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REALLY FAST

AND FURIOUS

OUR PICTORIAL SALUTE TO THE SUPER UNLIMITEDS OF THE
NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP AIR RACES

BY JIM LARSEN, DOUG FISHER, AND MICHAEL O’LEARY

e Bill Stesd announced
the retirth of the National
‘Champéonship Air Races e

(NCAR) 1o be held at Reno. Nevada,

during 1964 thare was a huge amount

of exgiternent and interest regarding the avent.
There wotld be an Unlimited cateqony that would
inciude the powertil warplanes of the Second Warkd
War. At this point in time, the Warbird Movemenl
had not really started bul there Were many, mamy
WA veterans that were intensely interesiad in
sasing the fightars Trom tat confiict back in the

air. The first NCAR was held at & dismal dirt strip
called Sky Ranch, which was outsids of Reno, The
location was pretty termble but the enthustasm was
extremehy high — especially when the fightars bagan
to armive, O, for sure they were a rather bedragoled
ot wearing a mis of civilan color schemes bt the
noise and spectacle of those mighty propelier-driven
warrinrs more than mace up for the rugoed kocation.
The roar of the Mering and Pratt & Whitneys was
exmpilsite and Jim Larsen was on hand to captirs the
event on fim. Jim, of course, had provided valuabile
input for one of the first raters — Chuck Lyford's
P-510 Bardahl Special, which would hecome one of
five first modified Super Unfimitegs, Lockheed test
pilat Darmyl Gresnamyer and hes Inends from the
Skunk Works showed that asrdynamic boundaries
could reafly be pushed with 2 modifled Bearcal,

For twoyears, the NCAR was held at Sky
Ranch before moving to nearby Stead Field. The
ex-rriliary airport was d splendid location with
numaraus paved runways, hangars, lots of ramp
spane, and easy access to hotels & neariy Reno.
Owice again, the eéxcitement level was high and
the Reno NCAR truly became a replacement for
fiie fabled NCAR hebd at Clevaland, Ohio, during
the post-war years. Each year, the quality of the
Unlmiteds improved — and each year there wiare
more of them parked on the ramp.
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The entiiusiasm for air

racing spread and olber events were hald

at a myread of locations across the United States bin
st of these wers [ust one- or bwo-time events and
Reno became the central hub forall that was greal
and good i @i racing. As the NCAR progressed,

50 did 1he Warbird Movement. Iy fact, they worked
sort of hand in hand, Maore WWI aircraft wers being
put back imo fiying condition as interest in thesa
qreat aircraft increased, At Rena, we began (o see
miore alrcraft modfications and the standard of work,
greatly improved:

Airframe moditications akso led to enging
development and keaders in that field included Dave
Zetischel, Dwight Thorry, Mike Nixon, and Jose
Flores, Marfins along with Pratt & Whitney and
Wright radials were always powerful engines bl
these individuals hielped develop modifications and
techniques that greatly increased horsepower, With
the: rese i power came an increased nsk of Tadure
antd NCAR would witness some spectacular enging
“deconstructions” hut the gained kmowledge would
also lesd to Increasad reliability In powerplants that
were developing over twace their nomal horsepower.

During the 1970s and 1960, the value of the
aireraft known as Warbirds began to rapidly nse,
This meant that miore aircraft were baing sought
out in foreign countries and retumed to the D54
for restoration to fying condition, Numenous
shops across the nation opened up to bang these
planes back o e and that led to an entire industry
supporting their efforts. David Tallichet and Ed Jurist
woukd score an fmpartant find when they retumed
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several dozen Hawker Furies from Irag; These
powerful alrcrall were offered for sale and many
were rapidly restored,

Al Chino, Frank Sanders and his famiy were
alresdy Thing
a restored Sea
Fury. Across the
ramp from their
Tiangar, they saw how Fightar
Rebiiiders took a Corsalr and mated itlo
mighty PEW R-4360 to creale their own version of
the then-etint Super Corsalr, The Sanders decided
to mate a similar engine 1o a Sea Fury airframe
and crested Dreadnought— the winningest Super
Unilimited in historyand an-aércraft that was so
refiabe that it ecame known as "the Bulck.”

