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In 1974, the United States underwent a severe
fuel shortage. In a measure to lessen the con-
sumption of gasoline, the President ordered that
the nation’s highways reduce their speed limits to
55 miles per hour. Since many major highways
had previously allowed cars to travel at speeds of
up to 70 MPH (and, in remote areas, such as the
western areas where the roads are straight and
the traffic is minimal, at whatever speed the
driver deemed to be safe) this severely restricted
the speeds at which motorists were able to travel.
Truckers in particular were penalized by the new
speed limit, for they had deadlines by which they
had to deliver their products, and often bonuses
for faster deliveries. The imposition of the new
speed limit, then, drastically reduced their effi-
ciency, and threatened their economic status.
What they needed was a means of finding out
where the state troopers were, so they could
drive as fast as they wanted, slowing to 55 MPH
only when in the vicinity of a policeman, to
avoid being given a ticket.

The answer was the Citizen’s Band radio.
Easily installed in a truck, the CB unit provided a
means for truckers to communicate with one
another, and warn each other of where the
troopers were hiding. With a radius of 15 — 20
miles, a trucker keeping in constant contact with
his fellow CB operators would always know at
which points of the road the troopers were, and
at which points he could drive fast.
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Such an exclusive club would naturally devel-
op its own idiosyncrasies: for the truckers. since
the medium was strictly verbal, the language
assumed new twists, and soon developed into a
unique lexicon. For instance, anyone who
operated a CB was known to have “ears.” To
avoid positive identification over the airwaves,
each CB operator adopted a “‘handle,” or nick-
name. This handle might be derived from a
number of sources: for instance, I once rode with
a man driving a small yellow van — his handle
was “schoolbus” (in the U.S., all schoolbuses are
yellow). The state troopers, because of the
Smokey the Bear hats they wear, became known
as “Smokeys” or “Bears.” This opened up the
lingo to many new possibilities. For example, a
car driving fast was dubbed “bear bait,” because
it was he who might get caught by the trooper.
Getting caught speeding and being assessed with
a ticket became known as “feeding the bears,”
and anyone desiring knowledge of the where-
abouts of the troopers radioed for a “bear
report.” The radar units for clocking speeders
were tabbed “picture takers” — anyone caught
speeding would have to “give green stamps,” or
pay a fine.(Green stamps were originally stamps
given out in supermarkets as a shopping bonus —
since American paper money is green, the phrase
was adopted.) When a group of truckers over, let
us say, a ten mile stretch were all in com-
munication with their CBs, it was known as a
“convoy”; the lead truck was the “front door.”
the trailer the “back door,” and anyone in
between was “in the rocking chair.” While there
aré many more terms, these are among the best
known to the general American public.

If the CB phenomenon were relegated only to
truck drivers, it might be regarded merely as a
curiosity. However, it is a force which has
become not merely a multi-million dollar indus-
try*, but a part of the American consciousness. It
Is parodied in comic strips, and used in political
cartoons; there are newspaper columns! for the
CB enthusiast; there is a new CB game, called

“Convoy™?; and the news media abounds with

* For example, Xtal, one of the early manufacturers in

1973, went from a one room office in Los Angeles
to $11 million in sales last year; they expect to more
than double their business this year.
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stories about CB operators. The reasons for the
staying power of the CB’s popularity are both
practical and romantic. Truckers are not the only
motorists who want to beat the speed limit: in
spite of the fact that driving slower reduces
accidents and allows a vehicle to consume less
fuel, many Americans would still rather make the
best possible time, which, of course, involves
driving faster. However, the expense of a speed-
ing ticket is a sufficient deterrent to most for
driving fast (for example, the state of Penn-
sylvania imposes an automatic thirty five dollar
fine for exceeding the 55 MPH limit, with an
additional two dollars for each mile per hour
over the speed limit; driving, therefore, at the old
speed limit of 70 would net one a fine of $65) —
unless, however, one were to own a CB radio,
and know when to slow down. An investment of
$120 in a CB (though the price varies, from
about $90 to $700) might in the long run prove
to be less expensive than a few speeding tickets.
This sort of thinking inspired many to pur-
chase CB radios, and helped to spread knowledge
of the new cult. The catchy new lingo was
equally enticing, as was the desire to identify
with the truck driver himself. Most Americans
are tied down to a job and family; to travel freely
about the country is something to hope for, if it
can be afforded, on the two weeks or so allotted
for a vacation. The vision of the trucker, though

) 1- -7

1 L

A OWBRBLED LV E

©x BB A fin 70 25 T ) A AD

AN, & 1R E i % B

Ji o

19

IS B~ 2
el'l!-o"] Cdd o

I ICF R T

et sk 2
O KIRT D 2

gl P e
HlT B2,

BBy s, %

Lok L€

L C,

LiCVydi, =

P[HHEANE 2

T
v P2ON,

ZD&

CaBH L2

REN EYOfEEEL

oD

s &L 501 5 e

b ) —EFD CW.

W

S

N A ANIEEE
* B EHICH)

¥, IRiRE L

Engiisn today

TS LD

» (EE%1390
A, s

i) L LoD

B ) fi b 2 )

L E LT, EREME

# ) 3
SR,

Twb Al
iREBSH L

g — LAY E & RS E

1977/ 2

- k> TKRER N,
Lotz h &
28 NTH5H




not entirely accurate, is one of a man freely
cruising the nation’s highways, eluding “bears,”
and leading a spontaneous, romantic existence:
Wordsworth® with fumes. (In fact, truckers are
not quite so free: their routes are prescribed,
they must check in at weighing stations to make
sure they are not carrying too heavy a load, and
they, too, have families. Indeed, truckers often
experience grave marital difficulties, due to their
extended absences. Many truckers, in an effort to
save their marriages, are now travelling with their
wives as a trucking team. This policy is approved
of, and even encouraged, by the trucking firms.)
Such a life, of course, would be alluring to those
who lead a more routined, sedentary life. Thus,
the phenomenon took hold. A
“Convoy,” by country singer C.W. McCall, about
a 1,000 truck convoy which runs rampant across
the country, and loaded with CB lingo, helped
spread its fame, as did the television show
“Movin’ On,” about a trucker.

Soon the CBs were everywhere, and not just
in vehicles: home based units, the most expensive
ones, became available for those who wanted to
listen in or communicate. They even provided
useful functions aside from police warnings —
CBers answered distress calls from stranded
motorists equipped with CB, or even helped
fellow CBers in financial difficulty. One 14-year-
old has equipped his bicycle with a CB unit; even
Betty Ford, the nation’s First Lady, has become
a CB buff, operating under the handle of “First
Mama.”

record,

Of course, such a rapidly expanding business

has encountered growing pains. The demand for
CBs has taxed the world’s supply of natural
quartz, used for the radio crystals. And, with
such a great demand and high prices, thefts of
CBs has risen at an alarming rate. With the great
number of CBs in operation, the airwaves have
become overcrowded, leading to poor reception:
the only solution is for the FCC to expand the
number of available channels, or to allow FM as
well as AM broadcasting. Such a move would
solidify the CB’s claim as a legitimate enterprise.
It has already proven not to be a mere passing
fancy; with its appeal as a fun gadget and
practical appliance, it appears as though CBs will
be with us for quite some time.
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