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INTRODUCTION

Following on from the visit to Snetterton in June, early September saw the ST-XR 
Challenge visit another track new to many drivers in the shape of the North Eastern 
circuit of Croft.

This was the series’ first appearance on the same programme as the TCR UK 
Championship thus in many respects this was our most high-profile meeting of the 
season.

Practice and race 1 took place on the Saturday with race 2 the following day. The 
rain from Anglesey made a return appearance on the first day of the meeting but the 
circuit was dry for Sunday’s encounter.
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During the course of the season, Adam 
Brown has got closer and closer to the sharp 
end of the field. At Croft, he very nearly took 
his AC Valve Alliance XR2 to the summit of 
the qualifying time-sheets but he was 
delayed when he caught a slower car on his 
best lap. His fastest complete lap was good 
enough for second on the grid for race 1 
next to pole-sitter Michael Heath who 
reported that his black and red Fiesta felt 
“just perfect”. He was very happy to be 
quickest although Brown had been 3 tenths 
up in the first sector before he got baulked.
Third fastest was another XR2, the green one 
with Steve Poole at the wheel for whom the 
test day that he shared with his team mate 
Justin Roberts had gone well. His main 
observation was that there was more time to 
be found on this ultra-fast track.

As every point is crucial at this stage of the 
championship campaign, including the 
award for being fastest in qualifying, Poole 
went to the Assembly Area early to ensure 
he was the first to be released on to the 
empty track only to find that Brown had 
beaten him to that privilege. Poole felt all 
was not lost as he would soon be able to 
overtake the car ahead but he discovered 
that Brown had taken his game to a new 
level. Poole rued driving to Brown’s brake 
lights rather than backing off to enable 
himself to run in his own space.
With the Top Three covered by less than 2 
tenths, some thrilling racing was in 
prospect.
The first Escort XR3i was in the hands of 
Michael Blackburn who had also tested on 
Thursday.  Like many,  Croft was a new track

to him and it took a while to get 
comfortable especially on old tyres which 
were gripping then sliding multiple times 
when cornering as though they were tearing 
at the track – “tramping” as Blackburn called 
it. Even when he fitted newer, one race old 
tyres for a session the problem persisted 
and, having seen how much abuse the tyres 
were taking on the abrasive surface, Mike 
decided to call a halt to his test at that 
point.
As the fresher tyres didn’t provide any extra 
speed on Thursday, Blackburn bolted on the 
older tyres for qualifying. The result was 
lots of understeer due to the tramping and 
fourth place on the opening grid of the 
weekend – 0.8 secs away from pole. A 
frustrated Mike had also been unable to put 
together a good clean lap.
To add to his woes, Blackburn buzzed his 
engine when swapping from second to third 
gear coming down the start/finish straight. 
Onboard footage indicated 8,100 rpm had 
been reached. The power unit sounded sick 
for a few seconds (it was probably in a state 

of shock!) but then went back to normal. 
Testing of the compression later proved 
inconsistent but the wisdom of Dave 
Fairclough prompted a change of hydraulic 
followers which restored the motor to full 
health. Removal of the cylinder head when 
back at home confirmed there had been no 
valve to piston contact.
As Steve Poole had taken first dibs at their 
test day, Justin Robert was unable to enjoy 
his first taste of Croft when it was his turn 
to take to the tarmac because the session 
was cancelled due to an oil spill so he had 
to quickly learn the circuit when the field 
was released from the Assembly Area. He 
immediately realised that his engine had no 
grunt despite fitting a new camshaft for 
this meeting and he’d have his work cut 
out to challenge for the front row – fifth 
was the best he could manage.
Back in the paddock Mike Heath pointed 
out to Roberts that he needed to fine tune 
his engine to get the benefit from the new 
component and couldn’t just use the 
timing marks from the replaced camshaft.

