarer. I bought it from my cousin Peter Juge for $430 in August of 
1954. It had about 40,000 miles on it. Today that seems like a nearly new car, but in those days 40,000 
was a lot of miles. This was only a few weeks after I had been legally emancipated from my guardian, 
my uncle Emile Roehl, at age almost 19.

I did not have a driver's license and had agreed to buy the car conditional on my getting a license. I had 
had a few lessons and Peter gave me one or two more, then took me to the courthouse in New Orleans’s
French Quarter to take the driver's test. I went into the courthouse and was given the written exam. I 
had done no preparation, but the questions were all simple and I probably did well on it; I'll never 
know, because when I handed it to the man he wrote "100" on the top without looking at it and tossed it
on a pile. The eye exam consisted of identifying which of two colored rectangles on the wall was red 
and which was green. Next was the driver's test. The examiner and I went down to the curb to wait for 
Peter, who had gone off in the car to run an errand. We waited a few minutes in the New Orleans 
August heat and then the examiner asked me to show him a right turn signal (electrical turn signals 
were uncommon at that time, and hand gestures were used to signal). I held my arm out to the left with 
my forearm pointed up. Then he asked me to show him a left turn signal. I held my left arm out 
straight. Lastly, he asked me to show him a stop signal. I held my left arm out with the forearm pointed 
down. He wrote "100" on the road test form and sent me in to get my license. When Peter returned with
the car I already had my driver's license.  There's a reason why they call New Orleans the Big Easy.

I spent the next week
practicing driving,
making sure I knew
how to change a tire,
and like that. Then I
drove off to Boston to
begin my sophomore
year at MIT. This is a
photo of the car parked
in front of  the
Institute. The sign says
"No parking any time".

The Wayfarer was
Dodge's cheapest
model. From the doors
forward it was like any
other 1949 Dodge, but
the rear was unique to
this model. As
evidence of cheapness, the car had a sun visor only on the driver's side, no ash tray in the back seat, and
an exterior keyhole only on the passenger-side door. 

As bought, the car did not have a heater, which was not unusual for a New Orleans car at that time. In 
Boston I needed a heater. I had one installed by a dealer. It fit under the dash and took up part of the 
passenger's foot room. 

The Dodge had "Fluid Drive", which was a predecessor of the automatic transmission. The car had a 
clutch and a three-speed manual transmission with the shift lever on the steering column, but it also had



a fluid link, a precursor of the torque converter, between the engine and the clutch. It was possible to 
put the car in third gear and drive it from a standing start, if one were in no hurry. 

I drove the Dodge home to New Orleans for Christmas. When I started back north after Christmas and 
entered the old Highway 11 bridge across Lake Pontchartrain to Slidell there was ice on the bridge. I 
got into a skid and, having never been in a skid before, I lacked the skill to handle it. First one end of 
the car and then the other hit the sides of the bridge. The damage was mostly cosmetic, but I couldn't 
continue my trip with the car in that condition. I went back to New Orleans, straight to a used car 
dealer, and traded the Dodge for a 1950 Chevrolet Deluxe Club Coupe. That was December of 1954, 
and this car too had about 40,000 miles.

There were two types of coupe built in those days. Both were built on the same frame as the sedans. A 
"club coupe" had two doors, a cramped rear seat, and an oversized trunk. A “business coupe” was 
similar except that there was no back seat at all and the trunk was extended into that space to create a 
huge volume. Both kinds of coupe were typically used by salesmen or others who had a need to carry a 
lot of things in the trunk. I had use for the big trunk when moving for the summer, sometimes carrying 
a co-driver and his stuff. 

This is a photo of the car 
in the parking lot of the 
fraternity house on Bay 
State Road in Boston. The 
car had every piece of 
optional chrome that 
Chevrolet sold. It also had 
a spotlight. A spotlight was
already an uncommon 
option, and nowadays I 
believe they may be 
illegal. The spotlight could
be turned on and off and 
aimed from a handle on 
the inside of the car. I 
never had use for the 
spotlight but, since a 

rearview mirror was mounted on the back of it, it was handy to be able to control the mirror when a 
following car's headlights were blinding.

Neither the Dodge nor the Chevrolet had turn signals. In both cases I went to Sears and bought a kit to 
add turn signals. 

