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In our fifteenth year, all my buddies and I knew that we were on the cusp of a significant life milestone. Freedom shone like a beacon on the horizon, beckoning us, urging us toward adulthood, and the key that opened the magic gate to the kingdom was a wallet-sized paper card with the Title Operators License in bold across the top for everyone to see, with my name and address displayed prominently in the middle, in a field of little blue Wisconsins superimposed on a white background. A driver's license. 
The idea of it took precedence over all others. We envisioned cruising downtown at night in a car overflowing with teenagers, bootleg Budweisers on the backseat floor, or racing down a country road, tires squealing, engine roaring, jamming through the gears. These thoughts occupied more of our adolescent brainpower than they should have. All of us were adamant that we’d take our driving test on the day of our sixteenth birthday, the very minute we were eligible.
We somehow developed a detailed knowledge of car models while we impatiently waited for that blessed day, perhaps through osmosis or car magazines. Still, I think more because of the intense focus we gave to the subject. Had we given our schoolwork the same attention, we might have all been National Honor Society candidates. 
We knew the manufacturers. We could recite statistics about engine displacement, even if we didn’t know what that meant, wheelbase, transmissions, tires, and colors. Deep down, we dreamed of sitting behind the wheel of a new, just off the showroom floor, candy-apple-red Fastback Mustang or Camaro SS, and argued vehemently about which was best, based entirely on our lack of knowledge and experience. We were very aware that if our parents allowed us to drive at all, it would be in a slow, boring, practical, family station wagon with faded and peeling fake wood panels, or the sedan mom took grocery shopping with dents and scratches on the doors from shopping carts and other cars in the parking lot. 
But somehow, we managed to set the truth aside and pretend, at least to ourselves, that we would soon be piloting a fine piece of Detroit Iron, a real chick magnet, filled with girls in short skirts, tight blouses, and long, perfumed hair flowing in the wind.
Unfortunately, reality challenged our fantasy and won, as it always does. In fact, our fantasies didn’t even put up a good fight in the face of reality, but crumbled like a cheap suit. We would not be getting our driver's licenses on the day of our sixteenth birthdays, as we had planned. That meant there would be no driver's test for me on the First of February 1973. 
We first had to take a test for our learner's permit, then complete Driver's Education through the high school. Driver Ed consisted of two parts. First came the classroom portion, and then, in the summer, the all-important on-the-road portion, where we’d finally get behind the wheel. My class schedule had me in the second-semester classroom from January to June. 
I recall the windowless room had safety posters on every available surface, but no simulators, just rows of ordinary desks. We used the official Wisconsin Manual for Drivers as our textbook. We studied riveting topics such as changing lanes, common traffic signs, looking both ways, the all-important art of parallel parking, stopping safely, and pre-trip checks. The last item brought a little levity to the classroom. What optimistic soul, we wondered, thought we’d actually check our tire pressure, oil, windshield wipers, headlights, and turn signals before a trip to the store? 
In addition, we were treated to exciting government-produced safety films, which appeared to have been made in the early 1950’s, with clean-cut, smiling kids driving down deserted roads at precisely the speed limit. We watched one gruesome film produced by the Wisconsin Highway Patrol, showing the aftermath of high-speed collisions. It failed to make the desired effect, but did give us something to talk about at lunchtime as we tried to ruin our classmate’s lunches with the gory details.
I checked the mail every day for the notice telling me when to report for the on-the-road portion. Finally, it came, I’d be in the mid-summer group. On-the-road training began in the parking lot of Appleton East High School, across town, chosen for its large lot. Mom had to drive me. There, instructors had set up mock driving situations such as intersections, roadways, and parking areas with cones and painted lanes. They communicated with us via instructions sent to our AM radios. 
A local dealership donated the use of the cars, all behemoth land yacht Cadillacs, with automatic transmissions, power steering, and brakes. None of us had ever been in cars so large or so far removed from the Fords, Chevys, and Buicks our parents drove. After two weeks, we’d mastered the art of sailing these dry land ships around in the parking lot, and we then went out on the road, two students and one instructor, who had his own steering wheel and brake pedal. The road portion went smoothly enough. No one died. We weren’t involved in any fiery crashes. The instructor only hit his brake pedal a couple of times.
I took the test in our relatively new 1970 Plymouth Duster, with mechanical steering, mechanical brakes, and a three-speed, on-the-column transmission. Mom went with me. Oddly, I don’t remember who taught me to drive a standard transmission, or how. I suspect my mom may have taught me, since Dad was away from home frequently.  We started in the testing center parking lot, where I stalled the engine. We then proceeded down the very busy Wisconsin Avenue. I remember making a lane change in traffic, executing both left- and right-hand turns, and a three-point turn on a dead-end street. 
The final maneuver, the dreaded parallel park, the bane of drivers everywhere, was done back at the test center. I hadn’t done too badly in practice, stopping parallel to the car in front of the space, placing the car in reverse, turning my head to look through the back window with my right arm on the seat back, and then backing while turning the wheel to the right as far as possible, proceeding until just before the rear passenger side wheel hit the curb. Then, stopping, I’d place the car in first gear, turn the wheel as far as I could to the left, and slowly move forward. If all had worked out, I’d be in the spot perfectly. If not, I’d need to steer back and forth a few times. 
I thought I’d done a great job. I didn’t hit the car in front of or behind my spot, and I didn’t take much corrective action. But when I stepped out of the car and went around the front. I noticed the car sat at least a foot from the curb. I looked at the examiner. “I screwed that up,” I said. He laughed and handed me my signed and stamped permit. I had passed and on the first try, but I’m not sure how. My mom may have slipped the examiner a twenty. Elated, I went inside to get my license. I celebrated my achievement by running an errand for mom, driving solo for the first time.
My real Driver Education came in the weeks and months after I got my license, as I drove places on my own and navigated rain, snow, and my fellow drivers, which led to my first accident. But that is another story.
