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    Foreword by Paul Hines


    


    One of my proudest moments as a stock car driver was when I finally got to superstar and I lined up next to John Lund. It was a weird feeling. I’ve been a fan since I was four or five years old, and John has been around all that time. I felt like I’d made it as a stock car driver because of who I was with on the grid.


    That first meeting as a superstar was at Coventry. I was a bit nervous and excited as I sat in the car ready to go in the meeting final. The yellow flags came out to send us on the rolling lap and at that point I looked across at John. He hadn’t even got his gloves on! I was stressed out for him, thinking ‘bloody hell John, come on, we’re about to go and you’ve not even got your neck brace or your gloves on yet!’ He slowly put one glove on. The blue grade drivers were off by this point, the reds were just about to go. I’m all geared up, ready to go, looking across at John, who painfully slowly put his other glove on, one finger at a time. I could not believe how calm he was. I wanted to get out of the car and dress him myself!


    But that’s the sort of guy that John is. Nothing stresses him, and it certainly shows in his racing. He is such a nice guy to talk to off the track, but on the track he has an unshakeable coolness. I can tell he is never worried about another driver being near him on track. I’ve never seen John put a foot wrong because someone else is behind him, even when they have been faster, and there are only a few occasions when that was the case. He never seems flustered or worried; he rarely goes wide and lets a car past. I think that has been one of the main reasons for his success. He is unflappable. You can never intimidate him. He has never cracked, never made a mistake because he was nervous. When you race against him you can tell he is tremendously skilful. You’ve got to have massive respect for someone like that.


    Perhaps sometimes we forget what a massive impact John has had on stock car racing. Car design, driving technique, the setup of the car, the whole Formula 1 stock car landscape has been changed by John Lund. Who knows where the sport or the cars would be without his influence?


    It makes you proud to be a stock car driver when you race with somebody like John. It’s almost a pleasure to get hit by him. It’s a pleasure to hit him too, not that I do that very often! I am sure I speak on behalf of everyone in stock car racing when I say how lucky we are to have witnessed and continue to witness John behind the wheel.


    He’s a legend, there’s no other word to describe him.
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    Preface


    


    Relief.


    Not the emotion you would expect from a sportsman who was about to win his first World Championship.


    Joy, maybe. Or exhilaration. Or ecstasy.


    Yet as John Lund rounded the final turn of the final lap, his stock car sliding on the shale surface, he merely felt relief.


    For 25 laps he had led the most important race of the year. He knew that there were no drivers close enough to challenge him. In truth, it was one of the most one-sided World Finals that anybody could remember.


    But John spent the whole race waiting for something to go wrong. Maybe the car would develop a mechanical fault. Maybe one of the backmarkers would take him out, either by accident or on purpose. Maybe the track conditions would change, and his car would begin to slow. Maybe he would commit a silly error, giving his opponents a chance to catch him up again. Surely, he thought, something must go wrong?


    It didn’t. John saw his car safely round the final turn, putting his foot on the accelerator one last time to speed past the waving chequered flag.


    He had done it. He was the World Champion. Nobody could ever take that away from him. He had joined the ranks of the greatest drivers in the sport.


    Now the hard work would really begin. History proved that drivers did not perform well when they had the added pressure of being the reigning World Champion. Winning the World Final once was one thing, but winning it a second time was surely twice as hard.


    Could he do it again?
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    1 Early Years 1954-1975


    


    On 16th April 1954, Good Friday, a huge crowd brought Old Kent Road to a standstill. Local railway stations warned passengers not to alight because of the congestion. Police were summoned to shepherd the crowd and try to ensure that nobody was hurt. The streets struggled to cope with the volume of people who spilled out onto the road, stopping traffic and adding to the jam.


    It was not a mass demonstration, nor a royal procession, not even an international football match. It was the pulling power of a new motorsport that had captured the imagination of public and press alike. Thousands were queuing to enter New Cross Stadium and see with their own eyes the spectacle that they had heard so much about: stock car racing.


