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Worcester, MA – For the past two months I have been averaging over 8 hours per week on the highways of the Northeast U.S.  My travels regularly take me through Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut.  The most consistent impression of my hours on the road is the shrinking of American car.
Just last year automobiles seemed much larger.  Now I see mostly “compacts” on the highways.  Of course, this term, compact car, has also disappeared from most current car ads – now these are the standard and the marketers do not want to use the term.  The economic reality of $1.50 gasoline has created a significant metamorphosis. The large, comfortable, high performance, distinctly- modeled gas guzzlers of the past have been replaced by small, mostly-plastic look-alike boxes, distinguished only by miserly gas consumption and exorbitant prices.
One can foresee that the days of the station wagon are also numbered – soon it will join the convertible on the scrapheap of American automotive folklore.  Thank God that our families and wallets are growing smaller faster than our cars – who can now afford the kids, dogs or paraphernalia to load a station wagon anyway?

My other travel observation from the East Coast is that most drivers here are cruising near the mandated 55 mph limit on the interstate highways.  In spite of “fuzz-busters” radar units, CB’s, and other speeding ticket avoidance schemes, most drivers now seem to prefer a speed somewhere between 55 and 60.  During a recent four hour drive I encountered no one exceeding 75, and only a few who were near 70.  Either the state police have done an exceptionally effective job of intimidation, or driving preferences have been voluntarily adjusted downward with respect to speed.  There is, of course, at least one other possibility:  most of these new cars simply will not go over 60 mph on the new unleaded gas concoctions mandated by our government.
There are few areas where the rosy expectations of only one decade ago have been shattered by the economic realities of the early 80’s nearly as much as in the American automotive scene.  Somehow I feel cheated.
I thought you might like to know.
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