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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

Mid-October saw the 2022 Vinyl Detail ST-XR Challenge come to a thrilling conclusion at 
Oulton Park with the destiny of the title in the balance right up to the final lap of the final 
race of the season.

Sixteen Class D cars took part in qualifying and, for 2023, this category will morph into a 
stand-alone championship – the Fiesta ST150 Challenge which will run alongside its sister 
series, the Fiesta ST240 Championship.

The last ever meeting of the ST-XR Challenge featured a 15 minute qualifying session 
followed by a couple of 20 minute races.
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QUALIFYINGQUALIFYING
Unsurprisingly, given that it took place at 8:30 on an 
October morning, qualifying was staged on a drying 
track – a nightmare for some drivers but others 
relished the challenge. One of these was Chris Jones 
who loved the conditions as he chased the grip 
and pushed as hard as he dared without making a 
mistake.

After his first flying lap, Jones felt that he needed a 
set up change but he decided to do an additional 
lap hoping he could improve before heading to the 
pits where his crew – the Robinson gang – made the 
required tweaks. Jones then returned to the track 
just in time to claim pole with a time almost 3 secs 
faster than his previous best.

In parc ferme, championship leader Michael 
Blackburn was “gutted” to discover that Jones had 
gone quickest at the end of the session. Throughout 
the 15 minutes of qualifying, on a wet set-up, 
Blackburn pounded round improving his times as he 
found the driest sections of tarmac.

As he started his final lap, Blackburn’s pit-board 
showed him as P1 and 0.8 secs ahead. But then 
he was too cautious at Old Hall and was unable to 
regain the 3 tenths he had lost around the rest of the 
circuit. Thus, he would start from second on the grid 
for race 1.

Greg Speight had fixed the damage his car received at 
Croft when he collected a spinning Matthew Pimlott. 
He put in a late entry for Oulton Park the afternoon 
before the meeting and found the damp track ideal 
for bedding in his repaired Fiesta. He really enjoyed 
the session and was very pleased to end it third.

The closest challenger to Blackburn in the chase for 
the title was Sam Beckett. The latter was delighted 
to still be in contention at the final couple of rounds 
after all the dramas he had endured this year. He was 
fourth fastest in qualifying having found it difficult 
to find extra pace as the track improved towards the 
end of the 15 minutes. Sam felt he had got into a rut 
and kept recording similar lap times.

Occupying the third row of the grid for race 1 were 
a couple of drivers who had debuted their Fiesta 
ST150s during the course of this season – Paul 
Dobson and Aiden Vickers.

Mark Blunt didn’t enjoy qualifying at all… his best 
lap was his last one which was good enough to be 
seventh quickest. Without it, he would have been 
eleventh or twelfth.

Aside from 2 new front tyres, a lack of time meant 
Richard Steele had made no changes to his car since 
Croft. Nonetheless, he recorded his best qualifying 
performance to date in eighth. Early in the session, 
Steele had no idea that things were going to go so 
well as he was finding the greasy conditions difficult 

SET UP JOBSET UP JOB

Mid-session changes to Chris Jones’ set up Mid-session changes to Chris Jones’ set up 
were the key to him being fastest in qualifyingwere the key to him being fastest in qualifying
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to deal with and didn’t think he had the ability to cope 
with them. He very nearly called it a day and pulled 
into the pits once his mandatory 3 laps had been 
completed. However things became easier to manage 
once he had got some heat into his tyres and admitted 
that a lap without dramas was impossible to achieve. 
Indeed, he began enjoying sliding the car around and 
having some lairy oversteer moments.

In ninth, was Antony Sullivan. He was taking part in 
his first race meeting for 12 years behind the wheel 
of the Tensport Performance hire car. In earlier times, 
Sullivan had competed in the XR Challenge as well as 
the LMA Euro Saloon and Sports Car Championship. 
After so long away from the sport he was frustrated at 
his rustiness as he knew how much time he was losing.

Rounding out the Top Ten, Matthew Pimlott hadn’t 
been able to fine tune his car after the crash at Croft so 
he had a few niggles to deal with and was further down 
the order than he has recently become accustomed to. 
Making matters worse, his set up was too hard for the 
slippery conditions.

Antony Sullivan (85) was returning Antony Sullivan (85) was returning 
to the ST-XR Challenge having not to the ST-XR Challenge having not 
raced for 12 yearsraced for 12 years
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RACE 1RACE 1

This race took place around 2 hours after qualifying 
thus, although conditions had improved, the cool 
October morning meant the track was still very damp, 
especially off the narrow racing line.