    Stock cars originated in the USA around 1947, when old roadworthy saloon cars were fitted with bumpers and roll cages and sent out to race round a track. In 1952 the sport crossed the Atlantic and stock cars raced at the Buffalo Stadium in Paris. The French organisers were keen to entertain a large crowd and the small oval tracks meant that it was difficult to overtake, so unlike the American version, drivers in Paris were encouraged to use their bumper to push and shove their opponents off the racing line. The French experiment drew enough of a crowd that others looked to replicate it elsewhere. The obvious solution was a short hop across the English Channel, and after a couple of years the arrangements were in place for the first British meeting.


    Drivers were recruited by adverts in London newspapers that simply declared ‘stock car drivers wanted’. Those that answered were told to seek a suitable American car, among which were Ford Model 40s, Chrysler Wimbledons and Hudson Terraplanes. Some drivers funded their own equipment, while others agreed sponsorship deals with second-hand car salesmen who would provide the car for free in return for advertising painted on the side. The glass, furnishings and upholstery were stripped out and replaced by a roll cage. An international element was provided by four French competitors, including a nobleman, Jean-Francois de Thonel, the fifth Marquis d’Orgeix. They shipped their own cars across the Channel and, as relative veterans, were the favourites to win.


    Those spectators lucky enough to get into New Cross before the gates were closed were thrilled by close racing between brightly coloured cars. The stock cars roared away from the start, bumper to bumper, two abreast. Frenchman William Camus won the first race; Englishman Freddie Parson won the second. The racing was chaotic. Parson did not realise that he had won his race and continued to speed round the track. He slammed into a car that had slid sideways across the track, damaging his own vehicle and putting himself out of the rest of the meeting.


    Spectacular crashes were an element of stock car racing from the start. On the first corner of one race, Jackie Voss was shunted hard into the fence, waking up in hospital with two sandbags either side of his head to stop him moving his damaged neck. Undeterred, he returned to racing as soon as he could.


    He was not the only one captured by the thrill of racing. Many different drivers from varying backgrounds took to the track in the first few years. Some were rich playboys who were happy to spend their money on a hobby, others were working class mechanics for whom racing was a natural derivative from the day job. Moreover, stock car racing was not the exclusive domain of petrol-headed men. One of the sport’s first stars was Tanya Crouch, a rebellious and thrill-seeking daughter of a surgeon who made a living by dynamiting tree stumps. She was a wild, unrestrained driver who pushed her car so hard that she wrecked a gearbox in her first race at the inaugural New Cross meeting. She quickly learned from her mistake and was back out on track to win the fourth race.


    The press left New Cross satisfied by an interesting distraction from everyday life but sceptical of the long term viability of the sport. The public were more impressed and continued to turn out during a successful first season in which over 130 race meetings took place on more than 35 tracks. The new motorsport was able to take advantage of the many speedway and greyhound stadiums littered throughout the country and quickly built up a passionate following. The honeymoon would last until the end of the 1950s, when the entertainment became diluted by too many race meetings and crowds began to look elsewhere. That led to the first of a number of splits and schisms that would occur over the next few decades.


    


    In the same year that the stock car phenomenon exploded onto the motorsport scene at New Cross, a boy was born who was destined to become the sport’s greatest champion. John Lund was born in January 1954 at Colne Maternity Unit in Lancashire, the first child of a new generation in the Lund family. His father, Norman, was a dairy farmer. As was the custom of the times, he dropped off his wife Brenda at the maternity unit and returned home on the cold, frosty roads, where a couple of dozen cows needed milking. He was back a day or so later to pick up Brenda and his new son, and take them home to Smithyfold Farm at Twiston, a hamlet north of Burnley. There was no strict separation of duties in a farming family, even for a new mother. Brenda mucked in with the farm work, and would often crate up the eggs in the kitchen while rocking John’s pram with her foot. Christine followed a couple of years later, a new sibling and playmate for John.


    East Lancashire had survived largely unchanged for the past hundred years, seemingly unaffected by the wider world. The last cotton mills were still churning out textiles, although the steep decline in the industry was beginning to have an impact on employment levels. In the smaller villages surrounding the mill towns, farmers supplied the urban population with food. Consumption was growing as rationing finally came to an end in the UK, nearly a decade after the end of the Second World War, when the sale and purchase of meat became unrestricted in July. Farming seemed to offer a good, stable future to the men who chose it.


