
CALIFORNIA’S FORGOTTEN ROADS
Exploring Roads Less Traveled in the Golden State

OVERLAND ALONG EL CAMINO DEL DIABLO
RAM REBEL ADVENTURE BUILD
CLIMBING ANTERO PEAK
IDAHO JEEP JAMBOREE
METRO SURFING WITH H-D’S PAN AMERICA BIKE
THE GREAT ESCAPE – a photographic adventure
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TREADMARKS Rusty Old American Dream

I have an irresistible attraction to old trucks. It’s a sickness. I can’t 

drive past a derelict pickup without imagining myself purchasing 

and one day restoring it. Songs like Dave Wilcox’s Rusty Old 

American Dream and CW McCall’s Classified have only added 

fuel to the fire.

When I was a kid, my grandfather kept a couple of late ‘40s 

vintage trucks parked in the field down below our house 

and country filling station/garage. One was an International 

Harvester flat-bed dump truck and the other a GMC one-ton. He 

had a liking for both but he called the International his “Binder,” 

fondly referencing its corn-binder farm-implement heritage. 

Many of my early driving days were spent hot wiring one of 

those old trucks (yes, I could start one without the key even in 

my pre-teens) and grinding along in granny low, pumping the 

ineffective brake pedal and praying I could stop or turn before I 

ran into something important like the well house, the other truck 

or my younger cousin Carl Lee. I could barely see between the 

steering wheel and dash but what a view. Even at a snail’s pace, 

I controlled the incredible power of an internal combustion 

engine; heady stuff for an eleven-year old boy. That feeling still 

excites me, even though I can now see over the steering wheel.

I can also recall the smell when I would open the door on a hot 

summer day. Sweat, stale gas, gear oil and rotten upholstery 

would invade my olfactory senses, seeping into my psyche like 

smoke from an opium den. I felt like a rocket scientist when 

I would open the hood, twist a length of wire between the 

terminals on the starter solenoid and distributor and then push 

the little metal button on the dash. The six-volt battery slung 

beneath the passenger floorboard would barely turn the engine 

over, but with a splash of gasoline down the carburetor, the 

flathead six-cylinder engine would usually cough to life, belching 

blue smoke and rust from the exhaust. I didn’t dare shut it off 

once it was running, which meant I had to juggle the half-full oil-

bath air filter to align the retention bolt and thread it back into 

place with the engine stuttering out its version of the drum solo 

from Iron Butterfly’s In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.

These memories can rearrange the DNA of a young man and 

set him on a perpetual pursuit of old iron. When I was in high 
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school I paid $65.00 for a faded 1950 model Ford F-150 with 

a 235-cubic inch flat-head V-8. It was blissfully slow and almost 

impossible to start on a cold day but, once it did, it ran like a 

Singer sewing machine. I would revel in the whine of straight-

cut gears and the flat torque curve that magnificent motor 

produced. Many pickups came and went after the old Ford was 

sold, but that one retains a special place in my heart.

Jay Leno does a great service to folks who suffer with the same 

affliction. His garage is filled with old iron and his restorations 

range from polished patina to perfection. An appetite can be 

whetted – but never satisfied – watching his show on YouTube. 

As hard as we might try, the only real cure is ownership.

Today a 1976 Toyota FJ40 Land Cruiser project is underway. Its 

mission: to fill the void left when my last vintage truck was sold 

nearly two decades ago. 

Modern machines are without question 
quieter and more comfortable and 
reliable than their predecessors, but 
the soul and simplicity of an old 
truck connects us with those magical 
days when points, condensers and 
carburetors were the most complicated 
components of an engine.

My FJ40 is a gateway drug to reliving a simpler time. I’ve 

owned enough old-tech trucks to understand their limitations. I 

want that vintage vibe but I want the magic to last over longer 

journeys than I took back in the day. Still retaining much of the 

allure of an old truck, the plan is to modernize a few known 

points of failure with a solid state ignition and electronic fuel 

injection. Power steering and air conditioning will improve 

my ability to endure an extended overlanding trip, while new 

rubber seals and gaskets will silence most of the inherent rattles 

and wind leaks. Dynamat sound insulation should deaden much 

of the wind and road noise.

Truth be told, as I’ve grown older, nostalgia is best enjoyed 

with a touch of technology. The concourse restoration has its 

place, but a few modern conveniences help keep our rusty 

old American dreams alive and on the road where they can be 

enjoyed for as long as we have fossil fuels to make them run.

The FJ40 isn’t Grandpa’s old Binder, but if I close my eyes, listen 

to the whine, and inhale… it’s close enough. 

ABOUT BILL DRAGOO
 
Bill embraces adventure travel in many forms – two-wheeled, 
four-wheeled, and on foot. As long as it involves experiencing 
more of the great outdoors he is hard-pressed to resist an 
opportunity. When Bill’s not tackling the toughest trails in the 
Rockies on his adventure motorcycle he’s busy exploring with 
his wife, Susan, in their Toyota 4Runner, the “GS of Trucks.” 

Among his many pursuits, Bill is an MSF-certified riding 
instructor and BMW Motorrad Certified Off Road Instructor, 
and owns/operates the DART (Dragoo Adventure Rider 
Training) school near the Dragoos’ hometown of Norman. 
Bill was a member of the 2010 BMW GS Trophy team, 
representing the United States in competition in Africa.  

You can join Bill for one of his training classes by visiting  
www.billdragoo.com.
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