

















"in touch,’ they said. but nothing more
came of it. When the '68 Corvetle was in-

rodnced, I had a call from Cerry Allen of

“~ Don Allen Chevrolet In New York. one of
our dealers. ‘Good God.' he sald, ‘they've
got your car.' Considering the longevity
of that Corvette design. I'm tempted to
say that Chuck Jordan owes me one.”
The second generatlon Sting Ray (see
SIA #112) was an evolution of Mako
Shark I but when one examines how
the ‘bulbous fenders of the show car
were tamed (reportediy at Duntov's In-
sistence) a kinship to the Phoenlx can
easily be seen. The timing, too, supports
Fitch’s suspicions, for the (Inal restyling
of the Vette was coming together In late
1966.

Some 100 orders, accompanied by de-
posits, rolled In for the $8,700 car (this
ina time when Ferraris sold for $14.000
to $16,000. depending on model, and
§5,384 would buy an E-Type Jag road-
ster}. “"We were going to build 500." says
Fitch, "and see how the wind blew at the
time."” Ifdemand continued, there would
have been more Phoenixes, if not there
might have been anotherventure But it
was not to be,

On September 9. 1966, President
Johnson signed into law the National
Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act. At
that time L was apparent that the US

__ Government would have a profound

Impact on the deslgn. engineering. and
manufacture of automobiles, but it was
not clear then. nor for some time :fier-
ward. just how the saga would unfold.
The act called for the establishmentofa
government agency to enfict federal
safety standards applicable™to all new
motor vehicles. B :
“First an administrator had to be
appointed.” Fitch recalls, /and engl-
neers hired and standards promulgated. -
Then they had to cajole the established
manufacturers into accepting them.
Next there weve the regulations to be
applled to Importers, Way at the bottom
of their list were the small Independent
manufacturers, once they discovered
there were smal manufacturers, We
didn't enter into the Phoenix project
naively. We designed in the safetv provi-
slons we felt were [mportant. We had a
» crush zone;: the Phoenlx complies with
bumper height requirements (in fact
the rear has two bumpers. the license
plate frame Is also a (ull-strength bump-
er}. and has an Integral roll bar in the
targa roof. But we didn’t know what
regulations we would have to meet. what
our timetable would be, and no one
could tell us. We learned that two cars

- would have to be crash tested, and two

would be required for EPA testing. one
new one and one with 50.000 riles on
it. This outofatotal production of 500.”

1966 Phoenix by Fitch

Z. Tayvlor Vinson, senior attorney with
the Natlonal Trafflc and Highway Safety
Administration, who was there at the
time. recalls: "The original 1966 act con-
tained no exemption provisions. Sena-
tor Birch Bayh (D. Indiana), spurred no
doubt by Avanti and Duiesenberg (small
manufacturers already bullding cars in
his constituency). Introduced legisla-
tton in 1967, whieh we supported. which
became effective in April 1968 (the orig-
inal safety standards were effective
January first that year) allowing peti-
tions by manufacturers producing 500
vehicles or less peryear, who could show
that compliance with one or more of the
standards would cause substanual eco-

nomilc hardship.” Had John Fitch had a
formidable lobbyist. unlimited financ-
ing, and a crystal ball he might have
forged ahead. achleving his 500 unit
production goal with the help of an
NHTSA exemptlon. But in the autumn
of 1966 he concluded he could not win
against Washington and reluctantly
called a halt. returning afl 100 deposits.

John Flich & Co. conunued (o fur-
nish Sprint equipment unti the early
seventies ["there was always a loval en-
thuslast following.” reiminds John. "even
when Corvairs fell into general disre-
pute”). and in the later years took on a
Peugeot-Citroen (ranchise. There were
other development projects for sundry
GM divisions, the “"Phantom’” Torunado
{see sidebar. page 35). a race-winning
442, an Opel for GM overseas. and the
Fitch Furebird precursor to the Trans
Am [SIA #95), but il remamned for the
Fitch Inerual Barrier. the yellow sand-
filled barrels invented by John and nuw
common on highways nauonwide, (0
erase the debt left by the Phoenix.

It has bercome axiomatic that onc
mustbedriven and tyrannicul tobuild 4
great car. an Enzo Ferrari oran Etore
Bugatti if you will. John Fiteh behes
that stercolvpe. demonstrating notonly
that niee puys can linsh lirst, as he did
at Buenos Aires and Scbring. they can
also build great cars. 0
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