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DONOHUE'S FINALE

Mark bows out at Daytona with a win

The International Race of Champions was important to each of the 12 drivers who met at Riverside for the three qualification races. It was money and prestige, the greatest ego foods in the world. For the six drivers who survived the Riverside eliminations the importance was intensified. They would go to Daytona, where one race would determine the best of the best. Do not imagine for an instant that Mark Donohue, A.J. Foyt, Peter Revson, George Follmer, David Pearson and Bobby Unser were not serious about the matter at hand. But for one, Donohue, the race was of singular importance. It was his last.

   His retirement announcement at Riverside after the last Can-Am had lacked finality. There was no doubt we were losing him, but then there was still [image: image1.jpg]




the final IROC race to be run and that was three months away. At Daytona, however, his retirement suddenly became real, final. The millions who would watch the race on television would be told - more than once - that it was Mark Donohue's last race. It's unfortunate only a privileged few would really understand what that meant.

   Certainly, the last race in any great driver's career is very important to him. But this race carried a special significance for Donohue, to which he had alluded only infrequently the past few weeks. He was, is, the most self-effacing of racing's superstars. In the winner's circle it is common practice to mumble a thanks or two for a great crew and a car that worked flawlessly while trying to remember, and mention, every sponsor who contributed more than a buck-ninety to the effort. Donohue, however, sincerely believes his racing successes are the result of having the better car. That big driving ability, engineering skill and team management expertise have made it the better car doesn't seem to play; just the fact that it's the better car.

   "I'm not necessarily all that good,'' he has told me. "I've just been fortunate during my career to have had cars considerably better than everybody else's." Perhaps a few times. Not always. But never mind. At Daytona he would not have the advantage of a better piece of equipment. In fact, the luck of the draw could even put him in a slightly inferior machine. It would finally be a test of Mark Donohue the driver, pure and simple.

   It was Follmer's idea for the brightly painted identical Porsche Carreras to avoid the infield road course at the start of the race and make a full lap on the oval, It would prevent a potential car-eliminating jam going into the first turns of the road course. When a field is only six cars, losing a couple early on can seriously detract from the excitement. Follmer, slipstreaming through after the tour of the oval, shoved the nose of his yellow Carrera into possession of the first turn of the road course and began hammering out a lead. Donohue, starting from the pole, had been shuttled back a notch or two but it was still nose-to-tail stuff. The race was just moments old when Foyt, struggling with rather imprecise shift linkage, selected a gear lower than he really wanted, revved the engine to a point far beyond the endurance of the valvetrain and dropped out.

   Pearson found 3rd gear inoperable, dropped well off the pace and cruised on to finish a lonely 4th, two laps down.

   Meanwhile, up the field, slipstreaming had sorted things into a pair of two-car duels: Follmer-Donohue and Revson-Unser. Mark squeezed around Follmer but wasn't able to pull away. Behind them Revson and Unser were swapping positions every few hundred feet. On the next lap Follmer put his Carrera's nose snug on Donohue's tail and went for 2nd gear but came up empty. He spun and Donohue stretched out a lead that cushioned him to the final flag. Follmer retired a few laps later with his gearbox in a sad state.

   The Revson-Unser duel for 2nd went undecided until the last 10 feet of the 93-mile race. Unser led coming out of the banking of turn 4 but Revson played the draft to pull alongside. The Porsches touched for a moment and Revson caromed across the line inches ahead. It was, by general agreement, the slickest one-cushion bank shot in recent motor racing.

   In victory circle, with world-famous sportscaster J. Young Stewart handling the Wide World mike, Donohue fought with an emotion-choked throat to say yes, he was very happy to have won his last race. On the victory lap a group of corner workers had held up a hand-lettered bed sheet. It said, "Goodbye, Mark. We'll miss you."

   Indeed.
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