    And a farm was a great place for an adventurous little boy to grow up. John was always on the move, climbing on the outbuildings and exploring. It started young. On one occasion, Brenda went into the barn and into the hayloft; John, still a toddler, tried to follow her up the ladder. Brenda turned around and saw him halfway up. She nearly had a heart attack. With nobody behind him and a long drop to the floor, John could have seriously injured himself if he fell.


    Brenda concentrated on keeping her voice calm, trying not to panic John, and talked him up the ladder. Once he got there, he was told in no uncertain terms that he must not follow her again.


    It seemed like little John had no fear. One snowy day Norman took John with him to feed the sheep on the moor. John sat on the bales of hay as Norman drove the tractor up a hill. John was told to wait with the tractor at the top; Norman did not want to take it onto the moor because of the snow. When Norman returned, John had disappeared. Thinking that he might have run home, Norman drove the tractor back to the farm. But John was not there. He turned round and drove back to the moor, finding John patiently waiting where he should have been. John had wandered off to look for a suitable place to go to the toilet, only to return and find both his dad and the tractor gone. Yet he wasn’t at all upset. John just stood and waited, certain that his ride would return.


    Mid-twentieth century farms tended to be small, and the Twiston farm was typical at 80 acres. However, as tractors and machinery became more common, farmers needed to be able to justify the expense of buying them. It made more sense if machines were used on larger farms, where their fixed overhead costs could be spread out more efficiently. Smaller farms merged as farmers bought or rented lots around them, taking the land of those who had retired or moved on. Norman was determined to stay, and in 1958 decided to move the family to a bigger rented farm at Rimington, four miles to the north. Wood Farm was about 150 acres, nearly double the size of Smithyfold Farm.


    During the move from Twiston to Rimington, as his parents were busy packing and organising their possessions, young John was left to entertain himself. This he did by climbing onto his father’s tractor and starting it up. Luckily he could not reach the pedals, and Norman rushed outside to pull his four and a half year-old from the seat. A gleeful and proud John was taken inside to safety and better supervision. It was a hint of the future to come behind a steering wheel.


    The tractor was not John’s first set of wheels, however. Norman bought him those when he was just two. John used to accompany his father on trips to Burnley to buy bags of sawdust to put under the cows, and one day Norman bought John a tricycle. John was dancing a jig all the way back to the farm because he was so excited by his new toy. A day or two later Norman went to the cattle auction. John jumped on his tricycle and pedalled down the road after the van. When Brenda tried to stop him, he shouted over his shoulder that he was ‘going after daddy’. Perhaps it was John’s racing instinct to chase a faster car!


    A second daughter, Claire, was added to the Lund family at Rimington. By the time she arrived, John had started his education at Gisburn Primary School. After the eleven-plus he transferred to Clitheroe Royal Grammar School. The transition was difficult for a child who had not previously studied subjects like French and Latin, and he began to struggle academically for the first time. He was held back to repeat a year, but eventually left the school with O-Levels in English, woodwork, maths and biology. John also contributed to the French education system. The Lund family were asked to appear in a small book for French schoolchildren learning English called This is GB: Life in a Village. It described the life of a typical rural family, including sixteen year-old John and his hobbies. A few months later, a letter dropped through the door addressed to ‘The Lund Family, Downham, England’. Two French girls wanted to know if the Lunds were a real family, and if Downham was a real place.


    It was all true, including the tale of John and his motorbike that he used to ride to school. A photograph in the book showed John with an open face helmet. Already he claimed that a full face helmet was too uncomfortable and stopped him seeing all around him, something which John would stick by right through his racing career. All the local boys were into motorbikes, and there were plenty of them around. BSA and Triumph were the badges most sought after, and could be picked up second hand for about £2.50 or £3. There was an endless carousel of trades and exchanges between friends and acquaintances. Lads would ride their bike around the fields until they tired of them and fancied a change, or saved enough money to upgrade to a better model.


    John’s first bike was acquired at 15 and a half, a few months before he could legally ride at 16. That time was supposed to be spent getting the bike roadworthy, since he was told it was useless. However, the 1965 Honda 125 that he bought was a good investment. The chain had broken and one of the links was trapped in the sprocket, making it feel like the engine had seized up. Pushing the heavy bike up the hill from Rimington was tough work, so John stopped to rest and put it in gear so it did not roll back down the hill. The wheels turned slightly as the slope of the hill pulled on it, which dislodged the chain link in the sprocket. Suddenly the bike felt much lighter and freer. A turn of the ignition and the engine leapt into life – it was a runner, and John had paid a fraction of the price he ought to for a bike that was only four or five years old.


