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I
n late September 2003, aged 62  
and in her retirement year, Shirley 
Muldowney aimed her hot pink 
dragster down another quarter- 

mile strip and gave it some gas. A little over  
four seconds later she crossed the line at 327mph, 
making her the fastest woman in hot-rodding 
history... again. Back at the start line, her 
85-year-old mother watched from a tow truck, 
squinting through a superheated haze as her 
daughter’s 6,000bhp V8 melted the evening  
air. In the grandstands 30,000 fans went wild,  
just like they always did when drag racing’s  
First Lady was in town.

Shirley Muldowney began street racing at  
the age of 15. In 1958 she made her dragstrip 
debut. In 1965 she turned pro. In 1973 she became 
the first woman ever licensed to drive in Top Fuel 
– drag racing’s quickest category – and in 1977 
became the first woman to win the NHRA Top 
Fuel World Championship. In 1980 she became 
the first person to win it twice, and in 1982 the 
first to win it three times. In 2004 she was 
inducted into the International Motorsports  
Hall of Fame. The NHRA ranks her fifth on its  
list of all-time greatest drivers. In the USA, she’s 
royalty. In the UK, well, ten quid says this is the 
first you’ve ever heard of her.

Or have you? Either way, you may not know that 
Shinola – the watchmakers from Detroit, where 
Shirley lived for the best part of 30 years – recently 
released a collection of women’s watches wearing 
the Muldowney name: a tribute, they say, “to a 
woman who values time and speed”. And so you 
might expect some sort of complex chronograph 
with whirling sub-dials and a stiletto-shaped 
dragster motif. But no. Rightfully Shinola’s 
designers resisted any tacky tropes and instead 
settled on something much more elegant; a breath 
of fresh air in the macho world of racing watches. 

From which we can make a convenient but 
legitimate analogy with Shirley’s story. After  
all, the flame-grilled dragstrips of Seventies 
America were not, it’s fair to say, crucibles of 
feminism and equality.

“Oh, it was a man’s world,” she tells us over  
the phone from her home in North Carolina, while 
running a nice, warm bubble bath. “They hated  
my guts. Really hated me. And they did everything 
they could to, you know... I mean, they had names 
for me. The Bionic Beaver was one. Really crude 
stuff. Richard Tharp, a pretty colourful character... 
he put a sex toy in the seat of my car. I can’t say it 

didn’t faze me – you don’t wanna know that people 
don’t like you. It hurt.”

Not that anyone ever knew it. She’s made of 
tough stuff, Shirley Muldowney. The night she  
was born, in 1940, her father, a taxi driver by day 
and semi-pro boxer by night, won his penultimate 
fight just in time to rush her mother, Mae, to the 
hospital. Shirley grew up, in her words, “on the 
street... and very poor”. Her mother worked in a 
laundry. Her old man, “a terrible father and a 
terrible husband”, did jail time and died young, 
aged 39. “So yeah... I don’t scare easy,” she says.

Just as well. Nitro cars in the Seventies were 
death traps, prone to spontaneous combustion  
and ‘grenading’, when the volatile engines, placed  
a foot or so in front of the driver, literally exploded. 
If it all went wrong, the best you could expect was 
a mouthful of flames, or as one observer put it,  
a blowtorch to the face while covering a football 
field every second. Shirley herself referred to 
flimsy-bodied ‘funny cars’ as “fibreglass infernos”. 
In 1973, she suffered the first of four horrible 
cockpit fires. Speaking to Hot Rod magazine after 
the blaze, she said: “I was burned pretty badly on 
my right arm – that’s why I wear a watch on that 
wrist now, to cover it. My goggles were burned 
right off my face.” That fire also sealed her eyelids 
shut. “Drivers today aren’t quite the lab creatures 
that we were,” she says.

Over a year later, after a painful recovery,  
she was back in a car and kicking ass again, 
posting the highest top speed at her comeback 
event. In ’75 she reached her first Top Fuel finals. 
And still she faced all sorts of sexism. “They  
didn’t like it,” she tells us, “having to deal with 
someone who steals their stage. Some of them 
were just poor losers. They probably thought  
I’d go away. But it got worse for them. I won  
my first championship, then I won my second 
championship... we were a threat, a car to be 
reckoned with. I set the bar high.”
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For a long time, she could barely walk. Some 
doctors were amazed she could stand at all. But 
incredibly, 18 months later she was back in a Top 
Fuel car. She would race for another 18 years, right 
up until her ‘Final Pass’ tour, culminating in that 
327mph run in 2003. After all, what else would pay 
the bills? And that was Shirley’s great paradox: in 
order to survive, she had to put herself in mortal 
danger, week in, week out. For decade after decade. 
“The crash beat me up really bad,” she says. “The 
arthritis I had because of the orthopaedic injuries... 
it’s haunting me in my older years.” 

