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INTRODUCTION


The Immortals of Australian Motor Racing: the Local Heroes is the third book in Rockpool Publishing/Gelding Street Press’s Immortals of Australian Sport series. The first two instalments focused on the greats of cricket and rugby league, in each case nominating a small group of individuals whose fame and feats are expected to endure forevermore. Both books were written by professional sports journalist and card-carrying cricket and league tragic Liam Hauser.


It’s entirely appropriate the series began with these two sports, as one is Australia’s only true national sport and is followed by the vast majority of the nation’s sporting fans, while the other gave birth to the whole Immortals phenomenon. Indeed, the blurb inside the dust jacket of The Immortals of Australian Rugby League briefly backgrounded that code’s practice of sparingly elevating leading figures to this rare acknowledgement: ‘The Immortals concept has become an established part of the Australian rugby league scene. It honours a very select group of former players regarded as the game’s elite. These players weren’t just high achievers and standout performers, but also influential identities who set a new benchmark and changed the way rugby league is played.’ To a large extent the Australian Rugby League Commission’s framework for bestowing Immortal status provided guiding principles for these books. 


Liam Hauser’s league book outlined the careers of the 13 individuals who have attained Immortal status. Thirteen chapters for the game’s 13 official Immortals (at the time of writing), which is, coincidentally, the number of players a rugby league team fields at any one point. These chapters rolled out in the order each of the baker’s dozen was nominated. Thus, the first four profiles featured the quartet of greats who were first inducted into the pantheon bestowed with the honour, and the last five chapters were dedicated to the five league greats most recently given the game’s highest honour.  


Hauser’s cricket book nominated 11 Australian players he believed worthy of Immortal status in the unlikely event that Cricket Australia adopted the concept. Of course, that number was chosen for the book as it’s the number of active participants each team fields in a match. The Immortals XI were profiled in their batting order, starting with the two openers, then the other specialist batsmen, a wicketkeeper and finally the bowlers. This was all very logical. 


Which brings us to this book and deciding how many local motor racing stars should be labelled Immortals and profiled here. After all, unlike ball sports where a specific number of players are permitted to take the field, there is no set number of personnel within a race team. Thoughts of assembling a Supercars-sized grid of Immortals were quickly discounted on the grounds that grid sizes have fluctuated over the years and can differ from event to event and circuit to circuit. Ultimately, it was decided the most appropriate number of chapters for this book was 10. Why 10? Well, that number has special significance in racing, first because one-lap, top 10 qualifying shootouts have been a feature of the sport down under since the 1970s, and second because finishing a race in tenth place is generally considered the minimum standard for an acceptable race result. Likewise, sitting within the top 10 on the championship ladder by year’s end is another minimum standard. In any case, 10 was a good round number for which to aim! After all, you don’t have to look very far to find top 10 lists on just about any topic.  


Key influences on my measure of a driver’s greatness are multiple triumphs at Mount Panorama and in the season-long title fight.


Selecting all-time greats in any sport will always be a contentious undertaking, largely because it is impossible to objectively compare participants from different eras. That’s especially true of motor racing, which is a blanket term for various motorised competitions that are continually evolving. Narrowing the field to just 10 standout individuals was a daunting task.


Before we go any further it’s important to define ‘motor racing’, a term that is generally applied to four-wheeled competition on sealed circuits over a predetermined number of laps or timeframe. Touring cars (such as what we now know as Supercars, the dominant or premier domestic form of motor sport in Australia), open-wheelers (Formula 1, 2, 3, Indycar and so on) and sports cars (prototypes and GT) are all examples of motor racing.


Admittedly, there are no hard and fast rules as to what constitutes motor racing, yet most enthusiasts, including myself, see it as a subsection of motor sport, the overarching term for motorised competition on both two and four wheels. Other branches include rallying, speedway, drag racing and the purely amateur, grassroots pursuit of hill climbing.