    That excellent first deal did not stop John from upgrading and switching his bikes as much as the other lads in the area, and he owned around ten different models in total. Riding on the roads was second best to messing around in the fields on them. John tested his mother’s nerves as she stood at the kitchen sink, doing the washing up, the window in front of her looking across the farm. Suddenly John and his bike would fly up, metres in the air, as he tried to perfect his stunts on a system of ramps and jumps he had set up. Determined not to come across as a nagging mother, Brenda concentrated on the dishes, reassuring herself – not altogether successfully – that John knew what he was doing, and wouldn’t hurt himself.


    John did not display the speed or skill in the saddle that would later be shown in a stock car. Although he took part in one or two motocross scramble events, he had an old bike and stood no chance against more experienced riders. He would push things too hard, often damaging the bike or injuring himself. One time John limped home from an event, a big gash on his leg. It was a Sunday evening and the hospital casualty department was a long drive, so Norman took him round to the local doctor who washed and stitched the cut, but not before John completed his chores on the farm.


    Life was not all play. From an early age, John helped out with farming tasks. He worked nights and weekends throughout the year and during the day in school holidays, feeding the cattle and doing the manual work required of a farmer. He was a natural at the job, but had little experience of other work and was not sure whether he wanted farming to be his life.


    John never seriously considered staying on at the Grammar School to do A-Levels. Whilst he left school with O-Levels and his head held high, he realised that he did not fancy an academic future. Since he had been held back to repeat a year, his friends had already left and gone into employment. Some of them found work at an engineering plant in Clitheroe, close enough for John to walk to in his school uniform at lunchtime and after school. There John was able to tinker with the machines, picking up experience at handling steel and creating it into whatever was required.


    Engineering was an appealing alternative to farming. John had taught himself the rudimentary skills needed for a successful career in engineering. Norman bought a welder for £51 from the Great Yorkshire Show in 1966, and John quickly took possession of it. Pigs were among the farm residents, and they could be very rough on the doors in the barns. John was given a load of rusty steel and tasked with reinforcing the doors so the pigs could not break them. He also built rails down the side of the barns to stop the sows crushing the piglets against the side of the barn when they clumsily lay down. It was difficult working with old, nearly-useless steel, but it gave John an opportunity to teach himself the skill of welding, and by the age of fourteen he could do more than his dad.


    In order to test whether he should stick with farming or find a career in engineering, John was sent to a different farm in Kendal for a year. He was no longer working under his father and was treated like just another employee. The life of a farmer still suited him, so he returned home and began a three-year course at the Lancashire College of Agriculture at Preston. Part of the course was spent at a farm near Warrington which grew celery and lettuce on mossy soil, and while John was there the owner won a contract to supply supermarkets with boiled beetroot. John’s work turned from market garden farming back to engineering as he was put to work in the sheds, welder in hand, making and installing conveyor belts to cope with the sudden increase in orders. For another part of the course John was back with more familiar livestock, but in the unfamiliar territory of a Scottish beef farm. It was a massive farm, and showed the young student how the future was being seized by big farms that could make the best use of new, modern machinery.


    After finishing the course, John started working on the family farm full-time. Although dairy farming was an intensive job with long hours, the partnership between father and son gave John plenty of time to spend on hobbies. By the early 1970s, John’s interest in bikes began to wane. Replacing it was a motorsport which he had come into a little contact with a few years earlier.


    


    The first stock car that John saw belonged to Brian Wignall. John was still a pupil at Clitheroe Royal Grammar School, Brian’s house and workshop was close by. The cars had moved on from that first race meeting at New Cross in 1954. In the sport’s infancy, standard road cars were given big bumpers and roll cages and then sent onto the track, hence the name stock car rather than race car. During the 1960s, the cars developed from road models into custom-built cars with a fabricated, welded chassis and a race-tuned V8 engine.