On which note, and after an hour on the phone 
listening happily to her stories, we thank her for 
her time and apologise for keeping her from that 
hot bath. “Oh, don’t you worry,” she says. “I’ve 
been in it all along.” 

the hard job, laying underneath the thing. He was 
a gift from heaven, my only child.”

But in June 1984, midway through a qualifying 
run in Montreal, 200lb of oil pressure was the least 
of her worries when a tyre blowout sent her hard 
left into a ditch at 250mph, obliterating her car 
and crushing her hands, pelvis, and legs. At the 
time, most people feared the worst, but Shirley 
– ever the fighter – escaped with her life. Speaking 
afterwards to Hot Rod magazine, she described  
her recovery: “Skin grafts, bone grafts – it never 
ended. My thumb had to be reattached, and now  
it points the other way. My left ankle is fused.  
If the right ankle was fused, it would have ended 
my career because I couldn’t work the gas pedal. 
My left leg is about three-quarters of an inch 
shorter than the right leg.”

she, her crew and a big rig moved from track to 
track, competing in match events and invitationals 
all over the US and Canada. “I had to survive off 
that racecar,” she says. “And I had people who 
worked for me. When it rained and we didn’t run 
that car, they still got their weekly pay. It was a 
challenge to keep my head above the waterline.”

One of her crew members was her son, John, 
who passed away in 2017 from alcohol abuse, 
which he hid from everyone, including his mother. 
He looked after the engine’s oily bits; the sump 
and pump. “In all the years, in all the thousands of 
runs I made... in those nitro-burning cars... when 
they turned that starter over and that thing came 
alive... the first thing I looked for was 200lb of oil 
pressure. That’s the heartbeat of that engine. And 
every single time it was 200lb. That was John’s job, 

The fans loved it. That’s what racing is all about. 
Today you can’t even bark at another driver or 
they’ll fine you $5,000. Let ’em roll in the dirt  
at the end of the race track, I say.”

At this point, it’s worth noting that Garlits later 
said about her: “Now, if you ask who do I have the 
most respect for, I’d say Shirley Muldowney. She 
went against all odds. They didn’t want her  
to race Top Fuel, the association, the racers, 
nobody...”. In later years the two even worked 
together, with Muldowney as driver and Garlits 
converted from adversary to advisor.

Despite her success and newfound fame, nitro 
racing for Shirley was – when it came down to it 
– a way to make ends meet. “I stayed in nitro 
racing without any real sponsorship deal,” she 
says. So, away from the big-ticket NHRA events, 

One of her greatest rivalries, both on and off 
the track, was with Don Garlits, the Big Daddy  
of drag racing. “Me and Don Garlits?” she says. 
“Well, you talk about a true, true rivalry – believe 
me, we had it... I hated him; he hated me.” 
According to a Sports Illustrated article in 1989, 
Garlits, aside from having Shirley’s face on a 
dartboard, marked his victories over her on his 
trailer door, much like WWII fighter pilots 
recorded enemy kills on their fuselage. In turn, 
Muldowney called Garlits a cheapskate, an old  
fool and a creep. It wasn’t just a battle of the sexes, 
but a battle of wills.

One year it came to a crescendo in Vermont. 
“The stands were packed,” says Shirley. “You 
couldn’t get another soul in that race track. They 
closed the gates. They shut the highways down. 

Shirley in her 1978 
dragster, battling time 
and prejudice...

a) Being interviewed after winning 

Top Fuel Eliminator at the First 

Annual Quaker State North Star 

Nationals, Brainerd International 

Raceway, 22 August 1982  b) Shirley 

in her 1978 car c) Being pulled from 

the wreckage after her crash 

during qualifying at the Molson 

Grand National Drag Racing, 

Saint-Pie-de-Bagot, Quebec, 1984. 

Her hands, pelvis and legs were 

crushed  d) No garish decals. No 

chihuahuas. And no pink. But this  

is how Shinola has celebrated 

Shirley e) Shirley Muldowney with 

NHRA President Tom Compton  

with the 2011 NHRA Full Throttle  

Drag Racing Champion’s trophy
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talk about 
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