Motor racing is unique in that the playing field, if that is the right expression, is rarely even. Race drivers can only win races if their cars are competitive. It’s not uncommon for an individual to dominate one year then become an also-ran the next season through no fault of their own. Fortunes can fluctuate widely due to myriad factors: level of funding, rule changes, team personnel changes – you name it. So it is entirely possible for a moderately talented driver to win a championship purely by attaining a legal but unfair advantage. Their team may have developed new technology or found a loophole in the rules that provides a speed advantage over the rest of the field. But it’s rare for such advantages to last long and impossible to enjoy prolonged motor racing success without being a supreme talent. In days (mostly) long gone, drivers won major Australian races and titles because they simply purchased and imported the best race car.


While statistics play an important role in determining greatness in sports such as cricket they do not deserve to be the sole criteria for selection. They are probably less important in motor racing given the modern-day Supercars championship comprises many more races than its predecessor, the Australian Touring Car Championship. So tallies of race wins are skewed heavily in favour of the likes of 21st-century stars Craig Lowndes and Jamie Whincup rather than heroes of the 1970s and 1980s such as Allan Moffat and Peter Brock.


Yet there can only be one champion crowned per year and two winners of the annual Bathurst 1000. Thus, key influences on my measure of a driver’s greatness are multiple triumphs at Mount Panorama and in the season-long title fight. 


Just 18 men have won both the Bathurst classic and the ATCC/Supercars title, nine of whom cracked my top 10 list with a further six in my list of honourable mentions. That fact should reinforce the importance placed on these two benchmarks of success.


That said, there was one famous figure from Australian motor-racing history with an impressive haul of titles and major race wins who I was not comfortable labelling as an Immortal. This was due to the extreme nature of his off-track crimes, for which he served time in prison later in his life. 


This is a book about the greats of the Australian scene, regardless of what passports they carry now or back in their racing heydays.


On another note, it’s also important to highlight that the title of this book includes the words ‘of Australian motor racing: the local heroes’ as opposed to ‘Australian heroes’, hence the inclusion of two drivers who were not born in Australia. Allan Moffat and Jim Richards were born in Canada and New Zealand respectively, but have resided here since they were young men. Both call Australia home.


This is a book about the greats of the Australian scene, regardless of what passports they carry now or back in their racing heydays. Similarly, the ‘local heroes’ part of the title points to drivers whose racing fame was predominantly achieved here on Australian soil. Writing about those who accomplished great things on foreign soil is a whole other project . . .


This book explores the careers of the 10 identities selected, giving an in-depth overview of their results and achievements along with an insight into what set the Immortals apart from other drivers and how they made a special and lasting impact on local motor racing on and off the track. In most cases they moved into team ownership and management, broadcasting, officialdom and ambassadorial roles, furthering their influence on the sport.


This book also attempts to highlight what made the Immortals tick. For the record, I did not set out to restrict my selections to males; however, despite all forms of motor sport being open to female competitors, none have achieved to the level of the 10 profiled here. There’s nothing stopping females from doing so in the future if enough young girls aspire to work their way through the ranks to the elite levels, something that has not been the case to date. In 50 years’ time I’d like to think women will populate grids, pit lanes and podiums as competitors. That being the case, they will ultimately find their way into books such as this.


Having chosen my 10 Immortals of Australian motor racing, the next task, of course, was to tell their stories. The 10 chapters profiling my 10 racing greats roll out in chronological order according to date of birth but, rather than purely outlining their career and achievements chronologically, I’ve attempted to work one key angle in a bid to sum them up and explain their place in the pantheon of Aussie racing greats. 


Enjoy!


Luke West


April 2021
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Bob Jane was much more than just a race driver. The nuggety Victorian owned teams, automotive businesses and racetracks.







1


BOB JANE










	Full name

	Robert Frederick Jane








	Birthdate

	18 December 1929 (died 28 September 2018)








	Place of birth

	Melbourne, Victoria








	Nickname

	Bob the Builder












Tyre retailer, businessman, circuit owner, entrepreneur, team boss, sponsor, cancer battler, tabloid fodder, dreamer: Bob Jane was all of those things and more. To legions of long-time motor sport fans he was first and foremost a race driver of legendary status, yet Bob the Builder’s contribution to local racing went far beyond his feats on the track. Bob Jane is unique among the heroes profiled in this book: his fame – and status as an Immortal – stem from his off-track contributions to racing as much as from his on-track success. 


