Racing Stories

Subject: Cautionary Tale, 7/23/99R

From: Paul Foster pfoster@gdi.net 

Spotted on the Opentracking list... anyone at MARRS 3 on Saturday will remember this Mustang... the message has been forwarded so that we may all learn from the unfortunate accidents of others.  What doesn't kill us makes us stronger, right?

Keep it safe out there people,

Jon

----------

For those of you who aren't familiar, I was involved in a rather nasty accident on Saturday at the DC Region's MARRS III race at Summit Point Raceway  (http://www.summitpoint-raceway.com).  "So what the heck happened anyway?" you may ask.  Well, here's my report from the driver's seat.

We were basically testing a new car.  It's the same one I've been running all season, however, now we had put in a freshened up junkyard motor, put on a new set of wheels, installed the Baer rear disk brake kit - to replace the M-2300-C kit, and slapped on a brand new set of BF Goodrich G-Force tires.   The first session went really well and for the first time all season I was actually able to keep up with all the other AS cars.  I spun once down in turn five due to a slight engine problem.

It seems that something was getting so hot that the car was stalling out as soon as the clutch was pushed in.  Unbeknownst to me while braking for turn five, the motor stalled out and the rear axle started hopping like crazy.  I was giving the car gas to try to calm the rear end down, but with the stalled motor that proved to be a futile effort.  The rear end came around and the next thing I knew I was looking at oncoming traffic.  Not a good situation to be in in turn 5 as a large hill blocks the view of obstacles in the apex.  I let the car roll down to the apex and many thanks to the corner workers got me onto the grass out of harm's way.  I tried cranking the engine for about three minutes and only succeeded in wearing down the battery pretty well and flooding the car so badly I had to get out because of the fumes.  The session was over anyway and the tow truck came and hauled me back to the pits.

Heat seemed to be a serious problem with this new motor as temps were pegged everywhere.  Oil was over 280 by my estimates, it's only a 270-degree gauge and it was pegged at the bottom.  Water was over 260 and holding steady and was not quite pegged.  A check of the overflow reservoir showed that it was pretty full, but wasn't puking anything.  Cabin temps, according to a little electronic thermometer I had taped inside, were up to 121deg F.  Time for a cool vest.

We relocated the fuel pressure regulator farther away from the header, bumped up fuel pressure, and fiddled with the idle.  We then found that a bolt had fallen off the starter solenoid and scrounged the pits to find a replacement.  Upon putting on the new bolt the solenoid housing cracked and we were forced to go pit to pit begging for a starter.  Many thanks to Linda Kearney for loaning us a starter! (I promise we'll get it back to you soon!) 

Now, we were ready for qualifying, the car was finally competitive and I felt sure that we were going to have a good race.  Lap 1 of qualifying was pretty uneventful as most of it was spent scrubbing tires and getting things up to temps.  A couple of GT cars were up front, then Mark Warno, me, Tom Miller, Dave Daubins, and the rest of the field.  In hind site we probably should have shelved the G-Force tires as the first session was technically their "heat cycling" session, but we didn't have the old R1s so we had to make due with what we had.  The next lap everybody moved up to about 8/10ths and at turn 5 we were a little loose and Tom Miller squeezed by me.

I went around the carousel and the car felt pretty good.  The tires seemed to be gripping pretty well and I made the quick left hander at eight (SCCA calls this turn seven).  Down the short straight to the entry of nine, by this time Tom had slipped past Mark and dropped two wheels off in the dirt at track out.  They were about three car lengths in front of me.  This is where things started to go wrong.  Really wrong.

I turned the wheel to the right at the turn in for nine and all the sudden the car felt like it was on ice!  Dave Daubins, who was right behind me, said that it looked like I was late for the turn in, but I feel like I had turned in where I always do for that corner.  Perhaps the car appearing as if it were late on turn in could have something to do with how the car felt, as it may not have reacted to my inputs immediately hence the apparent delay.  The car pushed across the outside edge of nine and the rear end started coming around.  I corrected and was now four wheels off in the dirt just past the apex - as best as I could gather.

I suddenly found myself in a cloud of dust and was unable to see much of anything.  Most of it was from me going off sideways and some was left over from Tom's excursion a second or two earlier.  I could tell the car was still rotating some but was unable to gauge how far as I was now without visual reference points.  Still rotating, unable to see, and afraid that I was going to come back into oncoming traffic, I went both feet in.  I figured it would be better to park it on the side of the track for a few seconds rather than hit someone else and ruin their weekend and mine. I broke through the dust and found that I was about six feet away from the tire wall and fairly parallel with it.

The whole event was sort of surreal from this point on and it's funny what runs through your head when something like this is happening.  Some people's lives flash before them, some people just don't remember.  Some people like me are kind of screwed up and start out worrying about the car and getting back into the race.

