
  
    STILL TURNING LEFT


    


    Scott Reeves


    


    [image: chequered flag strapline kindle]


    


    Still for Roisin

  


  
    


    First published in the UK in 2013 by Chequered Flag Publishing


    PO Box 4669, Sheffield, S6 9ET


    www.chequeredflagpublishing.co.uk


    ebook edition published 2013


    Version 1.1 (1 May 2015)


    


    Copyright © Scott Reeves, 2013


    All rights reserved


    The moral right of the author has been asserted


    This book is sold subject to the condition that it may not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser


    


    Pictureacknowledgements: Captain Birdseye (CB), Anthony Jenkins (AJ), Alan Parkinson (AP), James Rygor (JR), Kevin Wickham (KW)

  


  
    The 2013 World Final


    

    One quarter-mile oval racetrack. 35 Formula 2 Stock Cars. 25 laps to decide the winner of the World Final, the biggest race of the season.


    Micky Brennan pulled on his helmet and checked his straps and harness one last time. He was the reigning World Champion, a title won in an impressive victory at Barford Raceway a year earlier. Now it was time to defend his title at Smeatharpe Stadium near Taunton. Only he had the right to race under a stunning gold roof and winged aerofoil, but this could be the last time that he had the privilege – if he didn’t retain his title, the gold roof would be given to the new World Champion.


    If Brennan was to hang on to the most coveted colour in stock car racing, he would have to do it the hard way. His was the final car on the grid. In front of him were 17 rows and 34 other cars, each containing one of the top drivers in the sport. Brennan had failed to qualify for the race through the World Championship Semi-Finals, so claimed his right as defending champion to take up the final slot of the grid.


    Yet Brennan had one thing in his favour to help pass the cars in front of him. He not only had a gold roof, he also had a sturdy gold bumper on the front of his car. It was quite within the rules to use this to strike other cars out of his way. Stock car racing can be a brutal sport, with cars being spun out of the way or sent crashing into the fence. It is not for the faint-hearted.


    Three rows in front of Brennan was Barry Goldin, himself a former World Champion who won the title nine years previously, the last time the World Final had been held at this track. Goldin headed seven drivers who had earned a place on the grid as part of the last-chance Consolation Semi-Final, having taken the chequered flag in that race just an hour previously. Joining him at the back of the grid were Liam Rennie, James Rygor, Kelvyn Whalley, Mark Gibbs, Neil Hooper and Ryan Wadling.


    Each of them had rescued something from their season by making it onto the World Final grid, but they were realistic about their prospects. Only once out of the previous sixty races had the World Final been won by a qualifier from the Consolation Semi-Final, and that was a freak race. In 2011, a monsoon struck just as the race began, turning the shale racing surface of the King’s Lynn track into part ice rink, part quagmire. This time, conditions were perfect. The sun had been shining all day and the Taunton tarmac would retain a little heat as the race began at dusk.


    The real contenders for the title were on the rows further forward, British drivers who had qualified through the World Semi-Finals and foreign drivers seeded into designated rows on the grid via time trials. On the inside of the eighth row was one of the outside bets for the title. Jack Aldridge had burst onto the scene only two years earlier, a supposedly wet-behind-the-ears 16-year old, but had stunned the sport with a series of victories that propelled him from a novice with a white roof to the red roof and flashing amber lights that signified a superstar, one of the top drivers. A decent World Final performance had so far eluded him during his short career, but surely it was just a matter of time. Perhaps Aldridge might still become a teenage World Champion.


    Three cars in front, on the inside of the fifth row, was a driver at the other end of his career. Mark Simpson hadn’t just been a top racing driver for two years – he had been one for two decades. He was the driver who had benefited from the freak conditions to win the World Final as a Consolation qualifier when the downpour started at King’s Lynn. Although Aldridge had the natural talent, Simpson had the experience and racecraft to take advantage of the unexpected – he just needed lady luck to smile on him a second time.


    Further forward, the pre-race favourites began to show themselves. On the outside of the fourth row was Gordon Moodie, one of the titans of the sport. Racing under the silver roof of the National Points Champion, given to the driver who accrued most points throughout the season, Moodie was undoubtedly the most consistent driver in the race. Yet he had fallen out of love with the World Championship after being controversially disqualified and banned for failing post-race scrutineering following his win in the 2008 World Final. In Moodie’s opinion, the silver roof that he carried was the one that mattered most. Was he motivated enough to go all-out for gold?


    To Moodie’s left was another controversial character. Dave Polley had only recently returned from a hefty 12-month ban for a pit lane incident that saw an official injured by his car. Yet it was a sign of Polley’s talent that he had scraped together enough points to qualify for a World Semi-Final and worked his way through that race to a third-place finish and a good position on the World Final grid. He now only needed to push his way past a few more cars before he capped the comeback of all comebacks. If Moodie’s World Final motivations could be questioned, Polley’s certainly could not.


