




t's just before dawn on our nation's 
birthday. From where I'm parked, 
about 13,000 ft high on Colorado's 
Pikes Peak, I can see the sun 
creeping up toward the flat hori
zon somewhere out in Kansas. The 
sky is alive with color, and the 

view takes it all in; the amber waves of 
grain off to the east, the purple moun
tains' majesty in the west. If you're 
looking for certified, God-bless-Ameri
ca panoramas, this is where you'll find 
the real deal. 

More than a hundred years ago an 
English professor by the name of 
Katherine Lee Bates spent half an hour 
on this summit while one of her com
panions suffered the unpleasant effects 
of altitude sickness. Ignoring the 
groans just long enough to soak up the 
view, she found inspiration for the 
lyrics to her famous anthem, "America 
the Beautiful." Bates and her party had 
ridden up on a team of mules, though a 
cog railway (still in use) had carried its 
first passengers to the summit two years 
earlier, in 1891. I drove up the dirt and 
gravel highway in a Suzuki Grand Vi
tara at a cautious 15 or 20 mph. With 
no guard rails and 156 turns on the way 
to the 14,110-ft"summit, it's a nice little 
adventure. Even a bit exciting. 
• But what do I know about excite
ment? Apparently very little.

Later today, some of the competitors 
in the annual Race to the Clouds will 
celebrate life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness at speeds of up to 130 mph 
on this same road. They'll be driving 
everything from vintage motorcycles 
to electric cars to Indy-style racing 
cars; there are even a couple of guys 
who will charge up the hill in big rigs. 
Ain't America grand? 

They've been doing this since 19 I 6, 
when an entrepreneur who struck it rich 
in mining turned his attention to 
tourism and built the road to the sum
mit. The race turned out to be an endur
ing publicity stunt. Today, crowds have 
gathered along the entire length of the 
12.4-mile course that begins down 
among the pine trees and concludes in 
the alpine tundra at the summit. 

More than 150 competitors from six 
countries signed up to compete this year. 
There's not another race in the world 
quite like it, and few as d gerous. Vet
eran Parnelli Jones has calleci it the most 
dangerous course he's ever driven. 

The day before, the folks from Suzu
ki gave us a tour of the course. We 
climbed into the clouds at a cautious 
pace as we negotiated turns with names 
like Ragged Edge and Bottomless Pit, 
ascending nearly a mile from the start-

ing line to the summit. The drive took 
us about an hour. Top competitors take 
little more than 10 minutes. 

Although famous racing families 
have dominated the mountain for years 
(the Unsers have collected something 
like 40 wins among them), the race 
this time came down to perpetual rivals 
Rod Millen of New Zealand and 
Japan's Nobuhiro "Monster" Tajima. 
Millen set the course standard in 1997 
at 10 minutes, 4.54 seconds, as well as 
a new qualifying record just days be
fore this event. 

"It's a very difficult race, largely due 
to the constantly changing road condi
tions," Tajima explained. "The bottom 
section is quite hard; it's a very fast 
track. It's more like pavement because 
of the Pennzoil chemical they spray on 
it. So it's part gravel, part Tarmac." 

Add fickle weather to the varied 
road conditions. On average, the tem
perature drops 3.5 degrees Fahrenheit 
for every 1000 feet of ascent. High 
winds and rain are typical at the top, 
even snow is possible in July. To 
counter the effects of altitude sickness, 
many of the competitors are now using 
supplemental oxygen to increase both 
their comfort and concentration. 

"Two years ago Rod Millen was 
beating me, and I saw his face and 
thought he was angry," Tajima said. "I 
wondered what happened, and I 
thought maybe he was sick. But it 
turned out he had on an oxygen mask. 
So I tried it too, and it was perfect." 

Tajima would be driving a 4-wheel
drive Suzuki Grand Vitara powered by 
a turbocharged, 2.5-liter V-6 that pro
duces more than 900 bhp at sea level. 
The rear wing generates more than 
1500 lb of downforce to aid traction on 
the loose gravel, compared with about 
1200 lb on a typical Indy Car. 

Right up until race day the Suzuki 
engineers were testing tire patterns and 
working on the engine's response. The 
challenges began well before the start
ing line. "The center differential was 
mechanical, and now it's computer 
controlled," Tajima said. "But it just 
broke, so now we're back to mechani
cal. What's most important to us this 
year is handling and traction, as well as 
engine management. Last year we went 
for more power, but we had too much � 
wheelspin." 