When the red lights went out the 2 front row starters, 
Chris Jones and Michael Blackburn, charged down to 
Old Hall neck and neck without truly knowing how 
much grip would be available when they got there.

Jones decided not to brake for the first corner until 
after Blackburn slammed on his anchors. This came 
very close to being a huge mistake for Jones as the rear 
of his car lost grip turning him very sideways.

As he was right on the limit of the available grip, 
Blackburn was unable to take advantage of Jones’ first 
corner moment. Had he jumped the gas, Blackburn’s 
Fiesta would have straightened up and gone into the 

side of the 2021 champion therefore he had to hold 
back while somehow Jones regained control without 
leaving the tarmac and headed down The Avenue still 
in the lead. According to Jones the save was down to 
“unrivalled skill and a bucket full of luck”! Meanwhile, 
the closely following pack let out a collective sigh of 
relief!

After that initial excitement, Jones got his head down 
and concentrated on finding as much grip as possible. 
Old Hall and Druids were particularly slippery.

Usually, all racing drivers think about is being the first 
to see the chequered flag however for Championship 
leader, Blackburn, things were rather more complicated. 
Ahead of him was Jones who wasn’t in contention for 
the title but right on his back bumper was his closest 
challenger in the points standings, Sam Beckett. Thus, 
Blackburn’s focus was on keeping ahead of Beckett 

rather than trying to get out in front.

Making the choices for Blackburn even harder was the 
fact he often was carrying more speed than Jones but 
he was very reluctant to put his championship chances 
at risk by attempting a pass – particularly as conditions 
were so treacherous off the racing line.

Adding to Blackburn’s dilemma, Beckett was feeling 
racey – both driver and car felt fast. At one point he 
had a look down the inside of Blackburn at Old Hall 
but the tarmac was too slippery and he slithered round 
the corner. The man in second place needed to have his 
eyes everywhere… but then the Safety Car appeared 
allowing him to relax and gather his thoughts.

When the contest went back to green flag conditions, 
Beckett lost a little time when his car fish-tailed 
through Old Hall. This gave Blackburn some breathing 

space and as the race drew to a close, he considered 
challenging Jones for the lead but thought better of it.

Jones kept on the driest parts of the track – the racing 
line – to take the win as Blackburn slightly increased 
his points advantage over Beckett. A little more than 6 
tenths covered the leading trio at the finish.

At the start, Greg Speight had converted fourth on 
the grid into the same position on the road… but he 
didn’t have the pace to keep up with the first 3 – chiefly 
because his cockpit was beginning to fill with smoke!

After 3 laps, Speight decided that the sensible thing 
to do was pull into the pits to avoid the possibility of a 
serious problem developing although, on investigation, 
the issue turned out to be a melting wire which had 
been re-routed to get the fan working. It had fallen off 
in qualifying which is why there hadn’t been any smoke 

IN THE MIXIN THE MIX

While Michael Blackburn and Sam While Michael Blackburn and Sam 
Beckett duelled for the title, Chris Beckett duelled for the title, Chris 
Jones got in the mix at the front of Jones got in the mix at the front of 
the fieldthe field
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until the race got underway.

Softer suspension on Matthew Pimlott’s car meant 
the handling was more to his liking. By the end of 
the opening lap he was up to sixth from tenth on the 
grid. This became fifth when Speight retired then, on 
the third circuit, he dived down the inside of Mark 
Blunt to take fourth.

Blunt decided to let Pimlott go and turned his 
attentions to successfully defending fifth from Paul 
Dobson.

In the early laps, Dobson fended off Richard Steele 
but then pulled away. Steele then had a lonely few 
circuits until the Safety Car came out after which he 
had the challenge of fending off Chris Rowlands on 
tyres which had gone cold during the full-course 
yellow. He just about held on to seventh until the 
chequered flag.

In the early stages, Aiden Vickers was valiantly 
holding off a chain of cars in eighth position but his 
race ended prematurely with a high speed incident 
that left his Fiesta facing the wrong way and stranded 
on the edge of the track on the entry to Druids – this 
is what brought out the Safety Car.

Having been involved in the start line incident at 
Cadwell Park in August, Alec Townley had a few 
repairs to make before this meeting – but they were 
nothing too serious. As conditions in qualifying were 
so tricky, Townley took a low risk approach – avoiding 
damaging his car was his main concern.

Through Cascades on the opening lap, Townley 
gained a few places although just before the Safety 
Car came out he conceded a position to Rowlands. 
All this toing and froing left him ninth in the final 
classification.

