





ust after 3 pm on day two

of the Northern Territory

Cannonball Run, Alex
Danilo was hustling his Maserati
Barchetta south towards remote
Aileron on the Stuart Highway.
He was in a hurry, dashing to
average 223 km/h over a 62.4
km Cannonball Stage.

Much too late, Danilo and
co-driver Craig Brown spotted
the warning flag and witch’s hats
for the finish control. He braked
heavily and the car skidded on
freshly laid gravel at the control
area, wiping out the cones as the
Barchetta slid past the officials.

Danilo had been lucky and
he knew it. As soon as he arrived
in Alice Springs for the overnight
break he went to talk with Can-
nonball chief Allan Moffat.

At about 9.30 am on day
three, Japanese driver Akihiro
Kabe lost control of his Ferrari
= F40 at the finish of the very next
. Cannonball stage, 95 km south

of Alice. This tme four people
., died in the worst crash in
Australian motor sport history.

The first of the day’s Can-
nonball stages started at Lasseters
Casino in the Alice. The roadside
was crowded with well-wishers,
and there were 60 and 80 km/h
S speed limits for the first 10.6
= kilometres of the 94 km stage. It
Z meant the supercars at the head
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The illfated Japanese roll out of Darwin, saluted by Joe Bugner

of the field had to average
around 210 km/h from the time
they cleared the restrictions to
finish the stage penalty free.
Seven kilometres from the
finish, Johnny Kahlbetzer in a
Porsche Turbo came across the
F40 doddling along at about 80
km/h. There was a brief radio

transmission from the Japanese,
which
something about the control
point and, as he accelerated past,
the Ferrari latched onto his tail.
The cars were seen running
nose-to-tail just two kilometres
from the stage finish by a proper-
ty owner who had been to the

he now believes was
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control less than 30 minutes ear-
lier and seen officials sitting at a
card table alongside their Jeep.

The checkpoint was set up
just past a gentle right-hand
curve, with a newly-laid layby
and neat lines of witch’s hats, and
could be seen on the long
straight leading to the finish.

Kahlbetzer says he was run-
ning to tme and was surprised
when Kabe overtook him, at a
speed he estimated between 200
and 220 km/h, just before the
gentle right-hand sweeper.

“They overtook us at the last
second; it was definitely their
mistake. As soon as I took my
foot off the accelerator, the F40
went past,” Kahlbetzer said.

“He started to brake, he
pulled in front of us still under
brakes, then he went off to the
left. Then he hit the gravel — it
looked like tar but it was loose —
lost control and then he went
back on the highway.

“There was a grey vehicle in
front of us and we thought he
was about to hit it but he didn't.
At that stage I though he had
everything back under control.

“He then swerved off to the
right-hand lane and speared off
into the marshals area. I dont
know if he was braking, or what
was happening at that stage.”

The skid marks showed that
the F40 slewed sideways with the
brakes locked, and speared into
the parked Jeep with enough
force to move it two metres into
a Commodore sitting alongside.

The trip odometer in the
wrecked Ferrari showed 103 km.
On a 94km stage, this adds
weight to the theory that the
two _]apant‘.‘it.' were L‘{mﬁlﬁt‘d
about the exact location of the




control and their average speed.

Kabe was killed in the im-
pact, probably banging heads
with co-driver Takeshi Okano,
and two officials — Tim Linklater
and Keith Pritchard — also died
instantly. Within minutes, despite
the attention of several doctors in
competing cars and ambulance
officers quickly on the scene,
Okano succumbed.

“I just cant imagine what
took place,” Moffat said later.

“There are 100,000 other
spots on the highway where you
could have believed this could
happen. This certainly wasn't one
of them.

“You couldnt actually
believe how anybody could ac-
tually be killed in it.”

The snap judgement was
that Kabe, a millionaire Tokyo
dentist who indulged himself in
a collection of nine classic cars
including a Ferrari Daytona, was
out of his depth in the Cannon-
ball. His F40 had been clocked at
better than 280 km/h in Flying
Mile competitions over specially
closed sections of the Stuart.

One of the dead officials had
told his father that the Japanese
was a maniac who was going to
kill somebody on the Run.

But other drivers said they
saw no signs of stupidity. Kabe
told me the night before his
death of experience driving the
F40 on the Suzuka, Fuji and
Tsuba racetracks. We arranged a
longer talk during the lay day at
Yulara, when our outpaced
LandCruiser, car 72, would take
a breather with the F40.

The Cannonball Run -
none of the organisers called it a
race, although news reports were
quick to jump to that judgement

— was planned as a high-speed
dash from Darwin to Yulara and
back, taking advantage of the un-
restricted roads in the Territory.

It was heavily backed by the
NT government whose chief
minister, Marshall Perron, is a
well known car enthusiast.

