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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

September saw the Vinyl Detail ST-XR Challenge head North to Croft where, with no wins 
for Championship leader Michael Blackburn, the battle for the 2022 title opened up.

It was another thrilling weekend with plenty of on track action and it is pleasing to report 
that the series continues to attract new faces. This weekend we had an ST-only field.

The Triple Header format saw qualifying and race 1 on the Saturday with a couple more 
races on Sunday. All sessions were scheduled to be of a 15 minute duration except for the 
final race which was a 20 minute encounter. Track time was shared with the Civic Challenge. 
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QUALIFYINGQUALIFYING
During testing on Friday Sam Beckett was comparing 
lap times with Chris Jones. He was slower and, 
although he hadn’t quite been trying as hard as 
he would be in qualifying the following day, he 
didn’t think he had the pace to take pole for race 
1. However, come Saturday morning he managed to 
put in a couple of laps where he hooked everything 
up to be the fastest ST, 2 tenths faster than Jones.

Chris rates Sam very highly and had no qualms with 
finishing the session a close second having swapped 
times with him throughout. Jones was pleased that 
qualifying ended with his car in one piece after his 
big crash at Croft last season.

For Michael Blackburn, this track is something of a 
bogey circuit. In 3 meetings here, he has never been 
able to find the “sweet spot” in his handling balance. 
Despite doing many laps during Friday’s Test Day, 
there was always oversteer on the way into corners 
and understeer on the way out – with almost nothing 
in between.

In qualifying, Blackburn was within a few hundredths 
of his best time in testing. On his final lap, a tow from 
Paul Dobson enabled him to be 4 tenths up when he 
reached Sunny In but then Dobson got out of shape 
and Blackburn had to back off to avoid contact. As 
he was 0.6 secs away from Jones, third was the best 
he was going to be in any case.

Matt Pimlott was next up. He had not competed at 
Croft before and was struggling for pace.

Fifth fastest was Paul Dobson who, at his second 
meeting with the car, was still learning how to get 
the most from his Fiesta ST.

Greg Speight was hoping to use the Test Day on 
Friday to get back up to speed as this was his first 
appearance in the series since the opening meeting 
of the season at Oulton Park however, he endured 
numerous problems which culminated with a broken 
engine mount. As always, there were many in the 
paddock more than happy to help with the repairs. 
He went on to lap a second faster in qualifying than 
he had done in testing and would start race 1 from 
sixth on the grid.

Behind Speight, Mark Blunt and Colin Upton were to 
set off from the fourth row. For Blunt, it was his worst 
qualifying session of the season – he just couldn’t 
get to grips with the track.

Completing the Top Ten were Richard Steele and 
Aiden Vickers. Steele would be racing at Croft for the 
first time but a successful day’s testing on Friday saw 
him get his lap times down to where he expected to 
be – a couple of seconds off the fast boys – while 
Vickers also reported that the mileage he put in at 
the track on Friday was very worthwhile.

HOOKED UPHOOKED UP

Sam Beckett hooked up 2 mega laps to set Sam Beckett hooked up 2 mega laps to set 
the fastest time in qualifyingthe fastest time in qualifying
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Mark Blunt struggled for pace in Mark Blunt struggled for pace in 
qualifying but would have more qualifying but would have more 
speed in the racesspeed in the races
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RACE 1RACE 1

Chris Jones took the lead from the start and had so 
much pace that he arrived at the Chicane with the 
slowest of the Civics that had started from the front 
section of the grid. In the heat of the moment, Jones 
thought “Why the hell not” and tried to pass some of 
the Hondas but all it did was force him to lift which 
cost him momentum allowing Sam Beckett to blast 
past down the following straight.

The fastest ST150s stayed with the Hondas through the 
opening lap and at the final corner, the Hairpin, it was 
Beckett’s turn to be held up. Jones was tempted to look 
down the inside of the lead Fiesta but didn’t make a 
serious attempt to get by however this seemed to cost 
him a little speed on to the start/finish straight and 

allowed Beckett to pull out a few lengths.

