Appealing to the gypsy in all of us.

SIHEPHERD

* Today we are going to take up the brief
study of one of the true curiosities of late
20th century American life—a substrata of
the popuiation that | shall here designate as
the Van Culture. Little has been written
about this, so 1 feel strongly that itis time to
put it down for the record.

The Van Culture, though an offshoot of
an earlior tribe called the VW People,
should not be confused with those floating-
bedroom devotees of California. It also has
litthe in common with the Camper Crowd, al-
though there are some superficial points of
rgsemblance. Qbviously, their vehicles have
some similarities: unwisldiness and the abili-
ty to be used for sleeping as wall as for lug-
ging large crowds over the landscape. After
that, the resemblances cease.

The Camper Crowd tends to attract dedi-
cated family types—somewhat overweight,
highly conservative politically, extremaely fer-
tite and usually middle-aged. They read The
Readers Digest, Field and Stream and TV
Guide. They can be heard any time of the
day or night blabbing back and forth over
their beloved CB radios, using such terms
as "code seven,” "tan-four” and others
picked up by watching Adam-12, one of
their all-time favorite TV shows.

On the other hand, the Van People tend
to be heavily bearded, compulsive consum-
ors of Granola and lifetime subscribers to
The Mother Earth News. Their social habits
tend to a distinct aversion to marriage un-
less it is performed by a guru standing knee-
deep in the waters of Hiawatha. Despite the
fact that a considerable number of them are
now rapidly approaching their 50s, they re-
main forever 19. When they bother 1o vote
at ali, they will always cast their ballots for
minority representatives. Their ideal candi-
date would be a black homosexual woman
who once worked in the lettuce fields and
has a strong dash of Cheyenne bilood in her
veins. (At this point, | teel it necessary to
point out that | am making no value judge-
ments, merely describing some of the more
significant movements of our time.)

Both groups—the Van Culture and the
Camper Crowd—seam to enjoy plastering
their vehicles with various bits of propagan-
da material designed to prove to the world
that their hearts are in the right place. The
Camper Clan is forever proclaiming proudly
its married togethemess state: The Murchi-
sons ov Al & Freda Bugleblast or Bob, Betly,
Ronnie, Donnie and Rover.

Thig is often accompanied by a frank ad-
misslon of their home base, regardiess of
how dismal it may be. Teaneck, New Jersey
and Frunkfurl, Indiana seem to be among
the more popular locales. The address is of-
ten accompanied in large block letiers by
the proud CB call sign: KFU9768903, the
assumption being that passing motorists
would care to communicate with Bob and
Betty and presumably Rover.

The Van People; on the other hand, are
fond of plastering their equipment with such
goodies as Danger, | Brake For Animals on
the assumption that the mean old others
are maliciously bashing their cars into
goats, pigs, elderly Saint Bernards, draft
horses and mud turtles.

Both groups have one overwhelming trait
in common: Intense self-approval.

Future social hislorians, i firmly balieve,
are going to study the various strata in our
society and judge their significance to the
time by standards other than the old-fash-
ioned class divisions such as economic, ed-
ucational, racial and ethnic groupings. All
these traditional structural hines are blurring
rapidly, while such new social divisions as
the Camper Clan and the Van Culture are
becoming more sharply defined.

The driving styles of both sects are as op-
posed as their philosophies. The Camper
Clan seem to be totally oblivious of any oth-
er machine on the road, ponderously rum-
bling with tank-like stolidity right down the

exact middie of the tumpike. | have seen
300 cars held up for hours by two or three
strategically placed campers. And even
though you'll occasionally see & lunatic mo-
tor-homae careening along at B5-plus re-
minding you of nothing so much as a run-
away Cape Cod house on wheals, the
Camper Crowd generally drive as conserva-
tively as they vote.

In contrast, the Van Culturists wheel their
badly-sprung, unstable, underbraked, high-
center-of-gravity, overloaded hulks as
though they were Casreras. Recently in a
Howard Johnson's on the Jersey Turnpike, |
got into a rap with a state cop who spands
his life patrolling that infamcus highway.
COP: "Boy, | sure need this cup of coffee.”
ME: "How come?”