I worked as a coöperative education student at Ford Motor Company for the second half of the summer 
of 1955 and through the fall term that ended in January. I drove from Boston to Dearborn taking the 
newly opened New York State Thruway. On the way the car started overheating and I had to detour into
Syracuse to have the radiator rebuilt.  Note it was rebuilt, not replaced.  My route took me past Niagara 
Falls and across southern Ontario to Detroit. There was no need for a passport to enter Canada.

I was a little nervous about parking a Chevrolet in a Ford company parking lot, but when I got there I 
discovered that people in the Detroit area changed jobs from time to time like anywhere else, and they 
didn't change cars every time they changed jobs. 

As an exempt employee I was eligible to buy used company vehicles. My uncle Emile, learning of this,
asked me to buy a car for him. I picked out a 1955 Ford Custom Fordor sedan with a “Y-Block” V-8 



engine. When Emile got cold feet and decided not to buy it I decided to go ahead with the purchase for 
myself. The car cost $1,358.68 plus $40.76 sales tax at 3% and $1 each for license and title, a total of 
$1,401.44 (I still have the sales invoice). It had about 1,100 miles on it, so it was practically new and 
had been maintained and broken in by factory mechanics, so it was in good shape. It came with an oil 
filter, wiper booster, sideview mirror, clock, heater, turn indicators, and windshield washer, all of which
were optional extra items. (The wiper booster was a device to keep the wipers running when 
accelerating; without it, the wipers, which were driven by intake manifold vacuum, would slow down 
or stop when the throttle was opened. This behavior was usual on cars of the era.) The car did have a 
radio, which I guess must have been standard since it isn't listed on the invoice. It had every option I 
wanted except backup lights, so I bought a kit from a dealer and installed them myself.

This photo was taken about a 
year later, on Bay State Road 
in Boston. These first few 
photos are in black and white, 
which is OK for the Dodge 
and the Chevy, because they 
were black anyway. The Ford 
was a dark blue metallic, 
which can be seen in the next 
photo.

I now owned two cars. Since 
one of them had Michigan 
plates, I decided to get a 
Michigan driver's license. This
time when I took the test they 
graded it and I scored 
something like a 99. No 

driving test was required, since I was already a licensed driver. I didn't have to yield my Louisiana 
license, either.

My high school roommate at St. Andrew's,
B.Y. Jackson, had asked me to be the best man
at his wedding, which conveniently took place
in January between the end of my work at
Ford's and the start of the spring term at MIT.
I drove the Chevrolet down to Conroe, Texas,
for the wedding, then took it over to New
Orleans and sold it. Then I flew back to
Detroit and drove the Ford to Boston.

From 1954, when I bought the Dodge, until
the summer of 1958, when I graduated, I
regularly drove the 1500+  miles between
Boston and New Orleans for Christmas, or to
Houston for Air Force ROTC summer camp,
or to Dallas where I worked the summers of 1957 and 1958. The usual route from Boston to New 
Orleans was past Hartford, CT and through New York City down the New Jersey Turnpike and across 
the Delaware Memorial Bridge, then down US 40 through Baltimore and the Baltimore-Washington 
Parkway to and through Washington. From Washington it was out 29 and 211 to New Market, VA, 



where we picked up US 11 and followed it all the way to New Orleans. I usually had one or two 
passengers to share the driving and we went straight through, stopping only for food and fuel. 
Sometime in the middle fifties the connection between the New Jersey Turnpike and the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike was completed, and thereafter we took that over to US 11, bypassing Baltimore and 
Washington. When the causeway over Lake Pontchartrain was built, I took it and avoided that infamous
US 11 bridge to Slidell. That was before the Interstate Highway system, so after we got south of the 
turnpikes we drove right through the heart of every city, town, and village. I kept the Ford until after 
graduation from MIT in 1958.

The summer of 1958 I worked at Chance Vought Aircraft Company outside Dallas. I liked my job, I 
was making good money, and I was tired of school, so I decided to stay there instead of returning to 
MIT. I promptly traded the Ford in on a new 1958 Alfa Romeo Giulietta Spyder. I really liked that 
car. I had an Alfa, my roommate from the  MIT Graduate House and also that summer, David Vaughan, 
had an MGA, and our friends Sam McIntosh (also from MIT) and Bill Brock had an MGA and an 
Austin Healey. We were hot stuff.