Jane was a four-time winner of the Armstrong 500, the race held at Phillip Island and Mount Panorama in the early 1960s that ultimately became the Bathurst 1000. There were also four Australian Touring Car Championships (1962, 1963, 1971 and 1972), an Australian GT Championship and countless race victories over a 20-year period. Each success was achieved in his trademark combative, take-no-prisoners style. He was, figuratively, a brawler, an ultra-competitive, barrel-chested bloke for whom having a stoush was all part of getting things done.


Jane never did things by half, whether it was importing the latest and greatest race cars or expanding his business empire. The latter includes Bob the Builder’s finest achievement: introducing NASCAR oval racing to this country after spending a not so small fortune on building Australia’s first heavily banked oval super speedway. The Calder Park Thunderdome was his Field of Dreams project, the track’s opening coinciding with the release of the Kevin Costner baseball-themed movie, which led many media reports of the time to link the Hollywood flick’s theme of ‘build it and they will come’ to Jane’s approach. And for a decade they did come, racers and spectators alike. 


The rise and fall of the Thunderdome was a colourful chapter in local racing history that will not be repeated, a sporting construction project on a scale never attempted by an individual in this country before or since. While others lobbied the government to fund their sporting projects from the public purse, Jane just wrote the cheques himself and rolled up his sleeves and made it happen. Then there was Jane’s role in securing Australia a round of the Formula 1World Championship. More on Bob’s building jobs later, but first we need to go back to his youth to understand what shaped him.


He grew up in working-class Brunswick in Depression-era Melbourne, the eldest of three children. As a 13 year old he stepped in to protect his mother from his drunken father, taking punches to his face. His fearlessness served him well as a junior boxer, before his mode of a transport as a boy – a bicycle – became his first wheeled form of competition. He earned a quid or two racing, mainly on the North Essendon board track, before turning his hand to building a business.


Jane made a set of custom luggage and then car seat covers for his own car, a 1934 Chevrolet Roadster. This experiment in motor trimming proved to be his entry into the automotive world and the start of an empire. His best mate then was Norm Beechey, whose father had a car yard. Dick Beechey noted the quality of Jane’s work and immediately placed an order for covers. Thus his first auto business, American Luxury Seats, was born.


Jane and Beechey tried their hands at speedway at Baxter Park in 1953 before graduating to circuit racing. One of Jane’s earliest racing machines was an exotic Maserati. His fledgling yet booming car sales business not only provided the funds for the purchase but also the factory connection for sourcing it. He admitted he was initially out of his depth behind the wheel of the thoroughbred, but he soon got the hang of it and of the racing caper. 


Jane credited his Bathurst partner Harry Firth for honing his skills. The pair joined forces in Jane’s Autoland Pty Ltd-entered Mercedes-Benz 220E to win the 1961 Armstrong 500 at Phillip Island, the forerunner to the October classic at Mount Panorama. They won the next two 500s together, on the Island and then Bathurst in Ford Motor Company entries, first in a Falcon (the first major success for the locally built Blue Oval nameplate) then a Cortina GT. Jane made it four Great Race wins on the trot when he paired with George Reynolds to win the 1964 event. 




This was an ultra-successful period for the Immortal, and not just in showroom production cars: ‘My connections were forged through me buying a MkII Jaguar off the floor at [car dealer] Brysons and going racing,’ he told Australian Muscle Car (AMC) magazine in 2017, the year before he died. ‘What followed was my development of this race car into the most winning MkII in the world; not my words but from the facts and records.’


Jane developed the car in his home garage with help from his long-time race mechanic, John Sawyer, and ran away with his first ATCC title at Longford, Tasmania in 1962. He backed it up with a second title in 1963 at Mallalla, South Australia the same year he won the Australian GT Championship in a lightweight E-type Jag. Thus, in four racing seasons, he’d won three national titles and four Armstrong 500s.
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Jane won the 1962 Armstrong 500 at Phillip Island with Harry Firth in a Ford Falcon. They were victorious again the following year when the event moved to Bathurst.