Lyle Shefton was making @ rmcing histony with
his R-3350 Bearcat that woulkd eventually become
known as Rare Bear. Darryl Greesamyer had already
taken the absofute speed record that fad been held
by Germany since 1939 and this Ted other racers to
set their sights on breaking Darmyl's recornd. Dave
Zeuschiel and Ed Brovwning rebuitt a Mustang to hokd
# Rolls-Rovee Grffon enging and, in the process,
cresated A very powerful maching that was able to
take Damyl's recond wiven Steve Hintom pushed the
Red Baron to almost S00-mph on the thee-kilometer
course. Lyle figured he could do the same, so aftar
numerous modifications he sat ot to break the
Red Baron's record and did 50 m a most comincing
manner. Itesa record that still stands:

#5 more of the Irag Fures became ainworthy,

"

ownars bagan o reptace the Bristol
radials with Wright B-2350s and this
injected a new generation of rcers into NCAR,
The modifiad Furies and Sea Furles were fast —
pertiaps not as kst as the Super Unlimited Bearcats
and Mustangs bt thoy were ahways on the tails of
those aircradi.

Then came alreralt specially bust for e racing,
These inchided the Sandbeny Tstnami and Pont
Racer. Since this special section 15 focusing on
converted milstary fighters, they are outside the scope
of our presentation, However, they were extremaly
interesting machines and we will have full articles an
their histones in future issues of Afr Clissics.

The NCAR was overseen by the Bena Alr Racing
Association (RARA), Over the years, we watched
the ups and downs of this group as leadership and
direction changed, RARA made some spectacular

bunelers bt
they also had some major

victories In gstablishing Reno Stedd as the center of
the alr mcing oniverss. However, BARA Was never

able fo achieve what air racing really needed and that

s miajor sponsorship.: Thens Were Soma sponsos
bt not enough to expand the spod and the Reno
NCAR became the only natiorial air race to Survive.
Unfike airto racing. there was just not enoligh general
interest 1o attirct numerous sponsors and Mhat ok of
sponsorship greatly huet the sport.

The “Galden Age” of the Super UnBmieds ook
pace during the ke 19305 and early 2000s and
dliaring thiat time & colorful and powerful collection
of Unlimited racing machings filled the rmomp at
Reno Stead each September. Then, except for a faw
exicepiional arcraft e Aare Bear, Voodoo, Dago
Red, Dreadnowght, and Strega, it all began to decling,
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The decting happaned Tor a number of reasons,

Marty of the spectators deeply Interested in &8 recing
were simply “aging out™ and younger people did not
have any particular interest i the sight and sound of
ex-WWII fightars battling around the pylons. Then
came the fact that the value of these aircraft was
Increasing by leaps and bounds and some Indlvidusals
dich not want to rsk their imestments
— in the rigors of air racing. At the
same Hime, costs began o escalate well out of
propartion to everything else. InslimRnce was gomg
crazy. S0 was the costof racing fuel and aiframe
parts. Just getting

& ""“Eﬁ-—_’aﬁ an alreraft and team

1o Reno had greathy
-escalated and prise
mianey actually started gomg down, If one wanted a
full-race Merlin, the cost of creating such an engine
from scratch would exceed $400,000. The rewards
for such investments did not sest RARA could
noft atiract the needad sponsorship o help cover
the escatating costs: Support from the city of Rena
dropped off and the once thiiving downtown arsa
is today a ghost fovn of closed businessesand
abandoned casings, With the fack of monetary refum,
the number of Super Lnkmiteds begm o decrease.
As-one professional racer put it. “NCAR
became a parade of slockers:” Inaway, that was
actueally & natural pmgmsmun More restored WWII
aircraft were flying than ever befors and spectators
enjoyed the sight and sound of them golng around
the pylons but it was & decreasing equation. The
excitement of the Super Unlimiteds was goneg * g
and a5 the Reno NCAR headed towards fis60th
anniversary, e decline was ﬂﬂh‘ﬂﬁdml—lbdfﬁ
in ;Faﬂmlpanlsaﬂﬂ spectators.
Today, NCAR mmnmmﬁﬁuﬂ
Roswell, New Mexico, and the first couple of years

- haver been painful. Once again. the managemant does

nn'tssammhl&niamatmn any form of major
Spnrrsarshm nnr dnesh‘ know how to gmerala mmajor
publicity and farma‘;hmlparl mamamnmum
portian of the ‘event will be "3 parade of stockers”

As noted previousty, that is just fine — you give

the spectators what they want to see and i they are
happy with sesing basically stock WWIT alreratt fiving
angund the pylons then that is waonderdul,

Air Ciassics has been the oaly magazing o cover
the nps and dovns of alr racing and has done sa
gver the decades. What we wanted to do with this
Oetober issie Iz creghe a special section honoring
ihe Super Unlimiteds, their owners, pilots, and crews
abong with ther relatively brief moment of glory. it
ook a lot of time-and effort 10 create the photographs
seen on the following pages and we hope this section
will serve as a reminder of a glonous moment in
aviation histony, =
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