Only six months later I took the Alfa to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, near Dayton, Ohio, to serve 
my stint as an ROTC Second Lieutenant. When Carole agreed to marry me I had to face the fact that I 
couldn't afford the Alfa and a wife on a Second Lieutenant's pay, so I traded the Alfa in on a 1959 Fiat 
1200 Gran Luce. Then to my surprise I was discharged from the Air Force so maybe I could have kept 
the Alfa but by then it was too late. It was really too small for two people to travel in anyway.

Carole and I went on our honeymoon in the Fiat. The picture shows it underneath a fallen redwood tree 
at Sequoia National Park. This was the only two-tone car I ever owned; it was pale blue with a black 
roof. 



I took a job with Sperry
Phoenix Company in Arizona.
A black roof turned out not to
be a good idea under the
Arizona sun. I had a suction-
cup-mounted thermometer on
the dash; after sitting out in the
parking lot at Sperry all day it
could be 140 degrees or more
inside that Fiat oven. The bezel
around the horn button was
distorted by the heat and would
start blowing the horn. I had to
remove the bezel and run
without it. That was the worst
car I ever owned.

In the spring of 1960 a woman driving a full-sized Ford (there was no other kind in 1960) ran a red 
light and T-boned me in the middle of an intersection. The car was totaled and I was nearly killed when
the door popped open and I fell out into the street between the two cars. After I exited, the other car 
slammed the door shut behind me. Ever since that accident I have always worn a seat belt and insisted 
that my passengers do, too. 

I replaced the Fiat with a 1960 VW Beetle. In August of 1960 we went on vacation in the VW to Las 
Vegas and the Grand Canyon, then left Phoenix for Boston, where I started work with The MITRE 
Corporation on the day after Labor Day. Carole was seven months pregnant as we drove through the 
summer heat in the un-air-conditioned, stiffly sprung Beetle. She was not at all happy. The photo shows
the VW in the parking lot of our apartment in Stoneham, Mass. Carole has just come home from the 
hospital with Paul. The other person in the photo is Carole's mother.

Notice the AAA badge on the back of
the VW. I joined AAA in the 1950s
because they provided better maps
than anybody and because they were
at the time the only outfit that
provided emergency road service. I
abandoned them in the early 1960s
for two reasons. The first was an
incident in which the VW's clutch
cable broke. (Happily, this occurred
just as I was pulling into a parking
space at the apartment house.) The
car was immobilized, so I had to have
it towed to the dealer. I called AAA
to get the towing service I was
paying for, but they had a zone
system and the dealer was a couple of zones away from where the car was. The result was that it was 
cheaper to pay the dealer to tow the car than to use the AAA service. The second reason was that this 
"club", which never asked my opinion nor gave me the opportunity to vote for officers, was using my 



dues money to lobby for expressways across Boston when I was a supporter of mass transit (for other 
people, of course).

We kept the VW for 6 years, until it got too small for our growing family, which by 1966 included 
Barry and Mark, who were born in Virginia, where MITRE had transferred me in 1963. I bought a 1966
Plymouth Belvedere I four door sedan in August, 1966 at the end of the model year, from Falls 
Church Chrysler-Plymouth, which occupied the triangular block bounded by Washington St, Hillwood 
Ave., and Annandale Road in Falls Church. The building is now occupied by a taxi company. I paid 
$2,608.50 for the Plymouth, after trade-in of the VW. 

The Plymouth was our first air-conditioned 
and first automatic transmission car. When I 
brought the Plymouth home and was 
showing it off to the family, we approached 
it from the rear and I opened the trunk. 
Barry, age three and only familiar with the 
VW Beetle, exclaimed, "There's no motor!" I
had to open the hood and lift him up to see 
that there was, indeed, a motor in the front.

