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Troy Bayliss stands as one of Australia’s greatest motorcycle racers with three World Superbike Championships.
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DEDICATION


For any Aussie rider who has had a crack.
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Tom Phillis captures Honda’s first-ever grand prix victory at Barcelona in 1960.
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Kel Carruthers gets down and dirty at Imola in 1975.
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Casey Stoner stands as Australia’s fastest-ever grand prix rider in any race conditions.
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Toby Price preparing for the 2023 Dakar.












INTRODUCTION


For more than a century Australians have made an enormous contribution to the world of motorcycle racing. Newcastle’s Les Bailey first ventured to England in 1911 after cutting his teeth as a dirt tracker at the Sydney Sports Ground. He landed a job at Humber and later found work at the Douglas motorcycle factory in Bristol where he was offered two race bikes. Les enjoyed instant success, establishing nine British speed records. He also set the first-ever 100 mph lap at Brooklands on a 500cc machine, and led the 1912 Isle of Man 350cc Tourist Trophy (TT) until his gearbox failed. It was another 44 years before an Australian would win a TT race.


Motorcycle racing boasts a wide array of disciplines from road racing to motocross, Supercross and freestyle motocross as well as enduro, desert, rally, cross country, dirt track, long track, grass track, ice racing, hill climb, drag racing and Speedway. Then there’s the crazy world of sidecar racing. If speed isn’t your thing, you can plonk along in observed trials where riders pick their way through rocky terrain at walking pace.


The selection of Immortal candidates was opened up to all disciplines of two-wheel competition.


At the time of writing, from 1936 when Lionel Van Praag won the inaugural Speedway world championship at Wembley Stadium, Australian riders had won a total of 85 world motorcycle championships made up of 64 individual titles and 21 teams’ championships.


Born in 1908, Van Praag commenced his Speedway career at the Sydney Showground in 1926, and organised and competed in events at the deadly Maroubra speed bowl. He travelled to England and joined the Wembley Lions, with whom he won the 1932 British League title and later captained. His victory in the inaugural Speedway World Championship four years later over Englishman Eric Langton remains mired in extraordinary controversy.
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Gregg Hansford: missed and admired.





Van Praag’s induction into the Sport Australia Hall of Fame in 1990 sensationally claimed that the inaugural World Speedway Championship was fixed. It is alleged Langton and Van Praag agreed that whoever shot into the lead first would go on to win and split the mammoth £600 first-place prize money. Langton won the start and was ahead until the final corner, but Van Praag couldn’t resist and snatched victory.


In road racing, Australians have won world titles in the 125cc, 250cc, 350cc, 500cc, Moto2 and MotoGP classes, World Superbike, World Supersport, World Endurance and Formula 750 as well as US Superbike, British Superbike and the All-Japan 500cc championships. Aussies have also scored multiple victories in the historic Isle of Man Senior and Superbike TT races, the Daytona 200, Le Mans 24 Hour and Suzuka 8 Hour endurance events. No other nation has stood atop each dais in the toughest tests of motorcycle road racing.


As this book amply demonstrates, motorcycle racing is an exceedingly unforgiving business. In 1986 Wayne Gardner entered the most brutal era of 500cc grand prix racing with its highside prone 165bhp V4 machines. Only five men could ride these jittery 115 kilogram buzz saws to the max in a 45-minute grand prix: Gardner, Eddie Lawson, Wayne Rainey, Kevin Schwantz and Mick Doohan.


Australian and American riders dominated the 500cc championship from 1983 to 1998, winning every race from the 1985 Nations Grand Prix in Italy to the 1992 German Grand Prix. However, the 15 year Aus-Am domination came at a huge cost. The number and extent of injuries was devastating.


On the dirt, Australians have won multiple world championships in Supercross and enduro racing. Speedway racing run under lights first took place in Maitland, New South Wales in 1923. Australians have won nine individual world Speedway titles and five team world cups. Down Under riders have also won the gruelling Dakar Rally, the prestigious King of Bercy Supercross in Paris and the ultra-competitive US Grand National Cross-Country championship. Aussies have also excelled in junior motocross, winning five individual world titles and two teams’ championships.