    The first time that he saw it, John could not mistake Brian’s car for a roadworthy vehicle. Although it bore the basic shape, it had a long front bumper sticking out from the front of the car with a triangular strut on one side, and an equally strong-looking bumper at the rear. The axles stuck out from the side of the chassis so the wheels protruded half a metre from the car, and the space between them was filled with a side bumper. Brian’s racing number, 102, was proudly painted on the side and on a small sheet of metal sticking up a few of inches on either side of the roof. It was obvious that this was a car used to taking contact, particularly since John regularly walked past on his way to the cricket field and saw Brian welding it back together. His interest sparked, John would call in occasionally to see what work was going on and ask a few polite questions.


    Eager to see more, in 1971 John keenly accepted an invitation to join one of his friends, Alan Parker, when he travelled to Seedhill Stadium at nearby Nelson for a stock car meeting. Alan drove there on his tractor and used it to help to pull stranded cars from the stadium and back into the pits at the end of races, often with John sitting on the mudguard of the tractor. The pits were sited on the recreation ground across the main road from the stadium. In return for free entry, the local police stopped the traffic at the end of each race to allow the stock cars to trundle from the stadium back to the pits, and the next batch of cars for the next heat to cross the road into the stadium.


    On the short oval track covered with a dusty shale surface, two dozen stock cars fought for position on the track. Full contact was permitted, and drivers barged cars in front of them out of the way as they entered the corners. Contact was inevitable due to the system of driver grading. Unlike most motorsports, slower drivers started at the front of the grid, the best drivers to the rear. The different grades were immediately obvious. Those at the front sported a white roof, behind them were those with yellow tops, then blue tops, with the fastest drivers in star grade sporting a red roof starting at the back. The handicap gave every driver starting the race a chance of winning, and meant that the star drivers had to use their racing skill and bumpers to chase down the front runners.


    Fully immersed in the noise, action and excitement from the centre green, John was a fervent fan from the start. As long as he wasn’t at a distant college placement, John would join Alan at Nelson on a Saturday evening. There he viewed many of the top names in the sport, some of whom would influence John’s future racing style. Prominent among these were Doug Cronshaw and Stuart Smith. They started racing together in the mid-1960s and formed a partnership, even sharing a car, until they had enough experience and expertise to go their separate ways and race alone. Since they were based in Rochdale, just twenty miles away, both Cronshaw and Smith were regulars at Nelson.


    Cronshaw was initially the more successful of the two; winning his first meeting final in 1967. He had a Pontiac-powered car which was underpowered compared to many of his competitors, but what he lacked in power, he made up for with flair. He would pass cars through the smallest of gaps where most of the other drivers wouldn’t be able to. He used his own racing line on the shale surface, putting the car sideways halfway down the straight to prepare for the corner, keeping the engine revs up and momentum and speed right through the corner. Other drivers with more power could drive into the bend and use their power to accelerate out. When he fitted his car with a Chevrolet engine Cronshaw became more competitive. His signature driving style on shale remained, as did his ability to pass other cars in seemingly impossible situations, and he drove to the World Championship title in 1971. Cronshaw quickly became John’s favourite driver, somebody who John would later hope to emulate.


    Despite Cronshaw’s flair, Stuart Smith soon became the man to beat. He won the World Final in 1972 and finished second for the next three years. He was also the winner of the National Points Championship every season after 1969, a testament to his consistent racing results and ability to turn out his car at many different meetings throughout the season.


    In comparison to Cronshaw, who seemed to weasel his way through a compact field, Smith seemed to glide through it, other drivers appearing to let him pass as soon as they caught a glimpse of number 391 in their mirrors. John watched on the sidelines, wondering why drivers made it easy for him. Like many others both before and after him, John decided that if he were racing, he would not make it so easy for any car behind him. It took a few years for John to realise that Smith’s real skill was to control his car so he made it look easy.


    Stock cars raced at Nelson every three weeks or so during the racing season which ran from March to November. On the intervening weekends Seedhill Stadium hosted banger racing and hell cars. The hell cars were a standard road car with extra armour welded onto it, a formula of racing much closer to the original stock cars of 1954. Rover 90s were a favourite because they were already very strong, but a number of Ford Anglias and Ford Populars made an appearance too.


    Alan Parker had a brief career racing in hell cars, but found himself on the sidelines for breaking the regulations by putting a Jaguar engine into a Ford body. That didn’t stop a friend borrowing the car to race it himself with a new paint job, and he was lucky enough that he was not found out. Unable to race, Alan decided that he wanted to take a step up the racing ladder and begin racing stock cars.