Tony Mumford was taking part in only his second 
meeting of the season and, like Townley, took it easy 
in the difficult conditions of qualifying which meant 
he started further down the order than he was 
expecting. He had a “solid” race and was the tenth 
driver to take the chequered flag however he was 
then summoned to see the Clerk of the Course to 
receive a 10 second penalty for an out of position 
start. A Judge of Fact had seen him move forwards 
before the race got underway.

With the field so tightly bunched following the 
Safety Car period, the added time dropped Mumford 
to fourteenth and last.

This meant Antony Sullivan was classified tenth on 
his motor racing comeback having discovered that 
he was out of practice when it came to Safety Car 
restarts.

Despite tyres that he had been using all season, 
Daniel Cooper excelled in the low grip conditions 
of qualifying and was twelfth quickest. This dry race 
was less to his liking but thanks to a couple of DNFs 
ahead of him, he finished in the same position that 
he qualified with Chris Flynn ahead of him and Ron 
Loffstadt behind.

Softer suspension meant the handling Softer suspension meant the handling 
of Mattew Pimlott’s car was much more of Mattew Pimlott’s car was much more 
to his liking compared to qualifyingto his liking compared to qualifying
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RACE 2RACE 2

FThis, the final encounter of the ST-XR Challenge era, 
was staged on a dry track which suggested we would 
be in for some good, close action to end a thrilling 
season.

With the grid decided by the results of the earlier 
race, Chris Jones was on pole and made such a good 
start that he arrived at Old Hall 3 or 4 lengths ahead 
of everyone else. This time he managed to control 
his ambitions and there was no lurid slide at the first 
corner.

Jones maintained his advantage and was a second 
ahead at the end of the opening lap. The gap to the 
leader was actually good news for second placed 
Michael Blackburn as it meant there was no car 

immediately ahead of him and he could focus solely 
on his championship rival, Sam Beckett, who was right 
on his tail.

Blackburn, however, was confident he had the pace 
to keep in front of Beckett… but the story of the race 
took a dramatic twist at the end of lap 3 when Jones’ 
left front wheel tucked under the car at the apex of 
Lodge Corner sending him across the track and into 
the barriers at the bottom of Deer Leap. The trackrod 
had failed.

So now the battle between Blackburn and Beckett was 
for the race win as well as the championship. When 
they were running second and third there was only a 
one point difference and Blackburn would still have 

taken the crown if Beckett overtook him but now the 
difference between first and second was 4 points so it 
was winner takes all!

Blackburn was feeling the pressure – he knew he 
couldn’t afford to make any mistakes as Beckett was 
ready to pounce. He had to get every braking point 
spot on and hit every apex to ensure he was carrying as 
much speed as possible down each straight to prevent 
Beckett from drawing alongside him. Although, at the 
same time, he didn’t feel as though he was driving flat 
out – just with maximum accuracy.

Beckett was gaining under braking for Hislops and 
reckoned he was faster all the way from Druids to 
Cascades although Blackburn was quicker through the 

Shell Hairpin and Brittens Chicane.

Beckett made a passing attempt at Old Hall but 
Blackburn had already committed to the corner when 
he saw him coming. The trajectory of the cars meant 
there was contact and Blackburn lost his driver’s side 
door mirror.

A few laps later, the battle got even more intense when 
Beckett gained on Blackburn faster than he realised 
and hit the rear of Blackburn on the approach to 
Hislops sending the leader across the grass triangle in 
the middle of the complex where he kept his car as 
straight as he could on the wet turf.

As Beckett remained on the black stuff, he could easily 

LOOKLOOK
BACKBACK
IN FEAR!IN FEAR!

Michael Blackburn checks his mirror Michael Blackburn checks his mirror 
and sees his championship rival, and sees his championship rival, 
Sam Beckett, on his back bumper!Sam Beckett, on his back bumper!
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The sun sets on the 2022 The sun sets on the 2022 
Vinyl Detail ST-XR ChallengeVinyl Detail ST-XR Challenge

have passed his rival but that is not how he wanted to 
win and he flashed his lights to encourage Blackburn to 
re-join ahead of him.

The pair remained locked together for the remainder of 
the contest. Beckett could not quite engineer another 
passing attempt thus it was Blackburn who won both 
the race and the 2022 ST-XR Challenge.

Such was the pressure that Beckett had put him under, 
this had been the longest 20 minutes of Blackburn’s life. 
When he saw the chequered flag, his over-riding feeling 
was one of relief. He had achieved his goal of taking the 
title in his second season with a ST150.