Early on lap 2, the Civics pulled away from the fight at 
the front of the STs allowing Beckett to concentrate on 
going as fast as possible – which he did to great effect, 
opening out a gap of more than a second.

Beckett and Jones pulled away from an intense fight 
for third which was initially held by Paul Dobson. When 
the red lights went out he zapped through from fifth 
on the grid, past Michael Blackburn and Greg Speight. 

Prior to this race Blackburn was a happy man as his 
appeal against his disqualification from race 3 at 
Cadwell Park’s previous round had been upheld so now 
he just had a DNF to his name for that round and a 

clean licence… but his day here in North Yorkshire was 
about to take a turn for the worse.

He had pulled up on the grid for this encounter and 
begun preparing for the race to get underway when 
it dawned on him that he couldn’t see the start lights. 
He re-positioned his car so that he could see them 
through the windows of the man on pole – Sam Beckett. 
Unfortunately, what Blackburn didn’t realise was that 
he could only see the pod containing the green lights 
which aren’t used for race starts. He didn’t become 
aware that the contest was underway until the other 
cars began moving!

With drivers passing by on the right of Blackburn, Mark 
Blunt tried to go to his left but found himself running 

out of space and taking to the grass. Matt Pimlott was 
another to arrive at Clervaux ahead of Blackburn but as 
he then ran wide the championship leader was able to 
move back ahead of him.

Further round the opening lap, a good run out of 
Tower for Blackburn allowed him to take fourth from 
Speight before the Jim Clark Esses were reached. He 
then latched on to the back of third placed Dobson 
who was motoring so fast that Blackburn knew he 
would have his work cut out to get into the last of the 
podium places.

Fifth-placed Speight was treating the weekend as a test 
of how differing set-ups affected the handling of his ST 
which is very different to his old XR2. With what he was 

BRILLIANT BECKETTBRILLIANT BECKETT

Sam Beckett drove superbly Sam Beckett drove superbly 
to take his maiden victoryto take his maiden victory
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running with for this race, he couldn’t keep pace with 
Dobson and Blackburn so he defended his position 
from Pimlott with Blunt, Upton and Richard Steele 
not too far behind.

The second time the field tackled the Complex, 
Blackburn challenged Dobson but couldn’t make the 
move stick.

Just behind, Pimlott braved it around the outside of 
Speight at the first element of the Complex which 
gave him the inside line for the second section and 
enabled him to complete the pass to move up to 
fifth.

Next time through, Blackburn again had a look down 
the inside of Dobson heading into the Complex but 
the third placed driver held on – for now at least. Then 
Blackburn was through into third having pounced 
down the inside at the Hairpin. Unfortunately, he 
had failed to notice the yellow flags and Safety Car 
boards were being displayed. Ron Loffstadt beat 
Daniel Cooper off the line despite starting on his 
lonesome on the back row. This put Loffstadt in 
the firing line after a couple of laps when Cooper 
made a mistake under braking at the first part of the 
Complex. Loffstadt was T-boned as he turned into 
the first element with both cars ending up stranded 
and in the firing line, triggering the full course yellow.

Missing the signals from the marshals ultimately cost 
Blackburn dear. He would later be disqualified by the 
Clerk of the Course and points added to his licence. 
After his Cadwell appeal was upheld earlier in the 
day, Blackburn had a clean licence for all of 3 hours!

The Safety Car circulated for a trio of laps before the 
race was back under green flag conditions. Beckett 
was just as fast as earlier in the contest. He quickly 
restored the gap of more than a second over Jones 
and went on to finally take his maiden victory. Having 
waited so long for the win, he was overjoyed!

Blissfully unaware that he was going to be removed 
from the results, Blackburn was piling the pressure 
on Jones on the first lap after the restart, he even 
drew alongside the second placed man approaching 
the Jim Clark Esses.

The first 3 on the road were well ahead of Dobson 
who had Pimlott not too far behind while Speight 
was further back and he was under pressure from 
Blunt.

On the last lap, Pimlott was all over the back of 
Dobson but couldn’t find a way by so, with Blackburn’s 
exclusion, Dobson made it onto the podium at only 
the second meeting after his comeback.