    Building a stock car from scratch was not an undertaking for the faint-hearted, and Alan sought the support of his friends. John was quick to offer his backing. The idea of building a stock car appealed to the man who had spent his teenage years on farms, messing around with steel and various bits of farming equipment, teaching himself to weld. John had seen stock cars up close as they were towed from the track by Alan’s tractor and thought that he could have a good go at building one. The opportunity to work with new, fresh steel rather than rusty leftovers to build pig pens was also a contributing factor in John’s enthusiasm.


    Alan planned their project. A small group of friends gathered in his workshop: Alan, John, Dave Seed, George Braithwaite, and a second John Lund – this one from Gisburn, no relation to the other John, and four years younger. They were a band of young motorsport enthusiasts, and eventually all five would build and race stock cars.


    Under Alan’s direction the basic shape of the stock car took shape. The flat chassis was laid out and welded together, and the engine plate added. Unfortunately, work was slow. Not only had none of them built a car from scratch before, but Alan was distracted. Each session they spent on the car it would seem like they were making progress, but then Alan’s eyes would light up as he heard the clip-clop of an approaching horse. It was not the animal that interested him, but the rider. Alan’s relationship with a local girl who lived on the other side of the river was beginning to blossom, and each time she came to see him work finished for the day. As his interest in her grew, his interest in the car subsided.


    That left a largely incomplete car, but the stock car bug had bitten John. He had time to devote to the sport, and bits and pieces of old cars soon found their way to Wood Farm. The welding kit John requested for his 21st birthday came into its own in building a new chassis. Suspension and roll cage were added to the chassis, axles from a Morris Commercial were welded in place, and a Buick engine was lowered inside. Once the body panels and bumpers were added, the unique appearance of a stock car was unveiled.


    Work began in September 1976 and was completed a few months later. With Alan no longer interested, there was nobody to drive it. So John made a decision that had a massive impact on both his future, and that of the sport: he had built the car, why not drive it?
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    2 Novice 1976


    

    Sunday 28th March 1976 was the first warm day of spring, reaching 17 degrees in some places. The pleasant heat sent families out in droves to enjoy Mother’s Day. They were not able to go to the Ideal Home Exhibition at the Olympia centre in London, which was closed after an IRA bomb exploded the previous day, injuring 70 people, four of whom had to have limbs amputated. The country was waiting to see who would be the next Prime Minister after Harold Wilson surprisingly announced his retirement. Labour MPs were preparing for the second ballot to decide the next occupant of Downing Street, a three-way race between Jim Callaghan, Michael Foot and Denis Healey. Queens Park Rangers led English football’s First Division by one point from Manchester United and Derby County. Ferrari gained a one-two in the United States Grand Prix; Clay Regazzoni of Switzerland brought his car home ahead of World Champion Niki Lauda.


    John Lund ignored all these distractions as he nervously prepared his stock car for its first appearance at a race meeting. The venue was the Athletic Ground in Rochdale, home of the Rochdale Hornets rugby league team. A track around the rugby pitch had formerly been used for greyhound racing and speedway but was now the sole preserve of stock cars. It was a tricky oval to negotiate. On the outside, a steel wire fence supported by steel uprights was ready to tear off an outside wheel. On the inside, high kerbstones could damage tyres and wheels.


    John’s nerves were not helped by the fact that he was drawn in the third and final heat, so he had to wait through two races before he got out on the track. Brian Wallace took the chequered flag in the first race, while the ever-reliable Doug Cronshaw won the second. As the shale dust settled and the cars were cleared from the track, John trundled out from the pits in his new silver-bodied car and across the public highway for his debut race.


    A white roof signified that John was in the lowest grade of racing, but he did not start at the front with the other white tops. A prominent black cross on the back of his car, the stock car equivalent of L-plates, warned other drivers that he was a novice in one of his first races. This allowed John to start at the very back of the grid, giving him a few moments to get used to driving round the track before the rest of the field made up the half-lap and overtook him. Gordon Smith was a star driver with a red roof and started just in front of John at the back of the regular grid. Dave Berresford, an upcoming driver who was tipped as a potential champion, was also towards the back. The cars crawled around the track at walking pace for the rolling lap. Drivers jostled for position, some dropping back to give themselves a bit of space, others bunching close to the rear bumper of the car in front, all varying their pace to try to get the best start.