His success on the track raised his profile to the point where he opened his first eponymously named ‘T-Mart’ in Melbourne. His distinctive face adorns the business’s logo and signage to this day, and the jingle is etched into the memory banks of generations of Aussies. 


Doors opened for him globally and he forged powerful friendships with movers and players in world motor sport. Jane raced a variety of cutting-edge vehicles through the second half of the 1960s, including a trio of Mustangs and some big banger Can-Am-style sports cars. He also began helping other drivers, most notably Spencer Martin, John Harvey and Bevan Gibson. Martin would become a two-time Australian Drivers’ Champion, while speedway convert John Harvey, beyond his time racing for Jane, ultimately became a Holden racing legend as a Bathurst winner and Brock’s right-hand man. Bevan’s young life, however, was cut tragically short aboard Jane’s Elfin 400 sports car when it took flight over the final hump on Conrod Straight at Bathurst in 1969. The car owner took it hard.
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Jane often sourced his racing cars from the United States, such as his Trans-Am Mustang.
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Jane won back-to-back ATCCs in 1971 and 1972 in a fearsomely powerful Chevrolet Camaro.


Jane was not immune to big accidents himself, surviving a series of spectacular rollovers in an early Mustang at Katoomba’s Catalina Park, but faring better in this crash than when he broke vertebrae and other bones at Phillip Island in an old Holden.




For the 1971 season, at the height of the muscle car era, he imported the Chev Camaro with which he was most closely associated. His 1969 ZLi Camaro featured a giant 427ci (7.0-litre) V8 engine and was painted in orange paintwork that would become another of his trademarks. In many ways the toughest of the tough Camaro was a reflection of its owner. Crowds watched in awe as the nuggetty Jane, in his typically aggressive hunched-behind-the-wheel style, took on the best in the business to claim the 1971 Australian Touring Car Championship, beating Allan Moffat (Mustang), Ian Geoghegan (Falcon) and Norm Beechey (Monaro) to the title. 
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Jane loved his wild sports sedans. They didn’t come any wilder than the Repco V8-powered Torana XU-1.




He wrapped up the title at Oran Park in front of a huge crowd with a come-from-behind victory that included, once he’d hit the front, dodging a mobile chicane: ‘There I was leading the race, trying to keep Moffat behind me, when a spectator drove onto the track in a white Valiant and joined the race – I mean he just drove onto the track from the crowd. I was passing him twice a lap and at the same time trying to keep Moffat behind me. It was unbelievable. Winning that race was a great triumph for me personally . . . Moffat was a bloody tough competitor.’ Jane repeated the feat the following year despite new rules forcing the replacement of the 427ci engine with a 350ci (5.7-litre) version. 


His attempt to win three consecutive ATCCs (and five in total) was scuttled by another rule change that made his Camaro ineligible for 1973. The rule change saw Jane’s team switch its focus from the ATCC to the Australian Sports Sedan Championship, contested for more heavily modified cars. There were also sporadic outings in the annual Bathurst classic through the 1970s in a succession of Holden Toranas, without success.
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Jane was a Holden dealer through the 1970s, which influenced his choice of race weapon. This is his Monaro at Calder Park, the circuit he owned. 




By the early 1970s, he’d taken ownership of the 1.6 km Calder Park circuit in Melbourne and, along with cigarette company Philip Morris, put up generous prize money for a multi-round Calder-only Sports Sedan title fight. He ended up effectively winning back his own money by clinching the Marlboro Sports Sedan Series in both 1974 and 1975, in a Repco V8-powered Torana and an HQ Monaro respectively. The last race car he drove in anger was a bewinged behemoth of a Chevrolet Monza, in October 1981 when aged 51. Driving violently accelerating and decelerating racing cars possessing little suspension travel increasingly aggravated his sciatica, a spinal-pain condition that almost certainly stemmed from back injuries suffered during the aforementioned early-career race accidents.