Adam Brown came close to taking his first pole of the season

Qualifying
BRILLIANT BROWN

15 minutes of qualifying was not long enough for Jason Hennefer to learn the track
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Qualifying StatisticsTony Mumford qualified his Class E Fiesta 
sixth overall. He had previously competed at 
Croft in Pickup racing – and also a single-
seater – therefore, while it is possible to 
“learn” any circuit from onboard laps 
broadcast on YouTube nowadays, he felt he 
would be able to commit to the really fast 
corners of the Jim Clark Esses and Barcroft 
sooner than most.
Despite pulling into the pits early as his 
throttle was sticking at 5,500 rpm, which 
made life interesting coming out of the 
Hairpin, the lack of a LSD and the fact that he 
wasn’t pushing to the maximum, Mumford 
still qualified well inside the Top Ten which 
was a surprise to him.
Although he took part in a track day at Croft 
last year so he knew which way the track 
went, Ali May had never raced at the venue 
before. Qualifying went ok, but the misfire on 

his Fiesta that has doggedly troubled him all 
year kept him down in seventh.
Matt Eldridge was delighted to have the 
opportunity to get to grips with a circuit that 
was new to him and loved the high-speed 
corners. He was content with eighth but felt 
he could have pushed a little harder.
Rounding out the Top Ten were the Fiesta Si 
of Mark Noble and the Escort XR3i of Jason 
Hennefer. Noble’s car felt really good and he 
was happy to be so far up the order on his 
Croft debut while Hennefer reported that 15 
minutes was not long enough to learn the 
circuit.
One driver who would not be taking part in 
the races was Ian Billington who had a major 
problem with the rear bearing and axle on 
his Fiesta during qualifying. Chris Rowlands 
went “above and beyond” in trying to get 
Billington out on track but it was not to be.

Having been unable to race in the previous 2 meetings, it was good to see Paul Green back in action
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Race 1

Although qualifying hadn’t gone as well as 
Steve Poole hoped, he felt very confident 
when the rain arrived prior to the opening 
race of the weekend as he had gone so well in 
those conditions at Anglesey but then, as the 
cars gathered in the Assembly Area, the 
precipitation stopped and the sun came out 
putting doubts in the mind of many drivers 
over what to do about set-up although most 
decided not to make any changes. This 
proved to be the correct decision as the 
tarmac remained very slippery for the entire 
15 minutes particularly on the opposite side 
of the circuit to the paddock.

Pole-sitter, Mike Heath, was struggling for 
grip in the conditions especially when his 
tyres got warm – he was at a loss to explain 
why. On lap 2, Adam Brown was all over his 
bumper and made a bid for the lead. When 
this failed, the resulting loss of momentum 
on the run from Sunny Out enabled Poole to 
pounce and take his position at the Complex.
Poole now held station behind Heath for a 
lap. The leader’s lack of grip made it appear 
as though he was being too cautious to his 
pursuer. At Sunny In, Poole decided to go for 
it around the outside. The move was 
successful and, with his car handling well, he 

felt great as he motored on to take a 
comfortable victory with a lead of almost 4 
and a half seconds at the flag.
The runner-up position went to Brown who 
had the Class B winning XR3i of Michael 
Blackburn reeling him in towards the finish 
but the race ended before Blackburn got 
close enough to mount a challenge.
The Escort driver, who elected to use his old 
tyres in the wet conditions, lost a little time 
early on when he ran wide exiting the 
Chicane. This allowed Ali May to move ahead 
of him but the continuing misfire on the 
Fiesta allowed Blackburn to easily repass on 

the straight.
Blackburn himself was still being hampered 
by understeer when powering out of corners 
but nonetheless he was able to catch Heath 
who had no traction whatsoever. Indeed, he 
was so slow in the twisty bits, Blackburn 
nearly had a few accidents trying to avoid 
running into the back of him before he 
annexed the final place on the podium.
Heath slipped all the way down to fifth at the 
finish after May was able to engineer a pass 
on him by taking the outside line at Tower 
which positioned him on the inside trajectory 
for the Jim Clark Esses.