COP; “Me and my partner just pulted anoth-
er crowd of freaks outta the burning wreck-
age of a van.”

ME: "Great Scott! Was it bad?"”

COP: “Bad? You shoulda seen il. Even their
tie-dyed T-shirts was on fire. One guy had
an Afro that was burnin’ so bad Newark Air-
port coulda used it as a beacon.”

ME: “Holy smokes!”

COP: “That ain’t funny, not funny at all.”
ME: “I'm sorry, | didnt mean it that way. It's
just a figure of speech. You say they were
driving & van?"

COP: “Yeah, befora they pranged it. Natu-
rally, there was about 15 or 20 kids in the
back sleepin’ off something, and the boob
that was drivin’ musta bean going 95.”

ME: “Ninety-five?”

COP: “Buddy, all van freaks drive "em flat
out. Thay love to tailgate. Don’t ask me why,
they just do.”

ME: “How many fatalities?”

COP: “Are you kiddin'? Ain't you ever heard
the old saying ‘God protects drunks and
heads'? It looked like there was at least 30
of them staggering around in the bushes
with their cigarette papers on fire, hollering,
‘Far out!' and ‘Heavy!' Me and Al hosed 'em
down with CO,. For once they didn’t hit no-
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body in another car. They just got caught in
a mean crosswind doin’ 95. That old van
went airbome and left the road, hopped a
culvert and that was all she wrote. She
flipped over a couple times and them heads
spitled outa her like two pounds of dried
beans leavin' a one-pound baggie.”

ME: “Wow!"

COP: “Yeah, you can say that again. | got
one word of advice, Watch out for them
vans. Thay love 10 tailgate, y'hear?™

He got up, paid for his coffee and left. |
got to thinking about the whola new Van
Culture and all the good things it has
brought to America; a new sense of togeth-
erness, for one. By the very nature of the
van it tends to creale crowds, and this can
ultimately have a profound effect on our so-
clal structure, perhaps bringing people to-
gether after the splintering of the tamily
group during the early days of the 1860s.

| saw a bumper sticker on the Massachu-
setts Turnpike, flapping in the breeze on the
butt end of an Econoline van, that read: The
Family That Vans Together Hangs Togelh-
er. | guess thay meant “'stays” together, but
then you never know.

Nevertheless, “vanning,” as a verb, has
become a fact. As with any new sporting
activity, a whole catalog of subsidiary nutti-
ness had developad, not the least of which
is the rapidly emerging school of art that
probably will become known in time as Van
Art, a natural evolution stemming from Op,
Pop and other lesser schools spawned Dy
Andy Warhol's Campball Soup cans. The
vast, flat expanses of metal make great
canvases, and | have sean soma raally

; If your car isa’ 97 older you doni have:

o . electronic ignition” and yo ped. it. Over 200 000 spectacular examples of the genre. | sus-
| " Judson Electronic Mugneto wners will tell you that a fipect that Salvadorgali.would Ipwle togsl!th;s
| . : ngers on a van. A nice, eetie lunar land-
- it prowdes better performance, improved gasoline sc:pe with taybe  meling watch o two
mileage, a smoother running engine and reduces dripping down over the door handies, evoc-
tune ups. You will feel the dtfference rlghf from ihe. ative of space, loneliness, unscreamed
start. Easily installed in 30 minutes. o screams and visions of endless, ghostly

Sold * boll R . h turnpikes leading from Nowhere 1o Nothing-
a e automotive accessory s 01‘65 Gveryw ere ness Ihrough menacing. graen-glassed ‘0“

JUDSON . ' gates manned by grinning toads. Wowie!

One dark night in LA, | spotted a van on
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We are a nomadic, gypsy people and are
getting even more so as time goes by. And
gypsies have always decorated their wag-
ons, so we are only camrying on the tradition.
The van is an idea! vehicle for our restless
race, the natural successor to the Conesto-
ga wagon that brought us across the plains.
By the mid 21st century, countless people
may live their entire lives in vans, forever on
the move. | can think of worse fates. e
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