Jane’s final outing in the Monza would prove to be the 1981 Australian Sports Sedan Championship finale at Adelaide International Raceway, held over two heats. Fittingly, it would be a dramatic affair of fluctuating fortunes. Jane won heat one but then, on the warm-up lap for heat two, a bolt became embedded in one of the Monza’s rear tyres, rendering it unsafe. With no replacement boot on hand for the uniquely tyred machine, Jane became a non-starter. Consider the irony of that for a tyre-retailer . . . For the 1982 season he installed the biggest name in the sport, Peter Brock, in the car to ensure Bob Jane T-Marts stayed in the limelight.


Jane’s face and business name continued to adorn countless racing cars through the 1980s as he switched from entering to sponsoring them. At Bathurst in 1986, Bob Jane T-Marts was the major sponsor of no less than five cars across four teams: two Mercedes-Benz, two BMWs and one Commodore. His flourishing automotive businesses saw him amass considerable wealth. So much so that he had enough funds to indulge in pursuing some truly blue-sky projects in the 1980s. 
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Jane’s last racing car was a Chev Monza sports sedan, later driven by Peter Brock.




He dreamed of hosting a Formula 1 World Championship round, something Australia had never done, vowing to revamp and expand Calder Park should he secure the deal with F1 czar Bernie Ecclestone. To prove it could be done, he hosted five consecutive non-world championship status Australian Grands Prix (AGP) at his Melbourne facility between 1980 and 1984. The first year he bankrolled the air transport and entry of a current-year Williams FW07 so Aussie race fans could congratulate new World Champ and countryman Alan Jones on home soil. Each year for the next four he imported a stellar cast of F1 stars to drive cars contesting the top-level class of local open-wheel racing. 


Despite his efforts, Jane was told in no uncertain terms by Ecclestone that he had no interest in bringing the full circus to barren Calder Park, regardless of how much Jane spent on a potential revamp. Nonetheless, the Jane-promoted AGPs planted the seeds for the South Australian government’s bid for a race on the streets of Adelaide. When a full field of F1 machines blasted off the grid in the South Australian capital in late 1985, Bob should have felt justifiably proud that he’d laid the groundwork.




The Thunderdome stands as a monument to its creator’s commitment and self-belief.




In any case, and ever dreaming big, by that stage he was already well advanced with his plans for a purpose-built NASCAR-style paved oval. This was a larger undertaking than merely hosting F1 on an expanded road course. The earth moving required to create a 1.8 km oval with 24-degree banking beggars belief. Frankly, Jane probably underestimated the task, but nevertheless Calder Park Thunderdome came to life and still sits today, largely unused this millennium, as a reminder of when a little slice of the US of A came to Australia. It also stands as a monument to its creator’s commitment and self-belief that he could make the project happen. His hard-nosed business style and what one journalist called his ‘crash-or-crash-through ways’ helped enormously. 


It’s impossible to put an accurate figure on what Jane spent on the Thunderdome. Bob himself refuted Fairfax media’s claims in an interview that he dropped $250 million on the D-shaped oval. He would only say: ‘It was my money to spend. I did it and in no way regret one minute of it.’ Fair enough. We can only salute Jane for delivering a spectacular and quirky chapter in local racing history on a track that took its name from the title of Mad Max III: Beyond Thunderdome. There was plenty of Hollywood about the massive crowds that flocked to see some newly unearthed stars collect some big prize money – and the walls. 


The Thunderdome holds a special place in international motor sport history.




The Thunderdome holds a special place in international motor sport history as the venue for the first-ever NASCAR race held outside North America. Australia’s fastest ever racing circuit saw cars record an average lap speed over 50 km/h faster than a V8 Supercar achieves at Mount Panorama today. The seeds were sown during a trip to the United States in 1964 when Jane visited the World 600 stock car race at Charlotte Motor Speedway in North Carolina. What he heard and saw left an indelible impression. 