RAINMEISTER

Steve Poole was uncatchable in the wet
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With the weather conditions improving, Justin 
Roberts decided to gamble on an intermediate 
set up rather than full wet. This proved to be a 
massive mistake as the tarmac was the 
slipperiest he had ever driven on. Having been 
passed round the outside by May at the first 
corner and then finding himself off the pace of 
the front runners for the remainder of the 
contest, he soldiered on to finish sixth.
Tony Mumford had discovered a deformation 
in his accelerator cable after qualifying which 
was causing his throttle to stick. With that 
problem now fixed, he made a great start 
taking fourth from Michael Blackburn into 
Tower only to outbrake himself into Sunny In 
and go off on to the old circuit.
Having lost a couple of places, the Class E 
leader then took things easy to bring his car 
home until those behind began to gain on him 
and he put his foot down to ensure he had a 
comfortable gap in seventh overall.
With a new engine fitted following the blow up 
on his Fiesta ST at Anglesey back in April, 
Chris Rowlands was happy to qualify 
thirteenth given his recent lack of time in the 
car. He zapped by Jason Hennefer’s Escort at 
Tower on lap 1 then after a brief skirmish with 
Matt Eldridge he settled into eighth position. 
Eldridge pursued Rowlands in ninth but was 
unable to challenge due to the ST’s greater 
straight-line speed and ABS brakes as 
Hennefer followed these two home to 
complete the Top Ten and take second in 
Class B.
Matthew Morton was taking part in only his 
second ever race meeting and, much to the 
mirth of his fellow competitors, had never 
driven his racing car in the wet before. He had 
great fun as he slid out of just about every 
corner on his way to eleventh as he enjoyed 
being in the thick of the midfield action with 
Hennefer, Paul Green and Mark Noble.
Like Morton, this was also the first wet race for 

Green who was unsure how hard to push and, 
indeed, pushed too hard at the Jim Clark 
Esses on lap 2 which resulted in an 
unplanned trip into the farmer’s field! He 
thoroughly enjoyed working his way back up 
the order to claim twelfth, one place ahead of 
Mark Noble. The latter had spins at 
Hawthorne Bend and the Jim Clark Esses in 
the tricky conditions before deciding to bring 
his Fiesta Si home at a safer speed.
Fourteenth overall and third in Class B was 
Matthew Spencer. He and his father had 

finally managed to find a good set-up for the 
wet and, although still no fan of the 
conditions, he was much happier with the 
slippery track than he had been earlier in the 
season.
It was great to see Ron Loffstadt taking part 
in his first race meeting of the year after 
other commitments kept him out of the 
cockpit. He had a great battle with Spencer 
and racing newcomer Nick Naylor who had 
just a handful of track days to his name. 
Naylor is a work colleague of Matt Eldridge 

who had passed on to him the Fiesta he 
previously drove.
A slow start from Naylor – he quipped that he 
was still making his brew – gave him plenty of 
work to do. He caught Loffstadt who was 
struggling because his wipers were entangled 
in the championship standard sunstrip 
depriving him of forward vision and then 
passed Spencer. However a moment of over-
excitement at the final corner saw him run 
wide allowing Spencer and Loffstadt through 
as he bounced over the grass.

Mark Noble had a couple of
spins in the tricky conditions
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Race 2

It was dry on Sunday and this seemed to 
appeal to the drivers as many reported that 
they’d had great get aways when the red 
lights went out. One of these was Adam 
Brown who took the lead from the outside of 
the front row on the run down to the first 
corner. He was then distracted when his gear 
change light didn’t come on. As he was 
wondering what had happened to it, he hit 
the rev limiter and lost places. Further 
momentum was lost as he became boxed in 
by the cars that had overtaken him and he fell 
as low as fifth.
Meanwhile, from position 5 on the grid, 

Michael Heath had an amazing start and was 
already on the bumper of leader Steve Poole 
by the second corner. Poole then made a 
mistake at Tower which allowed Heath, with 
greater momentum, to move ahead at the Jim 
Clark Esses.
Lap 2 and Poole repeated his mistake at 
Tower. This time it was his team mate, Justin 
Roberts, who took advantage.
With his engine fully on song following the 
timing adjustments to his camshaft, Roberts 
was thrilled to be back on the pace. A good 
start had seen him move from sixth to fourth 
before a defensive line from Brown at Tower 

saw Roberts braving it out around the outside 
to take third at the Jim Clark Esses, the same 
point where he moved up into the runner-up 
position on the next circuit.
Although Roberts believed he had the pace to 
challenge Heath for the win, in Sector 2 Poole 
was much faster than him forcing defensive 
action to be taken and allowing Heath to pull 
away to take the chequered flag untroubled.
To his delight, Roberts held on to second 
position until the end re-igniting his 
championship hopes. In the car behind, Poole 
wished he could have taken victory number 2 
of the weekend but was happy to be leading 