We kept the Plymouth for 14 years. It was 
the first car driven by Carole, Paul, and 
Barry. Carole got her first driver's license 
after we moved to Somers Point, New Jersey.
She had never been able to learn to drive the 
VW, which had a stick shift, nor the 
automatic Plymouth while we lived in 

Annandale on account of the traffic and hills. But New Jersey was flat country with, at the time, little 
traffic so she got her license in 1967. This gave me the opportunity to again have a sports car, so in 
April of 1968 I bought an MGB roadster for $2,674.82. I had a three-year loan, with monthly 
payments of $43. That was the last car for which I took out a loan. The color was "Pale Primrose", the 
prettiest color on any car I have owned.

It appears that I never made a photograph of the MG. The best I can do is this photo that I found on the 
World Wide Web. Unlike
the picture, my car didn't
have wire wheels or a
California license plate,
and since the visibility
with the top up was bad I
had mounted a mirror with
a convex lens on the right
front fender so I had a
chance to see what was
coming up from behind.
Otherwise, this car is like
mine, including the color.
Especially the color.

When we lived in Somers
Point I had a problem with
attacks of prostatitis. The treatment for prostatitis is prostatic massage, and you don't want to know 



about that. Suffice it to say that I was going to the urologist every month or two for a treatment. I had to
travel regularly to Washington for meetings, which I did in the MG. Eventually I figured out that on the
occasions when I made two round trips in the same week it was invariably followed by an attack of 
prostatitis. I mentioned this to the urologist, and he allowed as how they had experienced the same 
thing in World War II with the GI's riding in Jeeps. I decided that much as I liked the MG, I had to have
a better-riding car.

I had been lusting after the new Datsun 240Z for some time, so in early December of 1972 I ordered 
one. It was too late to get a 1972 model, so I had to order a 1973. The exhaust emission regulations had
been tightened for the 1973 model year, and Datsun was having a problem meeting them. I had to wait 
for delivery of my new car while Datsun struggled to get their cars certified. Having been told to expect
delivery in six weeks, I waited until January to put the MG on the market, and then quickly sold it to a 
teenager. With only one car in the family, I started driving the Plymouth to work.

The wait for the 240Z stretched out, 
and after a couple of months Carole 
was demanding to have her car back. 
In April I went out and bought a dark 
green 1969 VW Beetle from a 
mechanic who made a business of 
buying wrecked Beetles and mixing 
and matching parts to create drivable 
cars. I paid $997.50 for it and, when 
the Datsun was finally delivered in 
May, I sold the VW for $1,000, 
making a profit of $2.50.

I paid just under $5,000 for the 240Z,
far and away the most I had ever paid
for a car. I don't have any good 
photos of the Datsun. This one is 
cropped from a corner of a photo of 

something else. The car was described as being yellow, and in bright sunlight it was yellow, but under 
dim or artificial light it looked pale green or chartreuse, as seen in the photo. It was nonetheless a very 
pretty car, and much faster than the MG though not nearly as much fun to drive. It had much better ride
than the MG and my prostate troubles
went away.

In 1975 we moved back to Virginia with
the Datsun and the Plymouth. Carole
drove the Plymouth down, one of the
few times she has driven on an
Interstate.

In late 1976 Paul was 16 years old, and
the next spring he got his driver's
license. It soon became clear that we
needed another car. The 12-year-old
Plymouth became his car and in March
we bought a 1978 Volkswagen Rabbit
for Carole. This was the first car to be in
her name. It was some sort of special



edition car, in a unique pale green color and with special upholstery. The old Plymouth can be seen in 
the background of the photo.

Volkswagen was about to open a plant in the US, so I had rushed to buy one of the last cars to be 
imported from Germany, thinking it would be more reliable than a car made in a new factory with 
newly trained workers. Mistake. The car had endless electrical problems. I hated it, but Carole loved it.

By 1979 Barry was driving, too. In October of 1980 he got into an accident with the Plymouth, which 
was not his fault. The cost to repair the car was over $800, more than the car was worth, but I figured it 
would be a better car than anything we could buy for $800 so went ahead and had it repaired. Two 
months later Paul came home from college for Christmas and wrecked the Plymouth again, doing about
the same amount of damage. I junked the car and from then on the boys were without a car.

By 1983 Mark was driving. He declared it was 
unfair that Paul and Barry had had a car to drive in 
high school but he had to do without because they 
had wrecked the car. His argument was persuasive, 
so in April, 1983 I went out and bought a near-
junker of a 1974 Mercury Grand Marquis for 
$450.  It was immense, so it was reasonably safe, 
and Mark loved it because he could carry the whole 
band and their stuff in it.