[image: ]

Hansford was always at home racing at Mount Panorama. This is in 1980.





The Immortals of Australian Motorcycling: the World Champs is the seventh book in Gelding Street Press’s Immortals of Australian Sport series. The rough and tumble sport of rugby league gave birth to the Immortals phenomenon in 1981. The concept honours a very select group of the game’s elite who 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.


Indeed, the blurb inside the dust jacket of The Immortals of Australian Rugby League (2019) backgrounds the code’s practice of sparingly elevating leading figures to this rare acknowledgement.


Subsequent books in the Immortals series have focused on the greats of Australian cricket, motor racing, horse racing and soccer, each nominating an exclusive group of individuals whose fame and feats are expected to endure forevermore.
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Mick Doohan rose through the ranks in Australia before venturing overseas and becoming this country’s greatest-ever motorcycle racer. He won the 1988 WSK round at Oran Park.





What makes for an Immortal? It varies from sport to sport, of course. Every member possesses a potent mix of prodigious talent, unbridled determination, remarkable achievement, influence and magnetism.


In selecting the 12 Immortals of Australian Motorcycling, candidates needed to have excelled in world championship competition. Great consideration was given to their unique achievements, the quality of their competition, the impact they have had on the sport and the legacy they have left. From our best riders come the champions, distilled over time to the greats and then the legends. Finally, a dozen Immortals emerge.


Australia boasts 46 world motorcycle champions and several fine runners-up. Given the sheer number of world champs Australia has produced across so many disciplines, the selection process was arduous. Great discussions overlayed with statistical analysis helped us to arrive at the final, exalted group.
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Wayne Gardner was lured out of retirement, only to break his leg at Suzuka in 1992.





The Immortals have not been ranked in order of their achievements; they each enter the list on their own merits without comparison. It is an ensemble of Australia’s greatest-ever motorcycle racers – the best of the very best.


Darryl Flack
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As a teenager, Keith Campbell ventured to Europe alone to conquer the world.





1


KEITH CAMPBELL






	Full name

	Keith Ronald Campbell






	Birthdate

	1 June 1931; died 13 July 1958






	Place of birth

	Melbourne, Victoria







Australia’s first grand prix champion wrote the template for those who followed by mixing wide-eyed adventure with unrelenting grit and determination.


Tilting at windmills. That’s how some may have described a young Keith Campbell as he prepared for his maiden voyage to join the Continental Circus in the early 1950s.


Picture 19-year-old Campbell sailing alone to England in April 1951 with his second-hand Velocette to tackle the world’s best riders on Europe’s most dangerous race circuits.


Boarding the ship took plenty of guts, but Campbell had been hardened after losing his mother to pneumonia when he was three. At school he ran a mile home for lunch each day with older brother George because their grandmother did not pack school lunches.


As Australia’s first grand prix champion, Keith Campbell wrote the blueprint for those who followed. Making it to the top required a take-on-the-world mentality meshed with diligence and colonial canny all wrapped up in a universe of determination. Whatever it took, you did it.


Campbell financed his first trips to the 1951 and 1952 Manx Grands Prix at the Isle of Man, the amateur version of the famed Tourist Trophy (TT) events, by welding vacuum-cleaner bodies in a whitegoods factory. In 1953 he joined the gypsy band of professional racers in Europe. Within five weeks Campbell recorded his first international race victory in Belgium – on the eve of his 22nd birthday.


Piloting a privately entered Norton, he achieved his maiden world championship grand prix podium aged 24. Two years later he scored his first grand prix (GP) win as a Moto Guzzi factory rider.


Victories in the next two grands prix made Campbell the first Australian to win multiple GPs in one season, and the country’s first grand prix world champion on two or four wheels.


Australia would not see another rider win three consecutive grands prix again until Wayne Gardner in 1987, followed by Mick Doohan in 1992. Campbell won the 1957 world 350 crown in his first season with an Italian factory, a feat matched by fellow Immortals Kel Carruthers (Benelli 250) in 1969 and Casey Stoner (Ducati 800) in 2007.