the standings heading into the final two 
races of the season.
Brown regained his composure after his rev 
limiter escapades on the opening lap, moving 
up to fourth when Escort Class leader, the 
understeer-troubled Michael Blackburn, 
allowed him through to let the XR2s fight 
amongst themselves and closing in on the 
leading trio until a misfire that manifested 
itself every time he exited the Hairpin 
prevented further progress being made.
As early as the first corner, Blackburn knew 
he had chosen the wrong tyres – the old ones 
that he  had used in  the  previous  day’s  wet 

Michael Heath was quick on the draw with
a great start setting him up for the win

QUICK
DRAW
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encounter. Roberts had gone round the 
outside of him, taken a trip through the gravel 
and yet still managed to carry more speed into 
the Chicane. Meanwhile, up ahead Michael 
Heath, who Blackburn knew to be on new 
tyres, had loads more grip. He had been able 
to keep pace with Poole initially but after 
making a few mistakes and dropping back he 
decided not to delay Brown any further. He 
was still the Class B winner in fifth overall.
Blackburn was under little pressure from the 
car in sixth as the misfire on Ali May’s XR2 
was a real handicap in the dry which meant he 
had no hope of repeating his fourth place 
finish from the previous day. He had swapped 
places back and forth with the Class E Fiesta of 
Tony Mumford who also had a down on power 
engine which eventually let go all together on 
the approach to the chicane. When he returned 
home, Mumford stripped the engine down 
where it looked as though number 2 cylinder 
had dropped the valve seat and put a big hole 
in the piston.
The opening lap saw Jason Hennefer lose a few 
places but at the end of it the Class B runner-
up began to recover the ground he had lost, 
blasting past Mark Noble’s Si on the exit of the 
Hairpin and then diving up the inside of Paul 
Green at the first corner, only for Green to 
return the complement when they reached 
Tower. A couple of circuits later and Hennefer 
put his traction to good use once more 
coming out of the Hairpin to permanently put 
Green behind him.
Hennefer then reeled in the battle for eight 
between Chris Rowlands and Matt Eldridge. 
The latter was dispatched in the white Escort 
driver’s now signature move coming out of the 
Hairpin but not before he had given the green 
XR2 a “love tap” on the entrance to the corner. 
Having had his speed unexpectedly increased, 
Eldridge did well to hold it all together on the 
exit kerbs.

Rowlands was then dispatched soon 
afterwards when Hennefer held a tight line 
through Hawthorne Bend which gave him the 
inside into the chicane and meant he was 
seventh in the final classification. Due to 
losing power in the closing stages with an 
overheating engine, Rowlands was later 
pushed down to ninth by Eldridge coming 
out of the chicane. 
With the demise of Mumford, Paul Green was 
the Class E winner. Having enjoyed clashing 
mirrors with Hennefer in the early stages, 
Green had more contact at the final corner as 
he hadn’t realised how close Mark Noble’s Si 

was as their battle for tenth overall 
concluded.
Like many of this season’s newcomers, 
Green feels he is making progress 
particularly with regards to set up. His car 
felt the best it has done so far.
Crossing the line twelfth was Matthew 
Morton who had lost a few places at the start 
and couldn’t quite catch up with Green and 
Noble nonetheless he was happy that his 
best lap times were only 4 seconds away 
from the leaders. He looks forward to 
bringing them down further. In the 
meantime, his target is to beat his Class E 

rival, Green, at Oulton.
In thirteenth, Matthew Spencer claimed third 
in Class B. He was pleased with his car which 
had run well all weekend.
Ron Loffstadt and Nick Naylor continued their 
battle from race 1. The former led this until he 
missed a gear at Sunny Out allowing Naylor, 
who was now taking part in his first motor 
race in the dry, to move ahead but he later lost 
his bearings and mis-took Sunny In for a 
slower corner. Although he realised his error 
straight away, the brief hesitation allowed 
Loffstadt to retake the place.

Matthew Spencer’s Escort
had run well all weekend
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This report was produced by
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Visit www.bournephotographic.co.uk for hundreds of images from this meeting!!
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