The tire wall was fast approaching and "Man this is going to hurt!", flashed through my head.

BAM! I hit the tire wall.  I heard my helmet crack on something hard to the left and thought, "That wasn't so bad, we can fix the car and get out for tomorrow."  Little did I know the ride had not yet come to a complete stop.

The car bounced off the tire wall and rotated 90 degrees counter clockwise in the air so the nose was pointed directly at it.  The motor had stalled and I could tell that the car was listing to starboard (passenger side).  I felt the car hit ground, the wheels dug in and the suspension loaded and then unloaded shooting the car up into the air and rolling it like a barrel down the track.  Things got really quiet.

I rotated 270 degrees in the air and then another "BAM!"  Significantly louder than the first, as the car came crashing down on the driver's side front A pillar.

Then the pain came.  The weight of my body came crashing down onto my shoulders already taught against the harness.  I felt the air shoot out of my lungs as I let out a loud "UUNH" - somebody get the number of that bus.  The front window cracked into spider webs which looked as if they were the sharp pain that wove its way across my upper back.

Now, my only frame of reference at this point was the interior of the vehicle itself.  The sound turned back on as the car rolled across the roof, the driver's side door, back onto the wheels, over the passenger side door and back onto the roof, banging, scraping, crunching, and clattering the whole way.

The harness felt really tight and I realized I was no longer "shiny side up."  I reached for the window net and yanked on the release.  It wouldn't budge.  Breaths were short and quick as I was having a difficult time breathing.  Each draw of air into and out of my lungs felt as if it were cracking my back.  I tugged more on the release but it was not coming loose.

It was really hot.  With no air moving through the inside of the car was stifling.

An orange flash drew my attention away from the net, towards the front of the car.  "OH F*CK!" Through the cracked windshield, I could see flames peeking from what would normally be under the engine hood, only now upside down, they were on top!  I looked up at the floor pan to find the Fire button.  "SH*T!" I thought, "the M@!#&$#~@^&*# PIN IS STILL IN!!!"  I fumbled with the pin for a second and hit the button...HARD!

PSSSHSSSSHSHSHSSSHHH!  I was showered with a cool, oddly sterile smelling, fog.  I could see it coming out of the crack in the engine hood as well, and the flames quickly disappeared.  I was still clamping the button, as if holding it would keep the nozzles spraying as long as my hand was there.  It was like having turbo charged air conditioning inside the stifling interior.  To my disappointment the Halon shower was over quickly.

I popped the belts and fell to the roof.  "OOF!" I could feel my legs and could move them but they were of little use as I slithered out of the car.  My back was killing me and every time I put an arm forward and pulled myself closer to the passenger side window it felt as if someone were taking a grinder to my spine.  Pull, slide, pull, slide.  I was worried that the fire would start up again.  I cleared the window and crawled free of the car.  I rolled over onto my back and lay on the ground at turn nine, panting hard, my back smarting soundly.

"DRIVER, ARE YOU OK?!" shouted the corner worker.  He had a fire extinguisher in his hand.

I couldn't talk, there just wasn't enough air.  I gave a thumbs up and then flattened my hand and gave a "so-so" sign.  I was conscious but I wasn't feeling terribly well for some reason.

"GET UP!"

Cars whizzed by a few feet away.

"I can't." I wheezed.

"GET UP!"

I tried to sit up but was unable to overcome the pain that moving around caused, and quickly fell back.  I shook my head.

He ran over and grabbed me by the arm and helped me over to the tire wall.  I laid down on top of it.  Standing felt as if it would finish breaking my back.  The tires were hot and thoughts of snakes and bees coming out of them flashed through my mind but I figured their bites and stings would add little additional pain.  I was hot again.  I fumbled with my helmet and let it fall beside the tire wall.

It's funny how fast all that stuff happened.

Within a few seconds a swarm of people were around me.  I couldn't see much it hurt too much to look around.

I was strapped to a backboard and whisked off to the hospital.

I used every piece of safety equipment in the car this weekend.  Cage, helmet, harnesses, and fire system, they all did their job.  If it were not for the SCCA rules and standards regulating these devices I seriously doubt I would have survived this incident.  My next cage will make the old one look pale by comparison, I'm going all out on this one.

I've learned some valuable lessons this weekend:

1. Never race without a crew

2. Always pull the pin on the fire button before leaving the pits

3. Heat cycle tires and then take them off and save them for later.

4. NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, skimp on safety equipment!!

5. Turn 9 is a terrible place to go off.

6. Tighten your belts every lap.

7. If I don't call my wife when something like this happens I better be DOA or she'll make sure I am when she shows up.

Once again thanks to everyone for their support and I hope to see everyone on the track soon!

Christopher Ihara

Formerly #5 AS Mustang