This experience would bubble to the surface two decades later, the first significant step in the Thunderdome’s unexpected creation coming when Jane purchased the Calder Raceway in 1972. Thus began a quest to promote motor racing that captured the public’s imagination with resultant big crowds. He was, after all, first and foremost a businessman, but one with racing in his blood.


By the end of 1983, when he realised World Championship–level F1 was never going to happen, he reset his goals to create a super speedway and introduce NASCAR-style racing to Australia. Almost a year was spent cutting through planning red tape, before construction of a half-scale Daytona began in November 1984. Charlotte owner, Humpy Wheeler, convinced Jane to replicate the design of his 2.4 km D-shaped oval, and this change of plans midstream was one reason construction took over two years. Of course, being the first sporting venue of its kind in Australia meant there was no local experience to draw on, so mistakes and time-consuming remedies were understandably made.


Jane claimed 500,000 truckloads of fill was brought to the facility to create the steep banking and elevated spectator area. Construction of another kind – building NASCARs for prospective local competitors from 20 US-sourced kits – paralleled work on the track. Building the cars and a viable competitor base was almost as big a task as bringing the track to life. 
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Another job for Bob was construction of the Calder Park Thunderdome, the only banked NASCAR track outside the USA.
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The Thunderdome enjoyed a short but sweet period of success. 




After many delays and constant bad press, Jane had a significant win in August 1987 when the biggest name in stock car racing history, Richard Petty, spent two days testing Goodyear tyres ahead of the official track opening: ‘I’m pretty impressed with the way these boys have gone about this thing,’ Petty was quoted in the Australian Motor Racing Year #17. ‘If I was a promoter, I’d sure like to have this thing back in the States.’ A million-dollar opening spectacular race scheduled for November was postponed to early 1988 due to construction delays and a lack of Australian teams.


Jane and his team proved the doubters wrong when the Thunderdome hosted the Goodyear NASCAR 500 on 28 February 1988. The original million-dollar prize fund got trimmed to $340,000 but an impressive-sized field of 32 cars was assembled, mostly in imported cars. The field comprised a number of local stars and 24 visiting Americans, including a handful of name drivers. One of these, Neil Bonnett, won the 280-lap race by just 0.86 seconds over Bobby Allison, who just weeks earlier had claimed the Daytona 500. Tasmanian Robin Best was the top-finishing Australian in 11th, while Bathurst touring car legends Allan Grice and Dick Johnson were wiped out in a multi-car wreck that eliminated eight cars. The race was shown live by long-time motor sport telecaster the Seven Network as Australians were introduced to the unique form of oval track racing.


All things considered it was an impressive start, and Jane was rightfully proud as punch. The local Australian NASCAR racing scene would prosper and remain strong into the 1990s.


The racing had more in common with speedway, thus many competitors were drawn from that branch of the sport.


It was a different story for the home-grown AUSCAR category, conceived to play second fiddle to NASCAR but quick to gain a big fan base in its own right. The undoubted AUSCAR king was Brad Jones, whose prolific success for the much-loved Holden marque during AUSCAR’s most popular phase ensured the personable Albury road racer had a big fan following: ‘Initially [the Thunderdome] had big crowds and then it waned a little,’ he recalls. ‘Then they started night racing and we were dragging huge crowds into it. We had between 35,000 and 55,000. It was really an amazing place to compete on those occasions.’


Bob’s family life was always complicated. His last marriage descended into a soap opera that played out in courtrooms and tabloid newspapers.


A combination of dwindling prize money, the lack of ovals in other big cities and the birth of what would soon become V8 Supercars conspired against AUSCAR and local NASCAR. As Jones said: ‘The biggest thing that knocked it around was that Bob – for whatever reason – decided to drop the prize money. When it had been paying such good prize money – at one stage it was $12,000 for a win – it was allowing people to compete there with not much commercial sponsorship. So blokes like me who felt they had been there a while were not being treated fairly. In hindsight, I probably was, but at the time we weren’t happy and moved on. And it slowly fell away. If Bob wasn’t paying the money people couldn’t afford to compete, and with less cars there were less spectators attending. So it became an ever tougher environment.’
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