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MARK

IS BACK

Now we'll get to 

see Donohue in the Formula 1 circus
BY MIKE KNEPPER

Mark Donohue is now an un-retired racing driver. It can happen, you know. Technically, it's just as easy to come out of retirement as it is to go in. All it takes for either is a decision and an announcement. The hard part, of course, is making the decision. If you read the story on Donohue I wrote for the August issue of Road & Track you know a little of how difficult, but unavoidable, that decision was. Through a strange, convoluted series of circumstances a great career was at a turning point, and for Mark retirement was the only way to turn.

   Reactions were mixed. Thousands of fans were disappointed that Donohue was cutting short his career before he had a go at Formula 1. The other reaction was of relief that he had accomplished so much and was able to get safely away. Too many don't.

   But now he is back in a race car. He has driven in two Formula l races and

is readying himself and the Penske organization for a full-scale assault on the World Championship in 1975. Why? For the past 12 months Donohue was President of Penske Racing. His job was to oversee the day-to-day operation of that vast racing organization. He was becoming a businessman looking after bills, parts orders, personnel problems and the myriad other odds and ends that make up the management end of racing. He didn't like it. "After a year in the real world" he says, "I found out it wasn't for me. I'm a race-car driver. That's what I do best, and that's what I want to do more of."

If dissatisfaction with the business end of racing prompted some serious thinking about returning to driving, there were other facts that led to the decision. Without Mark in the cockpit Penske's racing efforts were lacking one important factor: victory. The cars were mechani-
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cally as perfect as they had ever been, but Mark found it extremely difficult to fine-tune a car's handling at the race track when inputs were coming to him secondhand. It had to be disappointing to a man to whom winning has meant everything for so many years.

   And there were personal problems. A long, drawn-out divorce proceeding finally came to a conclusion in the early fall and with it the end of a devastating economic situation. Although at the time of his retirement Announcement Mark didn't feel his family problems were playing a major part in the decision, in retrospect he now feels the divorce was more of a factor than he had realized.

   The clincher, however, was a real there-it-sits-ready-to-go Penske Formula l car. Last winter, after several years of preliminary planning, Penske decided to make his move. He bought a race-car construction facility in England and with typical Penske efficiency soon had a F1 car.

   "I may have been thinking about coming back to driving," Donohue explains, "but really hadn't given it any serious thought. But when the new Fl car showed up in our shop in Reading, coming out of retirement became not only a strong idea but suddenly very logical.

"Roger, of course, was looking around for a driver. I called him and told him to hold off on hiring anyone, that I would drive it if a couple of problems could be straightened out."

   That was only six weeks or so before the Canadian Grand Prix. Roger went on making the motions of looking for a driver while Mark, as announced earlier, began to test the car - but only on the team's skidpad behind the race shop. However, as the car's Canadian debut drew closer and Donohue's decision to return became more and more critical, it became obvious that the car had to undergo actual track testing. So while rumors continued to fly as to who would drive the new car, a secret test-session

was set up for Mosport. Although the car carried no driver's name and Donohue drove it wearing an unmarked helmet, several inquisitive reporters quickly discovered the identity of the driver.

   Suddenly there was a new question. Not who would Penske hire to drive his new car, but would Donohue be the driver? As the race date drew closer it became obvious to the experienced Penske/Donohue observer that Donohue would indeed be back. Publicity is a vital part of a racing endeavor and Penske had a brand-new sponsor in First National City Travelers Checks. The team's uncharacteristic reluctance to get on the pre-race publicity bandwagon with a new car and new driver turned the rumor mill even more.

   The official announcement came a week before the Canadian GP while Donohue was in Michigan for the first round of the International Race of Champions. It came with no fanfare, no hoopla. The information was simply passed to the media and the next day the racing world knew, as it had suspected, that Donohue was back.

   Donohue is happy with the decision. "It's what I wanted to do," he says simply, and then adds a bit more seriously, "I had to do it." As it was with the retirement announcement, public reaction seems to be mixed and the lack of total support for the decision seems to bother Donohue. Although at the time he made his decision public he had the encouragement of his closest friends, he is now finding many longtime friends and associates less than enthusiastic. He may be disappointed, but he is no less committed to an all-out Formula l effort.

   And what of the Formula 1 effort? At Canada and Watkins Glen Donohue's performance was overshadowed by the out-of-the-box brilliance of Mario Andretti and the Parnelli F1 car. The comparison is a bit unfair. Prior to Watkins Glen the Penske PC1 had had that short Mosport practice session, the Canadian GP and another one-day session at Watkins Glen as its total track time. By contrasts Andretti had been testing the Parnelli at Riverside and Ontario for several weeks prior to Canada. At Watkins Glen Andretti was quickest in Friday practice and was in the fight for the pole on Saturday, finally getting third on the grid. A remarkable performance. At the same time Donohue was struggling with a still unfamiliar car. When Friday practice ended he was a full 2 seconds off the quickest times. On Saturday he improved by more than 3 sec but still was 2 sec off the pole. And in Formula l that is a lot. Donohue finished with a best of 1 min 40.83 sec. Andretti finished with a l:39.20. Reutemann was on the pole at l:38.97.

   After the Friday practice Donohue talked of the car, himself and the per- formance of them both. He was both pleased and disappointed. "We're where we should be. I just don't have enough laps in the car to know what to do to make it work right. It's the same science as with any race car, but with the F1 car there just isn't the power I'm used to. With the Porsche Can-Am car, or even our Trans-Am cars, there was always enough power there to make up for minor faults in setting up the suspension. With an F1 car everything has to be perfect, not almost perfect."

   He went on to give an example that illustrates the delicate art of making a Formula l car go fast. "At Indy, for example, you can go around at 185 mph, make some adjustments to the wings, say, go back out and do 190 mph, but you don't know you're going any faster. The car feels the same, you drive the same line, everything. It's the same with the F1 car. The changes it needs to go faster are so subtle you can't tell you're going any faster, but you are. If you made the right changes. My problem is discovering the right changes."

   Of his own performance he admitted the l2-month layoff hurt. "You do get rusty; I'm starting to get it back, but I still have to tell myself to do things I would have done automatically a year ago.

   Penske was pleased with both the car's and Mark's performance at Mosport and Watkins Glen and understands the problems both are having. Although nobody will mention specific figures, it's obvious the Penske PC1 cost much, much less to build than the Parnelli. Penske made the two North American Grands Prix on a limited budget; the Parnelli team spared no expense, and in those first two races the results showed it.

   Over the winter Mark will probably be in England, close to the Formula l team headquarters. He has given up his position as president of Penske Racing and has stated flatly he will drive nothing but F1: no Indy, no NASCAR. Next year he will be totally absorbed in the Formula l effort. He will be doing what he has always done best, driving and engineering. It would be foolish to speculate on the final outcome, but we can expect the Penske PC1 to become as good a race car as it possibly can. We can expect Mark Donohue to drive as well as, and perhaps even better than, he ever has; and it is unnatural to talk about Mark Donohue racing and not talk about Mark Donohue winning. But winning won't be easy.
