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Meet the Armstronqs, husband and wife who share their 
love for collector cars and even race them. 
STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY WILLIAM EDGAR 

D riving up from the south, the road to mid-70s and married for more than 50 
Issaquah, Washington, cuts through years, this passionately-involved Amstrong 

lush woods and meadows in what early "car couple" has shaped a small but  
miners hereabouts called "Squawk Valley," intriguing private collection of automobiles 
then feeds onto Front Street and into the for both road and track. Knowing they 
town itself. Less than 20 miles east of "only buy with their heart" leads me to 
Seattle, it's a pleasant place to be. My wife imagine that what they do have for show, 
Sharon and 1 are here to meet first Susan, touring and racing is of exceptional interest. 
then her husband, Tom Armstrong. In their Susan, a small, ebullient woman who's 

in the summer of 2011. ~ h i y  met while college studentiat ' 

Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, and have 
shared their interest in automobiles ever since. 

proven herself an excellent vintage racing 
driver. mides us to their in-towr"race car . u 
garage" first, before we'll later ascend 
Cougar Mountain to where the Armstrongs' 
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"road car garage" stands adjacent to their 
home high above Lake Sammamish. 

Plainly, the Armstrongs' race cars are 
fabulous, as you see pictured. Tom's Lola 
T162, strikingly expressing the emotional 
sense of period Can-Am racing, is wholly 
suited to the engineering major who drove 
a hot-rodded Chevy when the couple first 
met in college. On the other hand,-susan's 
'63 206 Corvette, the fifth one built and a 
former Paul Reinhart race car, is what every 
'Vette enthusiast would give anything for a 
chance at seat time. 

"I'm Bob Bondurant School-trained," 
Susan says about learning to race, which 
she admits was hard work trying a new 
skill and being able to do it. Bill Cooper 
was her Bondurant instructor, and she's 
thrilled with her resulting ability to get out 
there and drive with the rest. "1 have been 
accepted," she says, "but 1 was really 
careful when I started. I didn't want to 
cause problems." Susan has packed a lot of 
vintage racing into 2011. "There are a few 
men out there," she tells about the races, 
"who kind of get beside themselves over 
the fact that there's a female in front of 
them, or passing them." 

Grief-stricken when their son Brad passed 
away at only 31, Susan Armstrong inherited 
and started racing his '63 split-window 
coupe, before having an opportunity to buy 
the ex-Reinhart Corvette. 

Getting their cars to and from venues, 
whether for race or show, is done in the 
best of style. Fellow vintage dnver Bruce 
Canepa's company custom built the 
Armstrongs' combined transporter and 
motor home, a diesel Peterbilt-based 
powerhouse that Susan, all 100 pounds of 
her, often helms on the road. 

I finish up shooting photos, loving 
their two Indy cars and Ford hotrod, and 

Tom Armstrong in his 
Lola Tl62 confers with 

we're off to what locals call the "lssaquah 
Alps" where, perched atop this evergreen 
world, sit the Annstrong's home and road 
car garage. 

Tom Armstrong, a truly gentle man 
beneath his shock of silver hair, grew up in 
Oklahoma where his cowboy father, Max, 
didn't give a hoot about cars. But Tom's 
mother, Margaret, had brothers who were 
"car guys" to the core. Tom says he got "the 
car gene" from them, then took it with him 
to Southern Methodist University in Dallas, 
putting himself through college by 
alternating work in the oil fields with 
classroom study He met Susan on campus 
and they married in 1960. Two years later 
came their first classic car, a 1936 Cord 
Phaeton they took 14 years to restore 
during a period when Tom was on a 
"corporate merry-go-round" crisscrossing 
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I the county, working his way up through 
the paper container industry. 

"i did all the grunt work," he says about 
the prolonged restoration, while 
professionals were called upon to finesse. 
Why the Cord took so long to get right, 
Tom explains, "was partly lack of skill, 
partly lack of money-more than anything, 
lack of money. Every time I would get a 
different job within the company, we'd 
have to load up the Cord and all of the 
parts and head for the next place." 

Well, the car ultimately got done, Tom 
rose through his labors to become a 
thriving entrepreneur, and they still have 
the same Cord Phaeton, among other 

- - 

Y 
is what Tom ca l l s - "~he   in^ of the 
Collection," the Armstrongs' 193 1 
Duesenberg SJ Supercharged Derham 
Convertible Sedan, one of only five built. 
Owned by them for the past 34 years, 
their SJ has been on all three Duesenberg 
Tours and the California Mille. On this 
particular day it's in the Portland Art 
Museum's "Allure of the Automobile" 
exhibit. Let imagination show how grand . it really is. 

Recalling my father's Cord 812 when I 

For display only, this Cosworth engine minus internals is a 
was a kid and barely able to see over its 

collector mock-up for the Armstrongs' 1988 Lola lndy Car. machine-turned dash, I have good reason 

Other collector things seen are an lndy 
Car starter, spare hot rod Ford engine, 

1 and Frank Kurtis-built model car. w 

I The Armstrong race cars, right to left: 
1977 big-block Greenwood Corvette, 
'63 206 Corvette, '63 Split-Window 
Corvette, '70 Webster lndv Car, and 
an '88 Lola-Cosworth lndy Car. The 
Ford rod is all steel. 
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to especially love Tom and Susan's 1936 
black Cord Phaeton. When the two were 
restoring it, she sanded and cleaned right 
along with his efforts to make the car an 
incontestable keeper. Their other Cord, a 
1937 long-wheelbase supercharged model 
and one of the first three built, onginally 
belonged to the senlor vice-pres~dent of the 
Cord Corporation. Bought by Tom from a 
friend over in Seattle, lt's a black '+-door SO 

assertively art deco lt makes me dizzy. 
Their Lincoln Continental and Jaguar 

XK 140 and Chrysler Town Q Country all 
clearly express where the Armstrong's 
desires are. "Each car we have," says Tom, 
"we have for a reason. I don't look at lt 
from a collector's point of view If I love an 
individual car, I buy ~ t .  And if I don't, but if 
it looks like a bargain, I still don't want any 
part of it." 

Getting back to racing, I ask Tom how it 
feels to drlve h ~ s  Lola full honk "When 
you grow up liking performance cars, 
sports cars, and hot rods," he says, "getting 
a real race car under vou combines all of 
that at once." Then Tom smiles, perhaps at 
the irony in what he adds-"Susan is more 
of a racer than 1 am." 

Looking around, there's no evidence of 
a place for repairs or tuning Then I'm 
reminded-Louie Shefchlk takes care of 
the Armstrongs' cars. "Loule's like one of 
the family," says Susan. "One of the first 
vlntage race cars he did was Tom's Lola." 

Small world, Washington state, as it's 
demonstrably b ~ g  on cars Our vislt to 
Shefchlks JQL Fabricating shop 40 miles 
down the road is in this same issue. 