The day's event begins with the 
mountain's oligarchy of Roger Mears, 

■ Up, up and away at speeds over 120 mph dur
ing the ascent up 14,110-ft Pikes Peak in the
annual July 4th Race to the Clouds. More than
150 competitors dared the course this year.
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■ Mike Ryan's 1999 Freightliner careens up the hill to
the delight of the spectators (top). Larry Ragland, who
rose through the dirt-bike ranks to Baja racing buggies
to conducting an off-road driving school in Mission
Viejo, California, set a Super Stock Truck course record .
in his Chevy S-10 of 11:24.36 (center above). Thelma
Brazier, one of several women competitors, takes her
turn in a 1997 Coyote buggy (above).

Parnelli Jones and Ivan Stewart in identical 
Toyota Celicas for the "Challenge of Champi
ons." What follows is a high-octane parade of 
some of the world's most dedicated thrill seek
ers. The drivers are about as varied as the vehi
cles, from 17-year-old Anthony Marcovich to 
62-year-old Thelma Brazier, both competing
in the Sprint Class. There are sidecars and
quads, stock cars and trucks, and some ma
chines built just for this mountain.

Hundreds of fans cheer them on as they 
round a corner under the shade of a dripping 
snow field at Devil's Playground, a rocky out
crop about three miles from the finish line. 
The engines roar, scream and sometimes 
cough. A siren that sounds like it's coming 
from an approaching UFO turns out to belong 
to an electric-powered Honda driven by Teruo 
Sugita. One of the competitors that speeds by 
blares out a few bars of Vivaldi's "Four Sea
sons" from the car's stereo. 

It's a great day for racing under a perfect 
blue sky. In spite of a handful of mishaps dur
ing practice and during the event itself, no one 
is seriously hurt. New course records are set in 
several divisions. Japan's Teruo Sugita wins 
the Electric Car division with a 15: 19 .91 fin
ish. Leonard Vahsholtz finishes the course in 
11:41.31 for a new Sprint record. Larry 
Ragland drives his Chevy S-10 to the top in 
11 :24.36 for a new Super Stock Truck record. 
And Rod Millen's son Rhys Millen sets a new 
course record for High Performance Show
room Stock in his Nissan Skyline GT-R, with a 
time of 12:13.47. 

By the time Millen and Tajima duel for the 
title of King of the Mountain, the course has 
seriously degraded. Patches of smooth, hard 
surface packed down by the Pennzoil treat
ment are now sprinkled with granite marbles. 
Rain clouds gather around the summit. 

Millen takes the course first, clocking a blis
tering 131 mph at the 9-mile marker. The 
crowds explode into cheers as he passes Dev
il's Playground. But with poor road conditions 
and rainy weather on the summit, Millen will 
have to wait until the next century to break his 
previous record. He finishes with a time of 
10:11.15. 

"Monster" Tajima comes next. He had beat
en Millen in New Zealand just a few months 
before. But at the 9-mile marker, officials 
clock his speed at 122 mph. With a finish of 
10:37.35, he has to settle for second place. 

After the race he explains what happened: 
"My front wing was damaged during the last 
quarter of the race just after Devil's Play
gro\lnd when I collided with a bump and an 
unexpected headwind, which caused the front 
end to dip too much." 

When the explorer Zebulon Pike spotted 
this great mountain and attempted to reach 
the summit back in 1806, he turned back in 
frustration saying it may never be climbed. 
Today, your mother's Sedan de Ville will eas
ily take you to the summit in climate-con-



trolled comfort. 
But there's something authentically Ameri

can about looking for a challenge, even creat
ing your own if you must. It seems to make 
sense to Tajima. 

"Why do you do this," I ask him. "Isn't it 
dangerous and a bit crazy?" He puts a hand 
to his brow, shakes his head and responds, 
"My family says also, 'Why do you do this?' 
They want me to retire. But it's more fun. It's 
more challenge, more aggression. That's why 
I do this." � 

.. 

■ Nobuhiro Tajima in his much-modified Suzuki Grand Vitara with its turbocharged 900-
" bhp V-6 made his run in 10:37.35 for second place in the Unlimited class (left and 

above). The king of the hill once again was Rod Millen in his, er, Tacoma pickup with a 
time of 10:11.15 (below). 
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