Speight successfully kept Blunt at bay to take fifth. 
He really enjoyed the battle as it reminded him that 
racing is about far more than setting quick laps.

Colin Upton finished seventh after swapping places 
in the closing stages with Richard Steele.

Steele had made a great start but was unable to reap 
the benefits. In taking avoiding action as Blunt re-

During this race, Greg Speight was During this race, Greg Speight was 
reminded that there is far more to reminded that there is far more to 
racing than just executing fast lapsracing than just executing fast laps

joined after his attempt to pass Blackburn put him 
on the grass, Steele found himself approaching the 
first corner on a line he never intended and missed 
his braking point which resulted in a trip across 
the gravel trap. He was grateful when the Safety 
Car appeared to enable him to catch up with those 
ahead.

Our final finisher was Aiden Vickers who made it 
home despite having a flat tyre on the last lap.

Ashley Gregory was making her debut in the ST-XR 

Challenge after hearing good things about the series 
from Mark Blunt and being offered a good deal to 
get behind the wheel of the Tensport Performance 
hire car at a circuit not too far from home. She 
had started her career in the Junior Saloon Car 
Championship (JSCC) but is now too old for that 
category so she has switched to stock cars on the 
ovals, an environment she had been racing in since 
the age of 10.

It was a case of in at the deep end for Gregory during 
qualifying as she didn’t have the opportunity to test 

the Fiesta in advance. She was re-acquainting herself 
with front-wheel-drive for the first time since her 
JSCC Citroen Saxo days while power steering and 
ABS were both new to her in a racing car.

Unfortunately, Gregory’s first race of the weekend 
didn’t last too long and she coasted into the pits at 
the end of the opening lap with no drive or gears. 
She had been slow away at the start as, having been 
used to BARC race-formats in the JSCC, she expected 
there to be a green flag lap.



Croft 17th/18th September 2022 www.st-xrchallenge.com

Page 14 Page 15



Croft 17th/18th September 2022 www.st-xrchallenge.com

Page 16 Page 17

RACE 2RACE 2

From pole, Sam Beckett beat fellow front row starter 
Chris Jones into Clervaux but then had a big slide 
through Hawthorn which allowed Jones to draw 
alongside approaching the Chicane. Beckett just 
managed to keep ahead… however he would need 
to do it all again as back at Clervaux Mark Blunt and 
Matt Pimlott had occupied the same piece of tarmac. 
While Blunt continued, Pimlott went off backwards at 
high speed into the gravel. As he crossed the track 
out of control, Greg Speight was doing his best to 
take avoiding action but he failed and hit the side of 
Pimlott...

With Pimlott embedded in the kitty litter at the side 
of the track, the race was stopped. Neither Pimlott or 

Speight took part in the restart. Speight’s car didn’t have 
too much damage but the number of parts required 
to make it race-worthy meant his weekend was over 
however, thanks to parts that were mostly borrowed 
from Paul Dobson, Pimlott would be back out on track 
later in the day.

For Beckett, the restart was as bad as the original one 
was good as he missed the change into second gear. 
He was gutted as it allowed Jones to head off into 
Clervaux unchallenged as Paul Dobson and Mark Blunt 
pushed Beckett down to fourth.

Blunt was right on the back of Dobson and dived 
down his inside at Tower. The pair emerged from the 
corner side by side remaining that way through the 

Jim Clark Esses, Barcroft and both Sunnys with Beckett 
a few meters from their bumpers waiting to see what 
happened. Finally, Blunt moved ahead around the 
outside on the entry to the Complex – epic racing!

With Dobson having his line compromised, by the time 
he got to the Hairpin, Beckett had pushed him down 
to fourth.

All these Shenanigans allowed Jones to scoot away 
into the distance to such an extent that he had a 2 secs 
gap after just one lap. He was going as fast as he could 
because he knew it was only a matter of time before 
the delayed Beckett was filling his mirrors.

Meanwhile, Aiden Vickers was also looking good in 

fifth overall after a superb start.