Campbell was the first Australian racer to win behind the Iron Curtain, in Czechoslovakia. Riding the amazing Moto Guzzi 500cc V8 in 1957, his lap record of 190.82 km/h in the Belgian Grand Prix at Spa-Francorchamps is faster than any record on the MotoGP calendar at the time of writing. His winning race average of 183.91 km/h on a Moto Guzzi 350 single at Spa in 1957 is also faster than any MotoGP lap record.


Seven weeks after claiming the 1957 world 350cc championship, Campbell had the rug pulled out from beneath him when Moto Guzzi announced its withdrawal from competition. He made a brief foray into car racing in a Maserati in 1958, and raced a brace of Nortons.
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Easy-going Campbell was more organised than he appeared. Keith and Melbourne club mate Gordon Laing (right) at the 1953 Dutch TT.







On 13 July 1958, aged 27 and married for just nine months, reigning 350 world champion Campbell crashed fatally while leading a 500cc race at Cadours near Toulouse in France after losing control on oil left on the circuit during the preceding sidecar event. He had earlier won the 350 event. It was a non-championship international, the type of European meeting in which Campbell had made his name.


Melbourne’s Sporting Globe had interviewed the Campbells in late 1957. Published after Campbell’s death, the story described Keith and wife Geraldine as a striking couple. The writer noted Campbell was a likeable and sincere chap, well spoken with a keen sense of humour.


His winning race average on a Moto Guzzi 350 at Spa in 1957 is faster than any MotoGP lap record.


Although Keith was at the top of his game, he assured the paper this would be his last trip abroad racing motorcycles. There was a great risk of injury, and having survived a couple of bad smashes, he wasn’t going to back his luck beyond the coming year. Keith and Geri planned to look around for a business and settle down to a quiet life when they returned to Australia.
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Racing on the big stage, Campbell (number 56) pushes away in the 1957 Dutch 350 TT at Assen.





In five seasons in Europe, Keith Campbell won three world championship grands prix, seven non-championship grands prix and more than a dozen internationals. He was a runner-up in the Isle of Man TT. In 10 starts on works Moto Guzzi 350s he recorded six victories, one second placing and set fastest lap five times. He was Moto Guzzi’s last-ever grand prix world champion.


Campbell had triumphed on the great road courses at Assen, Brno, Dundrod, Hedemora and Spa. He had also won two Australian TTs, carding the fastest race average speed for a motorcycle road race in Australia – a record that stood for 20 years. He achieved all of this having grown up in the teeth of the Great Depression and a world war. His father Evelyn Campbell carted furniture to support his wife and two sons while subletting rooms in the East Prahran property he rented. One tenant, World War II motorcycle dispatch rider and future motor racing legend Harry Firth, helped the Campbells out with their race bikes.


At the age of 14 Keith began a motorcycle mechanic apprenticeship in Melbourne’s motorcycling hub, Elizabeth Street. Inspired by his brother, he made his open race debut in scrambles aged 17 on a rigid-frame AJS he rode to the circuit. Two months later he took the same machine to the Fishermans Bend air-field road races, and thereafter concentrated on tarmac events.


He made his open race debut in scrambles aged 17 on a rigid-frame AJS he rode to the circuit.


To his father’s dismay Campbell abandoned his trade to work for piece rates as a welder. With his savings Keith procured a 1948 Velocette KTT 350 racer in time for the 1949 Australian Grand Prix at Bathurst but crashed trying to race the established aces. However, the Easter 1951 Bathurst meeting was a breakthrough moment, Campbell finishing fifth behind one current and three former international riders.


He followed that by willing his 350 to fourth place in the 100-mile 500cc event behind Bathurst ace Harry Hinton Senior and another future international, Jack Forrest. A report of the meeting included Campbell in a list of eight riders who could hold their own in international competition, despite his crashing at McPhillamy Park on the final lap of the Unlimited TT, sustaining a broken collarbone and severely damaging his machine. Less than one month later on 18 April 1951, he left Port Melbourne for London. He planned to be away for three years.
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Keith claimed third in the 1955 Belgian 350 GP, seen here with fellow Aussie Jack Ahearn (left).