It was seen as a potential
tourist drawcard and Moffat was
enlisted as head of the organising
team, in his first venture into
event management. Pre-event

over completely closed sections
of highway and Cannonball
stages where crews had to main-
tain a pre-set average speed over
a particular distance on ordinary
roads with regular traffic. For the
rest of the 3800 km route, about
75 per cent, crews were effec-
tvely touring under NT traffic
rules, with no effective speed
limit outside towns.

The Cannonball was offi-
cially sanctioned by the Con-

this was never confirmed by the
organisers. Even the slowest cars
had to average better than 130
km/h on Cannonball stages.

On day one, averages for the
fastest entries — the Supercar Ex-
otics — were 138.59 km/h over
70.5 km and 169.37 km/h over
98.8 km. These rose to 165.2
km/h over 94 km and 200.5
km/h over 137 km on day three,

Even with the best inten-
tons of the NT government,

The Stuart had never seen such a collection of exotics, including Conrad’s winning Porsche Turbo, above right

publicity promised a string of ex-
otics including a Jaguar XJ220,
several Ferrari F40s, and perhaps
even a McLaren F1, and with
entries at $7500 a vehicle the
eventual line-up combined ex-
otica, hot-rodded .moderns and
outdated muscle cars. The star
performer was Kabe's Ferrari.
The event used two types of
competition, Flying Mile runs

federation of Australian Motor
Sport, but its approval was very
late. There was no route check —
normal even for a low-grade
club rally — and safety precau-
tions and checkpoint operation
varied from the normal proce-
dures for CAMS road events.
According to CAMS, it had
stipulated a limit of a 140 km/h
average on Cannonball stages but
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and the organising team under
Moffat and Graham McVean,
there were questions about safety
well before the start. The only
entry provisions — beyond the
$7500 fee — were a valid driver’s
licence and a fast car.

Helmets and fireproof suits
were recommended only, and
safety scrutineering for the cars
was held the day after drivers
qualified in a sprint at Darwin’s
Hidden Valley racing circuit
where the F40 hit 228km/h.

Gregg Hansford, Bathurst
1000 winner and former rally
driver, was worried from the
prologue and later tried in vain
to talk to Moffat about several
issues — including radio proce-
dures for competitors and con-
trol layouts. He said: “1 was
worried about safety the morn-
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for maybe the 10,000th

time, “is not a race." Ap-
prox 125 horsepower-addled
drivers rattle up for the start of
the world's first legal Cannonball.
His Cannonball. The program
has promised Brock, Johnson,
Sir Jack Brabham, the Shah of
Persia, Judy Garland and Elvis
driving McLarens, 220s, Diablos
and the Spirit of America.
Rumours abound of up to
$150,000 in prize money. Any-
thing's possible.

American iron lines up
against Euro-Tinkerbell stuff and
millionaires sit alongside four-to-
a-car funlovers sharing costs
and taking tumns to give the old
Falcon GT a damn good thrash-
ing. Red-hot Porsches and four
Ferraris face off a Cad-Allard,
Jag XK150 and a Mini-Cooper
entered by a purveyor of
chiropractic devices. Peter and
Mac Williams have blown their
children’s inheritance buying a
Silver Spirit for the event, stuffing
it silly with emergency supplies
for apres-thrash entertainment.

Nine-foot tall police Superin-

T his,” intones Allan Moffat

|50

tendent Terry Ey says that his
scary-looking lads won't hurt us if
we don't hurt them. The only
thing that still has many defeated
is the Big Question no 1: "How
does one win this bloody thing
... whatever it is?"

Led by the F40 Ferrari, the

pack leaves Darwin to a tumul-
tuous farewell and rumbles
toward roads that drivers dream
about. Flat, open, empty and
beautifully kept, with verges
mowed from Darwin to Alice to
avoid Ragout de Roo. Un-
believably, they will also be
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swept of road-kill each moming.
See lunch menu for details.

Our Tarago follows the
pack, safely cruising at 160 km/h
and watching as the doings get
a bit serious. Best of all is the
Flying Mile Challenge, in which
the competitors nail the throttle
down for a mile after a rolling
start. Standing at the timing end
is Grand Fun. A sound like an
incoming jet precedes the cars
as they crest the slight rise and
explode past the radar trap.
Cap'n Snapper's brutal Hemi,
the V10 Viper and the 429 Mus-
tang fairly shake the senses; the
ever-so-gently porpoising Rolls
Royce acquaints us with the
phenomenon of bow wave. The
terrifyingly fast Ferrari F40 of
Kabe and Okano is a clear 40
km/h faster than any other car.

Cannonball and grand tour-
ing sections are run at a pace
sufficient to cause Funny Noises
and Vertical Smoke ... nearly all
from the V8 contingent. It's hard
and hot work. At close of play |
am drawn to the Roller’s boot...

