The Autosport Three-Hour Race

by Paul Lawrence

Fifty years ago Snetterton hosted the final edition of the original Autosport three-
hours, when local hero ‘gentleman’ Jack Sears guided his AC Cobra Coupe to victory
while other fancied runners faltered. This weekend’s headline race celebrates the
heritage of one of Snetterton’s most popular races of the late 1950s and early 1960s.

It all began in 1957, six years after racing started on the former United States Air Force
base at Snetterton Heath. In the early years of the race, one of the longest in Britain at
the time, it was won by smaller-engined cars. The inaugural victory was claimed by
the Ruddspeed AC Ace of Ken Rudd and for the next two seasons the diminutive and
fragile but very rapid Coventry Climax-engined Lotus Elite took control. John Lawry
won for the soon-to-be local manufacturer in 1958, but a year later a promising young
Scott called Jim Clark won for Colin Chapman’s team.

Dickie Stoop was victorious for Porsche in 1960 with his 356B, but the more powerful
cars then took over with wins for Mike Salmon’s Jaguar D-Type and Mike Parkes’
Ferrari 250 GTO before Clark won again in ’63, this time at the wheel of a Lotus 23B
sports-racer.

The '64 race was actually only a two and three-quarter hour race, as thick fog
descended at the end of the late September afternoon. With drivers struggling to find
their way around, the chequered flag was waved with 15 minutes of the race still to
run.

A torrential downpour just before the race left the track conditions very tricky and
when the sun broke through drivers had a problem seeing through the spray. While
Sears set about winning the race, other leading contenders faltered and the Ferrari
challenge ended particularly badly. 1962 World Champion Graham Hill retired a
Maranello Concessionaires-entered 250LM very early in the race with oil pressure
woes and David Piper crashed his similar car at the hairpin just before the fog came
down over the Norfolk countryside. Piper was briefly trapped unconscious in the
badly damaged car after going off backwards and was later taken to hospital with a
back injury.

While Sears guided the John Willment-entered Cobra to an accomplished victory, 19
year-old rising talent Roger Mac was second in a Jaguar E-Type and Kiwi Grand Prix
racer Chris Amon took third in another AC Cobra. It was a good day for the GT cars,
but the leading sports-prototypes fared badly. Roy Salvadori started the race in the
unique 5-litre Cooper Monaco Maserati and was expected to do well on Snetterton’s
long straights. Meanwhile, Roy Pierpoint entered the V8 Attila Ford but both cars were
soon in trouble and never featured as the race developed.

While the three GT cars dominated the overall podium, Frank Gardner salvaged fourth
place for the sports-racers at the wheel of a Brabham BT8.And so, in thick fog, the first
part of the Autosport three-hour finished. The second part of the story is very much
alive and well!

For the full story of the 1964 Race, see the accompanying tale from Jack Sears himself
as retold to one of this weekend’s commentators Marcus Pye.

Winners of the original Autosport three-hours

1957 Ken Rudd (AC Ace)
1958 John Lawry (Lotus Elite)
1959 Jim Clark (Lotus Elite)

1960 Dickie Stoop
1961 Mike Salmon (Jaguar D-Type)
1962 Mike Parkes (Ferrari 250 GTO)
1963 Jim Clark (Lotus 23B)

1964 Jack Sears (AC Cobra)

(Porsche 356B)

Winners of the Modern Era
2007 Simon Hadfield & Michael Schryver (Chevron B6)
2008 Simon Hadfield & Michael Schryver (Chevron B6)
2009 Jeremy Cottingham & James Cottingham (Chevron B8)
2010 Gareth Burnett & Alex Ames (Chevron B8)
2011 Nick Fleming & Luke Stevens (Chevron B8)
2012 Nick Fleming (Chevron B8)
2013 Nick Fleming (Chevron B8)

The 2014 event will make modern history as for 2014 the race will be for GT cars
only, ending the Chevron dominance of the race since its resurrection in 2007.

At this race meeting we award “The
Peter Swinger Memorial Trophy’.
The award is presented by his
widow Kay for the driver of the
race who best displays the
competitive spirit of her late
husband.

Sisters Vicky and Kristy Brooks
winners of the 2013
Peter Swinger Memorial Trophy




1960 Race winner 11 Dickie Stoop (Porsche 356) followed by 20 Chris Summers (Lotus Elite)
who finished 2nd overall. Photo courtesy of LAT Photography

1959 Race Winner Jim Clark with Autosport editor Gregor Grant (in hat)
Photo courtesy of LAT Photography
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The Autosport 3 Hour Race of 1964

as recounted by Jack Sears to Autosport
columnist Marcus Pye

“The last period Autosport 3 Hour Race at Snetterton (run on
September 26, 1964) was very special for me. I was racing for
John Willment’s team and in extraordinary weather conditions
managed to win it in their new 4.7-litre Ford-powered
Willment Cobra Coupe which arrived totally untested.

“Willment (a sand and gravel magnate and Ford dealer who
had run Cobra roadsters successfully) had asked Carroll
Shelby to sell him a Daytona Coupe, but when he refused,
John wouldn’t give up and was granted access to the plans to make a similar car in
England. The Willment Coupe looked slightly different - its windscreen was not as
deep - but was mechanically similar”

“I didn’t drive the car until official practice for the 3 Hours, but we were only there
due to the generosity of Sir William Bunbury, president of (event organiser) the
Snetterton Motor Racing Club, who made up the £100 difference between the start
money offered by Oliver Sear (who owned the circuit with Fred Riches) and what
John Willment had demanded!”

“I liked the feel of the Willment Coupe immediately. It handled much better than the
standard Cobra and this filled me with confidence. I qualified second of the GT cars
(on row two of the 4-3-4 grid, between Chris Amon in Tommy Atkins’ Cobra roadster
[now Grahame and Oliver Bryant’s] and David Piper’s green Ferrari 250LM) and
looked forward to the race.”

Ahead of Sears, Frank Gardner’s Team Elite Brabham BT8 sat on pole, with Roy
Salvadori in Atkins’ mighty 5-litre Maserati V8-engined Cooper Monaco (now with

The start of the 1964 race: 27 Frank Gardiner (Brabham BT8), 3 Roy Salvadori (Cooper-
Maserati), 2 Jack Sears (Willment Cobra), 1 Graham Hill (Ferrari 275LM), 7 David Piper (Ferrari
275LM). Image courtesy of Racebears Photography






