RACE REPORT

OUMF joins the Historic Racing Drivers Club Championship
Round 1 – Brands Hatch - Saturday April 9th 2011

For the OUMF team, preparation for the first round of Julius Thurgood’s amazing new HRDC race series started after last year’s rallies in Barbados, converting the Riley 1.5 for the race track for its appearance in the St Mary’s paddock at the 2010 Goodwood Revival. Up to the point OUMF received Julius’s kind invitation to join the inaugural HRDC series, the car has become very well known for its success on the rally stages of the UK and Barbados – which is a very different discipline. So the team set to…stripping out as much weight as possible (mainly intercoms, Brantz, lights, and other rally specific gear); adding it again(!) in the shape of rollcage padding, rain lights and shiny Lifeline extinguisher system – all very generously supplied by Jim Morris; lowering the suspension and resetting the Sportsline Koni dampers; removing all our sponsors stickers (, finding period-looking steel 13 wheels (thanks Rae Davis!) and making various other tweaks. Perhaps the most important of these - given the tremendous difference they have made to the handling of the OUMF Golf Gti rally trainer and the Alfa projects - was the fitting of the new Super Pro polyurethane bushes to the suspension, kindly provided by Richard Fearn. We also had to fit a set of new Dunlop L control tyres, and were extremely grateful for the help of Phillips Tyres of Oxford and HP Tyres with these very expensive items.
Despite the early start on Friday and in typical OUMF style, final additions, like the obligatory tow straps, which arrived that morning, kindly supplied by TRS, were still being fitted as we loaded the van prior to setting off for Kent. Picking up Joe Sturdy from Wheatley on the way, the OUMF convoy hit the M25 later than planned - at the worst time of the week - delaying our arrival at Brands Hatch until after 6pm. However, after a warm greeting on arrival from Julius Thurgood and other teams and drivers in the paddock, little time was wasted as the van was quickly unloaded of marquee, tables, sponsors banners and chairs, the trailer secured behind our stand, and the Riley 1.5 put on display for all to see. The whole team then went to help fellow HRDC competitor Eddy Perk unload his beautifully race prepared GSM Dart Climax. 

By this time we were all very hungry and thirsty and were all rather relieved to set off to Tonbridge where James Barratt’s mum, Val Barratt, and her partner Michael very kindly cooked a smashing BBQ and put the team up for the night. As Tashi Ferguson was celebrating his 19th birthday, Val had even gone to the trouble of making him a wonderfully inventive surprise cake – with his infamous Gulf liveried Nissan Micra on it. As the party rocked on towards midnight, and with several long days of organisation behind him, and race day ahead, Ding was very relieved to be offered a bed – even if it did mean sharing the room with tanks of pet cockroaches, a snake and several lizards!

Thanks to this hospitality, when the alarm went off at 7am on Saturday, everyone seemed pretty refreshed and ready for the day – even James Thomas who had gone to sleep in a collapsing chair... Leaving after a quick coffee, we were at Brands Hatch by 8.30 in full period gear – with flat caps and white mechanics overalls all round, in true 1950’s ‘Goodwood’ style – and we were very grateful to Liz Allsworth at the MGCC for the extra tickets for the team. While Ding set off to signing on, our pit stand in the paddock was a hive of activity as we set to work in the brilliant sunshine! With Rob Mason in Team Manager role and wielding a clipboard to good organisational effect, the sponsors banners went up, the OUMF stand was assembled, the car cleaned, James Fewkes’s ‘GoPro’ in-car camera was installed, the racing numbers were skilfully painted on with Meltonian shoe white by Allan Hillyard (no modern stickers for OUMF!) and last minute mods and alterations made before the car could go to Scrutineering. Throughout the day, the excellent HRDC hospitality area under the CCK awning next door was dispensing endless hot drinks and French pastries, and Sean and Graham were keeping a watching brief over our stand having been asked by Ding to judge the ‘Team Member of the Day’ award at the end of the meeting, which kept us all on our toes!      
To our relief, at Scrutineering, the side exit exhaust which was beautifully - and fruitily! - crafted by Brian Ashley, didn’t raise more than as appreciative eyebrow, and the car was passed with barely an issue. Then, under the careful eye of chief mechanic James Manners, the team got to work checking the car over and setting it up for qualifying - and the first competitive lap of the track for both car and driver! In order to stop the high compression engine ‘pinking’ under load (and possibly holing a piston) the car was first emptied of petrol (thanks to IK Racing for the loan of their jerry cans!) and filled up with a carefully measured mix of pump fuel and high octane Sunoco Race Fuel - very kindly donated to us by Anders Hildebrand of the Anglo American Oil Company. Tim Howes at NGK is endlessly helpful and his gift of Iridium race plugs combined with the Sunoco fuel, seemed to work like a charm, just as he predicted. However as qualifying drew closer, and with no idea what to expect of the Riley in its new configuration, nerves were running high amongst the team. Would the little rally spec B-series engine be up to the strain of the circuit? How would it drive now its faithful TOYO 888’s had been substituted for the obligatory Dunlop L section historic tyres? What would be the effect of the NGK Iridums plugs and Super Pro suspension bushes under race conditions? Would the car even be able to keep up with the rest of the well- prepared - and much better funded! – ‘Goodwood Revival’ pack? 