    The green flag waved and John’s racing career began. Almost immediately the reality of stock car racing hit. Whereas John was not so naïve that he expected to fly around the track at the same speed as his opponents, what he did not realise was that getting round a lap would be so difficult. Press the accelerator down hard, the kind of pressure that was needed to get anywhere near racing pace, and the car seemed to develop a life of its own. Before long John had spun the car and was facing the wrong way. Pretty much the entire field flew past in a cacophony of thundering exhausts, a hail of shale splattering the car. There was no damage – John’s car had not been touched – so he found the right direction and set off again. Unfortunately, it was a matter of seconds before he spun again. Regardless of the other cars, John was finding it difficult to maintain speed and direction; he could manage one at a time, but not both. Add into the mix the other cars, who nudged and shoved John whenever he found himself in their way, and driving seemed impossible. John seemed to spend more of the race facing the wrong way than the right one.


    The racing continued around him. An incident on one part of the track meant that most of it was blocked. There was a narrow gap to squeeze through, and a few cars made it. Those that were unlucky, or who were forced out by their opponents, joined the pile up. John careered towards the stranded cars, barely in control of his own. The result seemed inevitable, yet John squeezed through the narrow gap and continued on. The pile up meant that there were now far fewer competitors racing on the track.


    John continued to negotiate the small gap in the carnage which gradually opened up as damaged cars limped onto the centre green. Unsurprisingly the best drivers had avoided trouble and cruised to the finish. The chequered flag was waved to Gordon Smith; Dave Berresford finished behind him. What was more surprising was that John Lund, the novice starting his first race, had completed it and finished seventh. True, he was a distant seventh. True, there were no other finishers behind him. But the difficult first race was now under his belt.


    Seventh was not enough to qualify for the final, only the top six made it. He lined up at the back of the grid again in the consolation, a race which gave drivers who did not qualify from their heat a second chance to make the final. John still struggled to control his car and fought a continual battle with the controls while the rest of the field raced past him. Eventually he retired to the safety of the centre green, his car finally having had enough of the rough treatment John had given it.


    Watching from the sidelines, the meeting final was a whole other world. Instead of a grid comprising a mix of drivers from all grades, this time there were few white and yellow tops in a field dominated by blue and red roofs. At the back of the grid sat Doug Cronshaw and Frankie Wainman, two of the top names in the sport who had gained one of the slots in the new superstar grading that allowed the driver to carry flashing amber lights under his red roof. In front of them, the star grade drivers with red roofs included Mike Close, Gordon Smith and Brian Wallace. Wainman won the final, followed by Close and Wallace. John came back out for the Grand National, his last start as a novice at the back of the grid, but did not stay out on track for long. Cronshaw won the Grand National, with Wallace capping off a good meeting in second; he had raced three times and finished each in the top three. John, the young novice, was far off the pace and an irrelevance in each of his three races, although his multiple spins did provide great entertainment for the spectators.


    

    Nevertheless, it was an achievement that John was out on track at all. He completed his car build in a matter of months, a largely solo effort helped by a few local friends and drivers. Brian Wignall and Henry Wolfenden were locals and allowed John to measure up their cars, but John wanted to do more than just copy what he saw. Looking around the pits for inspiration, John had identified two main car builders, John Hillam and Allan Barker. Both used different designs, but John thought that both had their flaws. The main problem was the structure of the chassis and how it affected the frontal strength of the cars. Hillam’s cars had a chassis formed with a square cross, giving it good all-round strength, but if he hit somebody head-on, right in the middle of the bumper, it could bend the chassis straight back. Barker’s chassis frame was less square and more v-shaped, angling towards the front of the car. That gave better strength for a head-on impact, but it didn’t take much force to twist the chassis out of shape. John chose to try his own chassis shape, laying down two cross-rails and adding cross-braces for support and strength. He also used steel with a smaller section for greater strength, hoping that it would give the chassis greater ability to withstand impacts.


    Over the winter of 1975-76, John applied for a racing licence. When it returned, he found that he had been randomly designated a free number: 53. That number, which would become inextricably linked to John in the future, had previously been used by a number of different drivers. During the 1960s it was used on cars in three short-lived racing careers
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