Dropping-In at Laguna Seca

"Blimey, this must be England" I thought to myself while climbing in pouring rain up the 15 through Devore to meet my caravan partners.  I purposely took an extra day off from work for this trip to relax and enjoy the scenery.  But Mother Nature had other ideas, deciding we needed an additional element of adventure for our trek North to Monterey for the Alfa Romeo Owners of Southern California (AROSC) Race and Time Trial at Laguna Seca over the March 27/28 weekend!  Despite, or perhaps because of the weather, it was a perfect English experience being snuggled down in the Seven, protected from the precipitous elements with full weather gear. 

Then Saturday in Monterey, she smiled upon us with sunshine, bright blue sky and puffy white clouds.  How could Mother Nature help herself?  The Monterey Peninsula is one of her masterpieces and we were there to enjoy her finest work.  Thanks Mom!  To top it off for us lucky souls, the geniuses who designed and built Laguna Seca Raceway enhanced her work.  Take away the beautiful countryside, wonderful people and great cars, and this track is just a major blast to drive!

Bright and early Saturday morning, finding a patch of dry asphalt in the rain-soaked paddock was a challenge.  Water had soaked into every pore of the tarmac spread before us.  Because there's no room to carry amenities like ground cloths in the Seven, high ground was more important than location.  It's funny, but these events are kind of like building a small city, soon the paddock was full of happy people looking forward to a great track weekend, helping each other put up shelters and unload vehicles.

This event was my eighth visit to Laguna Seca as a driver, and there is a feeling you get here that's missing from our remaining and newer local venues.  This place has History!  Back in the middle of the last century, I grew up on the Monterey Peninsula and graduated from Monterey High School.  As a kid, our family used to attend the annual sports car races held at Pebble Beach in the Del Monte forest, pre-dating Laguna Seca.  And after Laguna Seca was established by the Sports Car Racing Association of the Monterey Peninsula (SCRAMP) on the grounds of Fort Ord, we attended these events also.  I've seen Stirling Moss, Jim Hall, Jack Brabham, Graham Hill, Mark Donahue, Roger Ward, Augie Pabst, Milt Minter, Carroll Shelby and others compete here.  I saw the competition debut of the porcupine head Chevy 396ci big blocks in "factory" Corvettes, and watched as Horst Kwech in an Alfa GTV knocked John Morton (Datsun 510) into a spin in the corkscrew during the U2.5 championship, but pardon my digressing.  This place just knocks my socks off, and to drive the same twisting, diving, climbing asphalt as these great drivers is immensely gratifying!  

But even without the location and history, Laguna Seca is simply one of the most entertaining road courses in the world.  Accelerating hard and cresting the rise at Start/Finish, oh my God your car feels so skittish and light, but you keep your foot in it until trail braking into the Turn 2 hairpin.  This turn is plain fun and sets up the infield section.  Heading up the hill through Turns 5 and 6 takes power and finesse, but hold on for what's next.  Pick an aiming point on the track to set up for the blind crest at Turn 7.  Brake sharply and downshift before the crest, lest you become airborne and cartwheel all the way to Salinas!  With speed scrubbed off, bend the car right through Turn 7 and hug the right of the track.  Watch for the first glimpse of Turn 8 and rotate sharply left.  You'll feel your world drop from under as the road pitches violently away from your field of vision!  Using all your senses and timing, make a completely blind rotation to the right and plant your foot hard on the accelerator.  Miraculously, if the moon is in your quadrant and the planets align for you, you'll hit the Turn 8A apex and literally shoot down the hill!  Most likely however, you'll be headed towards the edge of the track in the wrong direction to set up for the falling away left Turn 9.  Bring it back to the right and dive through the left sweeping 9 under full power.  It's awesome, since Turn 8 the car hasn't stopped sliding except for a few unsettling transition moments, but it's not over yet.  Turn 10 is grabbing your attention and provides some banking to help you carry speed, however this is a mixed blessing since it brings you back around to the Turn 11 hairpin for the Start/Finish straight, brakes Smokin'!  Ohhhhh yea!

During the weekend, my niece Jenny and her son Billy drove down from Los Banos for a visit.  A few years ago, they had taken a trip to England, and while there had the opportunity to ride around Brands Hatch with a friend of ours, the Chairman of the Lotus Seven Club of Great Britain.  So when they arrived at the Laguna Seca facility, it didn't take much convincing to have them strap in for rides during my group's practice sessions.  I've got to say, they're a couple of brave souls, and their giddiness after the ride was downright contagious!

The AROSC has a category they call "Intro Group."  Sort of think it as "your first time is free…."  Countless racers got their first taste of track driving doing Intro Group, the best track deal you can get for $25 per day.  Intro Group participants get an hour per day of classroom instruction about things like racing lines and basic track technique, and from great drivers, like Milt Minter, John Morton, and Tony Adamowicz!  Then during the event lunch break, they go out on the track for a progressively paced session lasting most of an hour.  We had some friends who entered this, …..kind of on a whim, and the smiles, experiences and giggles after their hour track session were heartwarming.  I think they'll be back!

But you know, amateur racing isn't all about what goes on around the track, it's also about being with great people and enjoying their antics off the track too!  The Saturday night banquet at Anthony's was an immense bash as over 150 of us descended on the place.  Yes, the party was loud, long, and his benches got raced (no spins or flips).  A friend of mine ordered up some of his favorite local Pinot Noir, helping the smorgasbord meal taste simply fabulous!  Then Fred, still racin', celebrated his 90th (no typo!) birthday, capping off the evening.

Sunday morning we had one long practice session and then a run of 5 timed laps plus warm-up and cool-down after lunch.  After my timed runs it was time to re-pack the Seven and get ready for the Southerly trek back home to Riverside.  Mother Nature gave us our window.  What a terrific weekend and what great memories to carry into next year!

For all the fun we've had running AROSC events these past seasons, I'd like to thank and acknowledge the corner workers at Laguna Seca and the other tracks we've run events at, for they are our eyes beyond the many blind crests and turns on any track.  I also would like to commend the Alfa Romeo Club of Southern California (AROSC) for hosting its wonderful events.  They cater to everyone from those with an inkling desire to see what it's like to drive on a track, to club racers with years of experience.  Oh, and by the way don't think for a minute that the AROSC folks are Italian car snobs, they just have a little fun ribbing us English car guys about the need to avoid our car parts dropped onto the track! 

Respectfully submitted,

Clark Taylor