Day Two, at 1065 km, is
more of the same only faster,
longer and a lot harder on the
cars. Tales now come in of Fer-
raris and Porsches stranded,
trails of oil, disintegrating tyres.
We pass a Ferrari that's caught
fire ... twice, mark you ... and a
growing number of sad and
steaming transport, some dead
on the end of a rope, some limp-
ing for help. Big Question no 2
tonight is “What speed were you
doing when it let go?”

Day Three promises to be
the best yet; A ‘short' 450 km run
from the Alice to Ayers Rock.
Spectacular scenery and more
interesting roads. On these we
encounter a scene from The
Twilight Zone as, cruising our
Toyota at 150 kmvh on a public
road, we are overtaken with a
cheery wave by Ey ... who has
a Camry in his slipstream about
to blast past him.

Everything changes God-
awfully 94.8 km out of Alice.

Long dark lines on the road,
at first two then fanning out into
four, lead horribly to a knot of




frantic people and flashing
lights. Among the remains of
the F40, an official Jeep and
a support vehicle are the
bodies of three men. A fourth
is being tended desperately —
but to no avail.

A dulling orderliness
develops as police and
medics move through their
rituals. Orderly for those
whose job it is to ignore the
blue plastic sheet, untended,
flapping gently in the dust
and, beneath the wreckage,
two honest, working hands
returned to a fetal clench.
Shocked and numb, we drive
on into the red rock heart.

Henceforth, in touring
stages the Cannonball cars
will tool along at about the
same pace as the locals in
Landcruisers and Holdens.
Then they have to slow right
down for competition stages.
Our Tarago now passes
every racer we Come across.

Some see the sense of
this, others are mad as hell,
but one thing is sure; The
Man said it wasn't going to be
d race and that's proved right.

The open-hearted wel-
come of the people of Ten-
nant Creek, two days later,
puts heart back into the
event. On the last day, the
mirrors are twisted back, the
caps get tumed backwards
and everyone burns Hell out
of that last, fast Mile — show-
ing the true spirit of whatever
this thing is. Or was,

PAUL COCKBURN

am and there w
driving to work, and the police
radioed through to slow the field
down after the first half dozen
cars. You can’t do an event like
that with the 1
general public.
“They should have had the
ends of sections like
flying finish and then about 500
metres to the control point to
anting o go fast
for [ht‘ ist kilometre to get in on
ame, You shouldn’t be trying to
getin on rimc i a 60kn
d()\\n zone.'

open to the

shut-

& side, the NT
administration arranged for ver-
ges over the full length of the
Stuart and Lasseter Highways to
be mowed and the laily
check for animal
courage bin
police and volunteers manned

Junctons. All competition
\lelm had to carry CB radios

A small army of
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Just hecause
you drive a
Ferrari,
doesn’t make
you a
Ferrari driver
- Moffat

and Larry Perkins flew overhead
in a supervision aircraft.

Before the start, Kabe posed
proudly on Darwin wharf with
his F40. Inside the driver’s door
was the hand-written message,
“To my friend Kabe san. Good
luck alv Allan Mo
nonball '94”. He and
wore bright red nomex driving
suits, reserving their helmets for
the Flying Miles,
have a rally na
to simplify calculatons in the
Cannonball Stages.

and did not
on computer

o Nhh and problems
, with inconsis-
tent distances :

tions which meant cancelling the
results of one Cannonball stage.
At Katherine,
presented with the first Top Gun
award after clocking 284 km/h
in the Flying Mile. Moffat joked
that the F40 could never hit such

speeds in the Ginza.
Little more than a day later,
Kabe’s fatal crash became front-

Kabe was
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page news across the country
and flashed ind the world.
With a Territory election just
over a week away; it also become
a major political football.

Moffat was one of the first
on the
over to keep the remaining Can-

accident scene, taking
nonball crews moving towards
Yul: The days second Can-
nonball stage was run, but the
Flyi Aile was cancelled.

After rlking with the NT
administration, the Moffat team
continued the event, but under a
blanket 180 km/h sp
everything but the Flying Miles.
Ther

meeting  too,  and

imit for

was a closed-door

Moffat
threatened journalists competing
in the event against using any-
thing which was said at the
gatl ffat and Superin-
tendent Terry Ey. the head of
Territory traffic police, spoke and
: ds drivers were issued
with CAMS licences.

The return leg to Darwin
went smoothly and the first —
and perhaps last — Cannonball
Run was won by the Porsche
911 Turbo of Ron C« .The
trip bac
of the crash. Thre
flowers marked the spot.

After the event, Moffat made
no comment. But his words at a

took crews past the site
bunches of

press conference the day before
the start were prophetic.
because you drive a Ferrari,
doesn’t make you a

driver,” he said.