Throughout the second circuit, Beckett was all over 
the back of Blunt before making the now familiar pass 
round the outside at the first part of the Complex to 
claim the decisive inside at the second apex. Now in the 
runner-up position, Beckett had plenty to do to catch 
the leader, Jones, who was 3.4 secs down the road.

Blunt had Dobson filling in his mirrors as Michael 
Blackburn was already getting into fifth from the back 
of the grid by driving around the outside of Vickers at 
the Hairpin. His original start was mega, putting him up 
to sixth when the red flags came out, but on the restart 
his progress was slowed on the opening lap when he 
got boxed in by the cars ahead of him.

THE PURSUEDTHE PURSUED

Chris Jones was pursued by the slow starting Chris Jones was pursued by the slow starting 
Sam Beckett but managed to remain out Sam Beckett but managed to remain out 
front to take the winfront to take the win
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Michael Blackburn saves on rear Michael Blackburn saves on rear 
tyre wear en route to taking third tyre wear en route to taking third 
from the back of the gridfrom the back of the grid

Over the following laps Beckett closed in on Jones 
relentlessly until he was in position to attempt to 
take the lead around the outside at Tower but he 
ran out of road on the exit and lost a few lengths. 
Beckett’s Fiesta was being thrown around the 
numerous bumps of the Croft circuit as he pushed 
the little hatchback to its limits. He soon regained 
the ground he had lost and for much of the last lap 
was practically in Jones’ boot. Each were fast through 
different sections of the track with Jones resisting 
the temptation to take a defensive line where he 
was slower and lose further time. The leader did just 
enough to keep ahead.

Runner-up Beckett later mused, “Given another lap 
or two to calculate an overtake I think it may have 
been a different story! (Although) Chris is a very good 
defensive driver so it wouldn’t have been easy!”

Early in the race Blunt realised how fast Beckett was 
going and decided to let him go so that he could 
focus on finishing third. He was able to pull away 
from Dobson who had his hands full defending 
fourth from Blackburn however he had to give up 
the position towards the end of the sixth lap. By this 
point Blunt was too far ahead for him to catch.

Like others this weekend, Richard Steele had trouble 
seeing the lights on the starting gantry so he had to 
take his cue to set off from those around him. At least 
he had a good launch which meant he approached 
Clervaux side by side with Colin Upton. When they 
reached the first corner, Steele was confident of 
being able to out-brake the driver alongside him 
but Upton doggedly hung on and Steele didn’t 
move ahead until the exit of Tower. The minimum 
of contact took place, this was proper good, close 
motor racing!

Upton kept the pressure on Steele until he was 
caught by Steele’s team mate, Ashley Gregory, who 
had come through from the back of the grid after her 
early exit from race 1. This forced Upton to defend 
and allowed Steele to pull away moving ahead of 
Vickers to finish sixth – his best ever result.

On lap 8, Vickers understeered wide exiting the final 
corner allowing Upton and Gregory through. The 
latter pair swapped places on the last lap therefore 
Gregory took the chequered flag for the first time in 
this championship in seventh.

The damage Ron Loffstadt sustained in the accident 
the previous day with Daniel Cooper was confined 
to his bodywork although attention was required 
to one of his doors as the window had gone down 
and wouldn’t come back up again. Thanks to 
Loffstadt’s good friend, Andy Clarke, the door had 
been dismantled and rebuilt with the window closed 
before Ron even came back from the stewards room.

In this encounter, Loffstadt beat Cooper away from 
the line and stayed ahead to finish tenth.
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RACE 3RACE 3

The grid for this race was set by qualifying times from 
the previous day so Sam Beckett was once again on 
pole with Chris Jones alongside him. The pair arrived 
at the first corner side by side with Beckett benefitting 
from being on the inside line to move ahead.

Just behind them, Matt Pimlott got a superb start from 
fourth on the grid to move ahead of Michael Blackburn 
at Clervaux. The pair were right on the limit a few 
corners later as they slithered through Tower.