    On the third row of the grid were the top foreign entrants. Northern Ireland always provided a strong entry and Christopher Kincaid had recorded the best lap time in the time trials from the Irish contingent. The World Championship title had made the short hop across the Irish Sea twice before, Kincaid harboured genuine ambitions that it might make a third. To his left, the fastest foreigner was something of a surprise. Jan Bekkers had been a revelation in the time trials, lapping the Taunton track like lightning. The Belgian was on far less familiar ground than Kincaid, but if he could circle the track as quickly in the World Final as he did in the time trials, then the World Championship trophy might leave Britain via Dover rather than Liverpool.


    George MacMillan Junior was a man with a cause, aiming to make up for the disappointment of the previous year which saw him cross the line in third place only to be removed from the results for failing post-race scrutineering on a technicality. His position on the grid – the inside of the second row – was reckoned by many to be the best to get a good start while avoiding being sent into the fence on the first corner.


    On MacMillan’s outside was a fellow Scot, Chris Burgoyne, the youngest World Champion when he won the title at his local Cowdenbeath track as an 18 year-old in 2002. Burgoyne had been around the top of the sport ever since but without matching his earlier triumphs. Only now did he feel he had the experience to go for gold again.


    In front of Burgoyne, on the outside of the front row, was Sam Wagner. He had only learned that he would lead off the outside rows an hour earlier. The driver who should have started there, Chris Bradbury, had been forced to withdraw through illness. Bradbury was a regular winner around Taunton and one of the pre-race favourites, so his withdrawal had thrown the World Final wide open. The outside rows of the grid leapfrogged one place forward, promoting Wagner from the second row to the front. He would have to rethink his strategy for the first lap.


    That left only one more driver. Rob Speak started from pole position, a place he was familiar with after a phenomenally successful stock car career. Throughout the nineties he had won eight World Championships and eleven National Points Championships before retiring from Formula 2 to seek challenges elsewhere. He returned in 2009 and began to hit the heights of his previous stint once again, including winning the British Championship in a performance that rolled back the years. Perhaps ominously, Speak had never lost a World Final when he started from pole position.


    The atmosphere in the stadium was electric. Fans excitedly jostled for a view from the banking that surrounded the racetrack. An eerie silence descended before the traditional call – “gentlemen, start your engines” – and 35 racing engines roared into life.
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    No nerves - a relaxed Rob Speak seconds before the 2013 World Final (AP)


    

    Speak and Wagner led the cars around a slow rolling lap as fans called encouragement to their favourites. Wagner streaked away down the back straight, hoping to warm his tyres and gain extra traction. Centimetres could prove the difference between safety and disaster at the first corner. Speak allowed him to go and continued to crawl around the circuit, forcing Wagner to stop and wait for him to catch up. Speak was in total control, continuing to slow the pace as the cars reached the final turn. The grid compacted, bumper to bumper, until Speak suddenly floored the accelerator and shot off down the home straight, past the starter’s green flag. The World Final had begun!


    34 cars followed him down the home straight and into the first turn. Speak had gained a crucial gap that allowed him to round the first corner with only the briefest of contacts on his back bumper. George MacMillan Junior followed him round, sneaking into second place by keeping Wagner out wide. But the quantity of cars in such a small space meant that not everybody was likely to make it round the first corner safely. The blue-roofed car of Paul Butcher was the first to lose control and spin, resulting in other cars swerving to avoid him, further clashes and a chain-reaction of spins. A wheel came off the car of Ryan McCrory, causing a dangerous obstruction. As Speak completed his first lap and came across the carnage, yellow flags were waved to bring the race to a temporary halt. Several cars were towed to the centre green to clear the track, no longer able to take their part in the race. Now only 28 remained, among them fourth-row starters Gordon Moodie and Dave Polley, who had taken advantage of the first lap chaos to push forward into third and fourth places.


    Speak led the remaining competitors on the restart, this time with cars in single file rather than rows two abreast. Again, he slowed the field to a snail’s pace as he entered the final turn on the rolling lap before flooring the accelerator and shooting off down the home straight. Those behind could only react when they saw Speak pull away. The fastest reactions belong to Moodie. He followed MacMillan down the home straight and managed to land a hit on MacMillan’s back bumper, pushing him wide and slipping down the inside into second position.


    MacMillan did not want to lose ground so early in the race and got back on the racing line down the back straight, landing a counter-punch on Moodie as they entered the corner. However, it was a desperate hit and allowed the close-following Polley to slip up the inside of both cars for second place.


    Speak continued to drive clean corners. Polley, MacMillan, Moodie and Wagner pursued him. On the back straight, Moodie landed another well-timed hit and pushed MacMillan wide to overtake him again. Two and a half laps later, he did the same to Polley to take second place a second time. This time, Moodie was able to keep far enough ahead to avoid a counter-attack and settled into second place. The jostling allowed Speak to pull away and he led by the length of the home straight.


    With seven laps of the 25-lap race gone, Speak was already beginning to encounter backmarkers, slowing him down. Moodie was in the fastest car on the track and the
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