One day six months later I noticed that the rear 
bumper of the Mercury was moving up and down. I 
looked under and saw that a frame rail had rusted 
through. I was driving it to the junkyard when I 

stopped at the gas station at Old Dominion and Kirby Road to buy a dollar's worth of gas, just enough 
to get me to the junkyard. The son of the owner asked what I was up to, I told him, and wound up 
selling him the car for $25.

Back in the market for a teenager's
car, I bought a clapped-out Toyota
Celica coupe (I forget the year) from
a woman at MITRE for $689. This
actually wasn't a bad little car. We
kept it for over two years, from
November of 1983 until January of
1986. In the summer of 1984 Barry
used it as the base for his Live
Lobster sales business.

In October of 1984 we bought Carole
a new car, a 1985 Honda Civic. She
wasn't too happy about giving up her
Rabbit, but it was getting to be just
too unreliable. For a brief period we
had four cars: the new Civic, the Rabbit, the Toyota, and my Datsun 240Z. I don't recall why we 
needed that many cars. We kept the Rabbit until August of 1987. Sometime during this period Road & 
Track magazine ran an article naming what they considered to be the ten most beautiful volume 
production cars ever made. We owned two of them: the Honda Civic Hatchback and the Datsun 240Z.



Datsun's band-aid fixes to meet the 
exhaust emission standards had been
less than satisfactory. The car had 
serious drivability problems, which I
eventually fixed by buying and 
installing a kit to replace the stock 
carburetors with a Holley four-
barrel. By 1985, regular emission 
testing was going into effect in 
Northern Virginia and I had serious 
doubt that my carburetor swap 
would pass muster. The car being 
already 12 years old and pushing 
70,000 miles I decided to replace it. 
I sold it to a man from Maryland 
who, although I explained about the 
carburetor, was unconcerned. I 

figured he probably had a buddy at a garage who would give him an inspection certificate, which in 
Maryland only had to be obtained when the car was bought, not periodically as in Virginia.

I had been looking for some time at the Honda Prelude. It was a little underpowered, but there was 
promise of a fuel-injected model to come out as a 1985½ model. One of the things I liked about it was 
that it had a real trunk; after a decade with all my possessions in full view under the Datsun's hatchback
I wanted something with a trunk. I had my name on the list at a couple of dealers and when the 2.0 Si 
model arrived I ran out and bought one, probably the first purchaser in the Washington area. This car 
cost over three times what I had paid 12 years before for the 240Z. It was my first car that had fuel 
injection and an engine management computer. There was repeated trouble with the engine losing 
power and the Check Engine light coming on. The dealer did everything they could under warranty, 
even replacing the computer. Finally they went in and took all the electrical harness connections apart 
and cleaned the contacts. That solved the problem.

Our two Hondas, the Civic 
and the Prelude, were both 
two-door cars. We seldom had
occasion to carry more than 
two people, but when we did 
we found two doors to be a 
substantial inconvenience. I 
was planning to retire in 
1995, and thought we should 
get a four-door car that was 
suitable for long trips. I tried 
to get Carole to replace the 
Civic, which was the older car
by a year, with a large four-
door car but after driving the 
Rabbit and the Civic for 17 
years she was adamant that 

she would not drive a large car. So it was up to me to replace the Prelude, which itself was going on ten
years old.



My "retirement car" was a 1995 Volvo 850 Turbo, which I bought in August 1995, two months before I
retired. In October we took it on our 8,000 mile retirement trip to Colorado, Utah, Arizona, New 
Mexico, and New Orleans. The picture shows it at a roadside stand between Santa Fe and Taos, New 
Mexico. It made many trips between Washington and New Orleans when Barry and his family were 
living there.

By 1998 the Civic was getting long in the tooth and starting to get rust-through in places, so it was time
for it to go. We sold it to a friend of our former neighbor kid, Billy Wilkin.