All these unanswered questions made qualifying that much more exciting as the cars moved out on to the track! After a careful first couple of laps to get a feel for the car and tyres and make sure everything was working okay, the Riley’s lap times started to fall rapidly - from over 1.20 to 1.11 before it came in for a check in the pits. The team efficiently recorded tyre temperatures and pressures and checked the car over before sending it back out on track. The best time of 1.10 secured the little Riley 20th place on the grid of 30 cars which was better than any of us had expected – so not a bad opener at all! 

At the end of the session the Riley returned to our stand in the paddock with a request from the organisers that we fit a transponder for timing – which was very kindly lent to us by Sean and Graham at Classic Cars of Kent – top of a long list of things to sort out before the race proper. At the ensuing debrief, Ding reported that the NGK plug/Sunoco fuel combination was excellent, with lots of power and no pinking, and the new Koni adjustable dampers, kindly presented by Graham Hazleton at Sportsline Suspension, felt perfectly tuned and set. Despite the very different handling on the Dunlop tyres, the Konis, and the precision and feel given by the Super Pro urethane bushes in cornering was a tremendous improvement, and made the car so much easier to place on track – as had been expected from our experiences with the Golf Gti. We have come to the conclusion that fitting Super Pro bushes is the cheapest and easiest and most effective single handling upgrade one can make to any car! 

However, he also reported that the car was pulling sharply to the left under braking, the oil pressure was very low when hot and there was a heavy clunk from the rear of the car on turning in for right hand corners. 

First the brakes were stripped and bled, but while this improved things it didn’t solve the issue which was eventually diagnosed as the brake shoes being out of adjustment. This is one of very few downsides of running the brilliant Alfin alloy drums over a disc brake setup – and the maintenance of the system is a great learning experience for the team.

Graham at CCK next door suggested that the low oil pressure was being caused by the oil reaching a higher temperature as it was being worked much harder for longer out on track than on a rally stage. In the absence of an oil cooler, his inventive suggestion was that we knock out the bonnet hinge pins, raise the back edge of the bonnet on foam blocks, and hold it all secure with lock wire instead! This would help cool the engine bay by allowing a better through flow of cool air from the radiator grille – and might help to keep our precious engine intact for the race.

With all the necessary repairs and alterations completed and the car thoroughly checked over once again, it was back to the track for the big event. Initially there was some panic and confusion amongst the team on the pit wall when the Riley didn’t show up on the grid, and was instead directed to start from the pit lane. It was only after the race that we learned that this was down to the lenses falling out of Ding’s glasses as he tried to put them on through the front of his full face helmet! This setback meant that the Riley started last, being allowed to leave the pit lane only after the last car was clear, but did mean extra excitement – and that the crowded paddock hill hairpin was avoided! 

From this point on things got better and better for the OUMF team, as our car began carving up the field, overtaking not only cars in the Riley’s own class but faster machinery too! A huge mid-race oil slick around half the length of the track provided by an exploding Jaguar engine added further drama, and members of the team looking down the pit wall were alarmed to see the Riley enter the straight sideways as the limited grip provided by its period specification Dunlop tyres was further reduced by this oily surprise! This generated lots more exciting sideways action before an intensive battle over several laps then ensued between the Riley and Stewart Imber’s huge Mercedes 220S. This ‘ding’ dong duel finally ended with the Riley slipping past with just a few minutes left on the race clock, which took the OUMF car to a triumphant 20th place out of 30 overall, and 4th in class! Mark Daniel took the podium in his mighty Austin A40, narrowly beating the Jaguar saloons of John Burton and Nigel Webb, who took 2nd and 3rd respectively after some very intense racing.

As you can imagine spirits were all extremely high in the OUMF garage! The car had performed admirably, keeping up with some far more expensive cars and not having any real problems, and we had all been overwhelmed by the kindness shown to us by the other competitors - and particularly by Alan Collins from Webcon who was having his first outing for some years in an MGA in the Equipe GTS series. We were bowled over when he presented a pair of 45 Weber carburettors for the ‘Inca’ Alfa project as an extremely generous contribution from him and Peter White to help complete the car and the three year learning process!  To make a great race meeting even better for OUMF, the team was awarded the prestigious “Best Presented Team” trophy by Julius Thurgood at the HRDC prize giving ceremony. Ding made a short impromptu speech of acceptance on behalf of the Team and presented him with a present from us all to thank him for an amazing experience. So all the hard work making the car and the OUMF stand look good, as well as our attention to the period dress really did pay off! Soon afterwards Sean and Graham were asked to make their decision on OUMF’s best performer, and made it quite clear that while they hadn’t actually come to blows, it had been a very difficult call - as everyone had made themselves so busy. However, in the end, James Manners was awarded ‘Man of the Match’ for his efforts to keep the team running smoothly throughout the day.

Before we left Julius approached us and personally congratulated everyone on an outstanding first performance, and invited the OUMF Team to the big televised meeting at Mallory Park on May 30th. In turn we voted Julius ‘Man of the Meeting’ for putting the event and the series together, and involving us all in it. 

It was a very tired but justifiably happy and proud team that set off back to Oxford that evening. We had all learned a colossal amount through the experience, are extremely grateful to all the OUMF supporters whose support made it possible, and we are all thoroughly looking forward to seeing the many friends we made once again at the next meeting at Mallory Park on May 30th. 
(Thanks to James Barratt for a great race report - and his family’s generous hospitality)