Campbell crafted an unconventional strategy for his odyssey. Established Australian racers Eric McPherson, Harry Hinton Senior and Tony McAlpine, had sought selection in Australia’s official Isle of Man TT team since 1948, thereby receiving funding from the national controlling body and TT organisers. But Campbell never became an official Aussie team member.


He had a mixed introduction to overseas racing, competing twice in the Manx Grand Prix before joining the ‘pro’ tour. At half-race distance on debut in the 1951 350cc event, he held down third place. English magazine Motor Cycling waxed, ‘The most spectacularly fast performance came from Australian Keith Campbell, who threw his Velocette through Bradden at spectacular angles.’ 
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Keith and fellow Aussie Bob Brown (middle) relaxing in 1955.





In thick fog two-thirds into the race, Campbell misjudged the 140 km/h left-hander before the Verandah and crashed into a fence. He was left concussed and sustained a broken thumb with lacerations to his face that left permanent scars. He spent two months in hospital and had his battered machine repaired at Veloce Ltd works in Birmingham. Factory staff taught Campbell to pay meticulous attention to setting the valve and ignition timings on his machine. In later years when he applied that learning to his Nortons, compatriots reckoned he had trick factory parts in his engines.


Campbell sailed home in late 1951 and redoubled his efforts. He worked 65 hours a week panel beating and welding to fund his return trip to Europe. This time he had two machines; his uprated Velocette and a second-hand Norton 500 that his father helped finance. He finished both Manx GP races, albeit with machine dramas in both.


Campbell spent the winter of 1952–53 working on Norton Motors’ production line in bleak Birmingham with fellow Olympic Motorcycle Club member Gordon Laing. They headed to Europe with four machines crammed into a converted RAF Ford Blitz 4WD ambulance. Importantly, they won races, defeating proven European talent to underline their worth to European race organisers.


In Europe, easy-going Campbell was more organised than he appeared, one contemporary describing him as an ‘effective privateer’. Fellow Australian internationals nicknamed him ‘Capo’ for his fondness of pounds, francs, lira, gilders and Deutsch Mark. Capitalist Campbell referred to anyone in authority as ‘Colonel’. George Campbell says his brother Keith had no enemies, was relaxed and never became huffy.


Fellow Australians nicknamed him ‘Capo’ for his fondness of pounds and francs.


Campbell learned fast about how European racing worked, parlaying the advantage of a starting-money deal for two riders, making contacts with European racers and workshop owners, and adding Warrnambool rider Len Tinker to the crew to help with long-haul driving and machine preparation. In 1953 Campbell won at Seraing (Belgium), Vesoul and Agen (France) and Tubbergen (the Netherlands).


After a month in Australia over Christmas, Campbell departed Port Melbourne in mid-January 1954 having ordered a pair of brand new so-called ‘short-stroke’ Manx Nortons. He used them well, winning the non-championship 500 Prix de la Sarre on a treacherously wet St Wendel, and taking a double at Vesoul over top Frenchman Jacques Collot. Campbell missed the 1954 Isle of Man TT due to fractures sustained during official practice week when he lost control on fluid dropped by another rider who had crashed moments earlier.


He also scored his first-ever world championship points with fifth in the Belgian 500cc Grand Prix at Spa-Francorchamps. It was an emotional result after close mate Gordon Laing was killed in a crash during the earlier 350 event. Boxing Day 1954 saw Campbell in his father’s home town of Mildura, where he won the Victorian 500 Grand Prix. He finished half a length behind Maurie Quincey in the 350 Grand Prix.