While the focus was on the battle between Blackburn 
and Beckett, Matthew Pimlott and Mark Blunt were on 
the pace of the leading duo throughout although with 
Pimlott making his Fiesta as wide as possible, a gap of a 
few seconds opened up to Beckett. Despite Blunt’s best 
efforts, he was unable to prise third from Pimlott’s grasp. 
In the final championship standings, Blunt finished third 
with Pimlott fourth. Both were happy with their 2022 
finishing positions, Pimlott was in his debut season and 
failed to finish a number of rounds.

Another who was fighting a rear-guard action was 
Paul Dobson. Throughout the race he held on to what 
became fifth place when Jones crashed despite 3 drivers 
dodging around in his mirrors trying to take the place 
from him.

Alec Townley was Dobson’s closest challenger. He in 
turn had Chris Rowlands and then Tony Mumford on 
his back bumper. Mumford started from the back of the 
grid following his penalty in the previous encounter. 
Even though he took a Safety First approach on the 
opening lap, Mumford made great progress and he was 
already ahead of Rowlands by the end of it.

After race 1, the experienced Rowlands had given 
Townley a piece of friendly advice with regards to how 
easily Townley had allowed him to pass. Mumford 
and Rowlands were now possibly regretting that 
conversation because Townley was defending far more 
vigorously than previously – as well as putting Dobson 
under enormous pressure.

Eventually, Mumford managed to carry more momentum 
out of the yellow flag zone that was covering Jones’ 
crashed car at Deer Leap to enable him to pass Townley 
at Old Hall. However, Townley was able to carry more 
speed out of the corner to grab the place back down 
The Avenue. Mumford was determined to get ahead 
and went all the way round the outside at Cascades to 
exit on to the Lakeside Straight in front.

The resulting loss of momentum allowed Rowlands to 
also pass Townley but his tenure of seventh was very 
brief as Townley soon demoted him and was able to 
open out a small advantage which he held to the finish 
to cap an enjoyable day’s racing.

Mumford was all over the back of Dobson in the closing 
stages but the yellow flags covering Jones’ Fiesta at 
Lodge denied him of a key passing opportunity. While 
he knew he was quicker, Mumford didn’t want to risk a 
collision and settled for sixth. Mumford was happy to 
note that his fastest lap was just a couple of seconds 

away from the front runners’ pace especially as he 
hadn’t tested all year and he was using very old tyres.

Having found himself a little isolated during the 
course of the opening race of the day, this time around 
Richard Steele was determined to be in the thick of the 
action. To do so, he believed he needed to get ahead 
of Dobson or Blunt on the first lap so that they would 
push him along at the front of the field.

This plan went awry as the pack headed towards 
Cascades just after the start. Steele dived inside 
Dobson aiming to claim the apex but he was carrying 
far too much speed and ran on to the bumpy grass on 
the exit of the corner.

The first bump compressed his suspension which 
caused the second one to launch Steele’s car 5 feet 
into the air. It came down with such a crash that 
it knocked the wind out of the driver – Steele was 

struggling to breathe as he regained the tarmac. It 
also almost knocked the rear bumper off the Tensport 
Fiesta which was flapping around wildly as the red mist 
descended behind Steele’s visor and he charged past 
Daniel Cooper and Ron Loffstadt.

Steele was looking forward to ending the season with 
a thrilling remainder of the race as he charged up the 
order – he already had Aiden Vickers and Chris Flynn 
in his sights however up in Race Control there was 
concern about how long the rear bumper was going 
to stay attached to Steele’s car and he was shown the 
black & orange “meatball” flag to instruct him to have 
it removed in the pits.

After “a good bit of pulling” the errant piece of 
bodywork was ripped off by Sam Beckett’s mechanic, 
Sam Robinson, and Steele was on his way again albeit 
he was now too far back to catch up with Cooper and 

Loffstadt.

Antony Sullivan brought the Tensport Performance 
hire car home in ninth this time around. He was 
pleased not to have put a scratch on it after a good 
day’s motorsport and hopes to compete in the Fiesta 
ST150 Challenge next season.

Completing the Top Ten was Flynn who finished ahead 
of Vickers, Loffstadt and Cooper while the bumperless 
Steele was our final finisher.

Unfortunately, Greg Speight suffered his second 
retirement of the day. He had made good progress 
from the back of the grid but after a couple of laps his 
car became stuck in third gear, forcing him to coast to 
a halt. When Speight got the opportunity to look at 
the problem, he discovered that the gear linkage had 
popped off – it took 30 seconds to fix.
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This report was produced by
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Thanks to all the drivers who told their 
stories to enable the compilation of this 

report
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