Lap 2 saw Beckett and Jones breaking away, they had 
been in a class of their own all weekend. As Pimlott 
fended off Blackburn, Mark Blunt latched onto the back 
of them while, a little further back, Paul Dobson was 
running sixth ahead of Richard Steele and his Tensport 

Performance team mate, Ashley Gregory.

Up front we nearly had a change of lead at Hawthorn 
when Beckett ran wide. In a flash Jones was alongside 
him but the leader managed to keep ahead at the 
Chicane. That was the closest the pair came to swapping 
places as Beckett drove faultlessly to take win number 
2 of the weekend.

This was the longer race of the meeting at 20 minutes 
but Beckett and Jones were flat out for the entire 
duration. Jones knew he would be unable to get in front 
without Beckett making a mistake and the leader didn’t 
make one. Jones was never more than a few lengths 
behind, and often closer than that through the twisty 
bits, although he dropped back a little in the closing 

stages.

So, Beckett took his second win of the weekend to put 
himself in a strong position to challenge championship 
leader, Blackburn, at Oulton Park’s final meeting of the 
season.

Back on lap 3, the battle for third was decided when 
Pimlott had loads of oversteer at Tower. He managed 
to keep his car on the tarmac but he was slow exiting 
the corner which allowed Blackburn to draw alongside. 
They shot through the Jim Clark Esses door handle to 
door handle before Blackburn made the inside line 
count into Barcroft and took the position. Having made 
the pass, Blackburn just didn’t have the pace to close in 
on the leading duo.

Until the closing stages, Pimlott was able to remain in 
Blackburn’s slip-stream as Mark Blunt and Paul Dobson 
filled his mirrors. Pimlott was having problems with his 
steering and front suspension. First a bottom arm began 
to shear and then a ball joint sheared completely. These 
issues were causing him to struggle to keep his car on 
the tarmac. On one occasion, Pimlott’s increasingly 
wayward progress forced Blunt to take avoiding action. 
This cost the latter some momentum and he lost a 
place to Dobson.

On the tenth lap, fortune favoured Blunt. Both Pimlott 
and Dobson ran wide at Tower allowing Blunt to pass 
the latter and then he moved ahead of Pimlott who had 
more handling problems at Sunny.

BOUNCING BACKBOUNCING BACK

Having finished a runner-up in race 2, Sam Having finished a runner-up in race 2, Sam 
Beckett bounced back to take his second win Beckett bounced back to take his second win 
of the weekend in race 3of the weekend in race 3
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Blunt was more than happy with fourth as it put him 
third in the championship, only 24 points behind the 
leader and, assuming Chris Grimes doesn’t race in the 
final 2 rounds, he is guaranteed a top 3 finish in the 
series.

Eventually, Pimlott took the safe option and pulled off 
in the final section of the Complex handing fifth to 
Dobson. Having re-joined the series after a number 
of years away, Dobson is thrilled to be enjoying close 
motor racing with no contact.

Once again, Richard Steele had difficulties seeing 
the starting gantry so he had another slow getaway. 
He then had a superb battle with team mate, Ashley 
Gregory, who was rapid in the early part of the lap up 
to Tower. Steele was then able to pull away only to be 
reeled in again at the beginning of the next circuit.

Gregory proved to be a good clean racer, there was no 
contact during the contest. Eventually, Steele made a 
mistake when he missed third gear in the braking area 
for Tower which caused him to carry too much speed 
into the corner and run wide on the exit. This meant 
Gregory was faster down the following straight and 
moved up to sixth place which she held to the finish. It 
was a very impressive debut and many believed, if she 
had more time behind the wheel of a Fiesta, Gregory 
could be on the pace of the front-runners.

Aiden Vickers completed his third race weekend with 
an eighth placed finish having found more consistency 
in his lap times whenever he went out on track.

Renewing their battle from earlier in the day were Ron 
Loffstadt and Daniel Cooper. Once again Loffstadt 
made the best start and kept Cooper at bay throughout 
although there was only 4 tenths between them at the 
finish.

Ashley Gregory impressed many Ashley Gregory impressed many 
on her debut in the series on her debut in the series 
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