Campbell’s third continental season in 1955 saw him take another step into professionalism. He rebuilt his 1954 bikes, shipped them back to Europe and bought two new Nortons on which he sponsored English rider Bill Hall. He convinced his brother’s best mate Bob Edmonds to join in as a helper in the four-bike team. Their first meeting was the Coppa d’Oro Shell at Imola. Campbell’s fifth and sixth place finishes earned him £350 – 85 per cent of the price of a Manx Norton, or almost £10,000 today. These numbers reveal why the best privateers only had to work six months a year, if they chose to.


Campbell made two notable decisions during the season: buying fibreglass streamlining and a Cadillac coupe from Swiss sidecar ace Hans Halderman. The new fairing was a boon on fast circuits while the Caddie became Campbell’s transport for 1956, towing a five-bike trailer.


The Caddie became Campbell’s transport, towing a five-bike trailer.


It was a great season. He claimed victories at Bourg-en-Bresse, the Finnish Grand Prix in Helsinki and nearby Turku, Clermont-Ferrand, Albi, a double in Moulins and the Czech 500 Grand Prix in Brno, making two Fédération Internationale de Motocyclisme (FIM) sub-calendar 2A grand prix road race victories to add to his 1954 Prix de la Sarre success.
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Keith Campbell (Moto Guzzi) chases Scotland’s Bob McIntyre (Gilera) at Assen in 1957.





In the world championships, Campbell recorded his first grand prix podium with third place at Spa against a flotilla of factory bikes. He was also top privateer in the West German 350 Grand Prix at the Nürburgring. This in a year when he missed more than a month of racing due to the fallout from the Le Mans 24-Hour car race tragedy and for participating in the infamous Dutch TT riders’ strike over abysmal start money.


Dutch TT organisers extracted revenge on the strikers and their supporters. A November 1955 meeting of the FIM Sporting Commission in London suspended 13 riders including English superstar Geoff Duke and Australians Jack Ahearn, Bob Brown, Campbell and Tony McAlpine. They were barred from contesting the world championships until 1 July 1956, and thus unable to contest the 1956 Isle of Man and Dutch TTs.
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Keith Campbell (middle) and Keith Bryen (left) celebrate Australia’s first 1-2 in the 1957 Ulster 350 GP. Third-placed Libero Liberati is about to light up.





Campbell resumed racing in Europe in May 1956 after the FIM allowed him to ride in non-championship events. He bought two new Nortons and, adhering to his growing privateer status, retained one of his previous machines as a spare. He told Australian Continental Circus debutante Eric Hinton he would concentrate on the better-paid international races rather than the world championships, a reflection on how he had been stung by his hefty grand prix ban. That modus operandi held for the first half of the season, with victories in the Prix de la Sarre, the Finnish Grand Prix, a Chimay international in Belgium, Moulins and a double at Karlskoga in Sweden.


In mid-July Campbell made the marathon drive and ferry connection to Hedemora in Sweden. The results transformed his career. A Norton team official unwittingly provided further motivation, taking it upon himself to move Campbell’s Norton 350 in the pre-grid area. He defeated the factory Nortons to win the non-championship Swedish 350 Grand Prix. The following day he bested team Norton again, finishing second to Duke’s Gilera in the 500 Grand Prix. Moto Guzzi offered Campbell a 350cc race trial two weeks later at Senigallia on the Adriatic Coast. He led home a Guzzi top-five lockout and set the fastest lap. Impressed, Guzzi signed him for 1957.


For privateer Campbell, riding for a factory team was a new world. Moto Guzzi chief engineer Giulio Cesare Carcano and his team simultaneously developed a super-light 350 single, a 500 single and the only 500cc V8 to ever grace grand prix motorcycle racing. Guzzi sent out a 350 and 500 single for Keith to race in Australia. On Boxing Day 1956, Campbell won the Australian Olympic 500 and Unlimited TTs at Mildura.


Guzzi’s 1957 grand prix team consisted of two-time world 350 champion Bill Lomas, fellow Englishman Dickie Dale and Campbell. Lomas had suggested another Brit but welcomed Campbell’s inclusion, admitting he fully deserved his place.