We had had a few snowy
winters in which the 
Volvo had demonstrated 
its poor performance in 
the snow –– which I 
found surprising in a car 

⎯from Sweden  so it 
was easy to persuade 
Carole to buy an all-
wheel-drive car with four
doors. She looked at the 
Subarus and the Toyota 
RAV 4. I wanted her to 
buy a Subaru Legend 
station wagon but in 
October 1998 she chose 
a green 1999 Subaru 
Forester because it was 

smaller than the Legend. She kept that car until 2013, when she gave it to Mark with only 70,000 miles 
on it. It was the most trouble-free car we'd ever owned, it never having needed any repairs the whole 
time she owned it.



Since Carole now had a four-door car, I was free to think about two-door cars again. When the Volvo 
reached the ten-year-old mark, I gave it to Barry and replaced it with a bright blue 2003 Infinity G35 
Coupe. Like the Subaru, the G35 never had any repairs except after an accident.

When the G35 reached its 8th birthday I decided it was time for me to revert to something more like the
Volvo. Which is to say, a large, four-door, old-man’s car. After my good experience with the G35 I 
decided on a 2011 Infiniti M37 in gray much like the Volvo. After several months of advertising on 
Craig’s List I finally sold the G35 to a teenager. Like its predecessor, the M37 has never needed any 
repairs.



In June of 2013 we replaced Carole’s 1999 Subaru Forester with a 2014 Subaru Forester. It is a good 
deal larger than the old Forester, and Carole had some trouble getting used to that. She is happy with it 
now, some years later. She has even decided she likes sitting up high. It has never needed any repairs 
either.

This photo shows the two Foresters together. The new one's license plate bears the initials of our 
grandchildren. The old one has no license plates because it is waiting for Mark to come put his Utah 
plates on it.

At this writing in December of 2021 we are driving the 2011 Infiniti M37 and the 2014 Subaru 
Forester. These are the nineteenth and twentieth cars we have owned since 1954. The Forester is seven 
and a half years old and has 16,500 miles on it, or 2,200 miles per year. Now you know why we have 
kept some of our cars so long. 

John Varela

August 2004

Updated January 2017, February 2018, July 2019, December 2021

Added March 2020:

One further anecdote:  This happened on one of my college trips between New Orleans and Boston in 
the 1950 Chevrolet,  long before there were Interstate highways.  I was driving north on US11 and 
entered the city of Birmingham, Alabama.  When the first traffic light turned green, I could not get the 
car's manual transmission to shift out of first gear.  I was in near panic because there was no way I 
could go on to Boston or return to New Orleans driving all the way in first gear.  For lack of anything 
else to do, I continued on US11 through Birmingham in first gear, hoping to see a Chevrolet dealer.  As 
luck would have it, there was one right on my route.  I parked, went in, and told the man my problem.  



He went out to the car, told me to get in while he opened the hood and did something inside.   He said 
“Now  try it” and the shift worked.  What a relief!

His fix had taken only a few seconds.  I jumped out of the car asking “What'd you do?  What'd you 
do?”

He explained.  The car's shift lever was on the steering column, and at the base of the column there 
were a couple of levers that were manipulated by the shift lever.  These levers were in turn connected to
rods that extended down to the transmission, where they carried out the actual shifting.  The man 
showed me how, with use and wear, the connections between the levers and rods had gotten a little 
loose so that they could occasionally jam.  All that was needed was to jiggle them a little bit to free 
them up and everything would return to normal.  Until the next time.

Now we move almost 30 years forward.  Our son, Paul, newly graduated from college, bought a 1971 
Chevrolet Nova.  I had peeked under the hood and was amazed to see that it had an in-line six cylinder 
engine that looked like an exact duplicate of the engine in my 1950 Chevrolet.  One day Paul came 
bursting into the house in near panic, saying that he could not get his car to shift out of first gear.  Well!
“Let me take a look at it.  Go sit in the car while I just open this hood.  Now try it.”   Of course it 
worked.  Paul came bursting out of the car “What'd you do?  What'd you do?”  I could have made a big 
deal out of it, pointing out that after all I am a graduate MIT mechanical engineer and what else did he 
expect?  But I told him the truth.

This story tells a lot about the automobile industry in the United States.  Chevrolet had a faulty design 
in their 1950, and doubtless earlier, cars.  Over 20 years later they were still building the same faulty 
design.  It couldn't have cost more than a dollar per car to put better quality bushings on those levers.  
They deserved to have a lot of their business taken from them by foreign imports.