The 1957 world championship was run over six rounds at Hockenheim, the Isle of Man, the Dutch TT and the Grands Prix of Belgium, Ulster and Italy. Four of the six venues were typical of the era, demanding total commitment and precise lines. The title battles in the 350 and 500 classes would pit Guzzi against the four-cylinder Gileras and MV Agustas.


Campbell was allotted a Guzzi 500cc V8 for the Mettet international in Belgium on 5 May, but atrocious weather made the machine unrideable. A fortnight later at Hockenheim he retired his 350 with gear-selection problems.


Campbell’s 1954 Isle of Man injury, coupled with his participation in the 1956 riders’ strike, meant he had not raced the famed Mountain course since 1952. However, his stars were aligning with top-shelf equipment and meeting Geraldine Reid, the daughter of a local clergyman, at a pre-event function.


Scot Bob McIntyre won the seven-lap 350 TT from Campbell and Bob Brown (Gilera), and the eight-lap 500 TT from John Surtees (MV) and Brown, with Dale fourth on a V8 Guzzi and Campbell fifth on a single. It remains the longest race in the history of the world championships at 486 kilometres. McIntyre posted the event’s first 100 mph laps.




Keith would brake 50 yards later, dive under Bob’s handlebar and just fling it into the corner.




Lomas had missed the first three world championship events due to injury. A fall during official practice at Assen sidelined him again. When Dale crashed and broke his ankle in the 350 race it left Campbell as Guzzi’s remaining hope for the 350 championship. He stepped up, carrying the fight to McIntyre.


Venerable grand prix reporter Englishman Vic Willoughby was an unabashed Bob McIntyre fan but doffed his hat to Campbell – as did Dutch Federation boss Piet Nortier, erasing any ill feeling from the 1955 riders’ strike. Campbell used his machine’s advantages to the full in his battle with McIntyre, Willoughby noting, ‘Bob would gobble him on the straights and clap on the anchors. Keith would brake 50 yards later, dive under his handlebar and just fling it into the corner.’ 


Campbell followed it up with another impressive ride in the 500 TT, closing on race leader and reigning 500 champion John Surtees until the Guzzi V8’s clutch failed. Campbell won again eight days later in the Belgian 350 Grand Prix with new team signing Sydney’s Keith Bryen third. The Guzzi V8 failed again after twice breaking the motorcycle lap record. Campbell’s 350 race average speeds at Assen and Spa would have placed him second in the corresponding 500 races. On the V8 he was seriously quick.


Immediately after Spa the two Keiths took their spare Guzzi 350s to Hedemora, where Campbell won the non-championship Swedish 350 and 500 Grands Prix, one in pouring rain, the other in brilliant sunshine. Decades later, locals recalled the thrill of sneaking into the Stadthotel to obtain Campbell’s autograph.


Campbell and Bryen then posted a Guzzi 1–2 in the Ulster 350 Grand Prix for Australia’s first quinella in a world road racing championship event. Campbell secured the world championship with a round to spare, which was just as well after he was flung from the Guzzi V8 in pre-event testing at Monza.




Campbell reverted to private Norton machinery and briefly raced a Maserati grand prix car.




In September, arm still in a sling, Keith married Geraldine on the Isle of Man. They holidayed in Melbourne and sailed to Europe, where Campbell reverted to private Norton machinery and briefly raced a Maserati grand prix car. International victories at Hockenheim and Moulins, coupled with grand prix podium finishes at Assen and Spa, proved Campbell remained ultracompetitive in the absence of factory bikes. At Spa he split the factory MV 500s to finish second. One week later, he crashed at Cadours.


John Surtees, the only man to win both a 500cc world championship and a Formula 1 title, described Campbell as an exceptionally clean rider. He was conventional and stylish but quite aggressive, Surtees added. ‘Keith was a good goer and didn’t make a habit of falling. He was killed in an extremely unfortunate accident.’ 


Keith Campbell rests at the vanguard of Australian motorsport history. His greatest legacy is giving other Aussie hopefuls the belief that setting off to take on the world can be much more than a quixotic dream.
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‘Keith was a good goer who didn’t make a habit of crashing’: John Surtees (left).
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