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His brilliant career and premature retirement
BY MIKE KNEPPER

The first time I met Mark Donohue, several years ago, I was a little disappointed. Great racing drivers are, supposed to look and act like heroes, not regular people. Here was a boyish grin and a plump, round face topped by a bristle of closely cropped blond hair in a style that hadn't been in style for five years. Yet the crewcut hair went perfectly with Mark's chinos (two inches too short), white socks and penny loafers.

   Now Mark Donohue, 37, is a retired racing driver. The bristle cut has been replaced by carefully styled hair and the chinos by cuffed flares. Color-coordinated socks are inside loafers by Gucci. The face is much thinner, haggard even, and although the boyish grin is still in there it doesn't seem to be called up nearly so often. In fact, there is a sadness about the man that belies the theory of the Great American Dream as applied to racing drivers - that to win and win often, accumulate honor on top of award, become a household word, make a lot of money and then retire early to a non-driving job in racing is the ultimate and automatically brings contentment.

   Last October Mark announced his retirement. There was first surprise, then speculation. Why did he choose to retire with a Formula l career just a year away? Was he ill? Had life at the limit become too much? Had he lost the competitive edge? None of those. The logic of the decision was simple; the explanation is more complex. At Indianapolis early in May, a strange set of circumstances that had been building bit by bit for several months all came together and the major thrust of his life reached a denouement. He was suddenly in an untenable position, unable to effectively control his career or the events around him.

   In the winter of 1971 Team McLaren finished its radical Indy car, radical in that rather than following traditional design concepts it was patterned after Formula l machines. Penske contracted to buy a McLaren and Donohue was brought in to help with sorting the new design. It needed a lot of sorting, and in the end Donohue was instrumental in making it work.

   In the race that year Donohue, after qualifying 2nd, led strongly until the gearbox broke. Sweetness and light. The car was obviously the class of the field.

   The following year he was back at Indy with another McLaren, but this time the acknowledged master of the McLaren chassis was unable to make the car work properly

as quickly as Penske expected.

   "I felt I was getting there," Mark explains, "but it takes time - a lot of trial and error. I have a 70-percent failure record. Out of 10 things I'll try in adjusting the chassis or whatever only three will work, but those three things will really work.

   "But the other McLaren drivers were going a lot quicker, and when that happens Roger gets excited. He found out what Team McLaren was doing to its cars, saw that I was doing something entirely different - which wasn't working - and insisted I set up my car like the works cars." 

   And that's how Mark went into the race: in a car that for

the first time in his career he hadn't set up himself. And he won.

   "It was a hollow victory. When I drove into the winner's circle I didn't feel I belonged there. We'd put a small blower on the engine to make it live and I hadn't been able to pass anyone all afternoon. I won by default."

   The following winter, having "won by default" in a car set up by someone else weighed so heavily on him he asked Roger to buy an Eagle from Dan Gurney for the 1973 race with the understanding that he would be completely on his own in setting up the car - that it would be his show from start to finish.

   "Roger took a lot of static from the press for deserting McLaren and buying the Eagle, but he did it because he understood what it meant to me." The crew was told to concentrate on the two McLarens for Bobby Allison and Gary Bettenhausen. Mark and his chief mechanic, Karl Kainhoffer, were to be left alone on the Eagle.

   "We got the car together in time to get to the Speedway the first of May. I started having trouble right away: first oversteer, then understeer, everything. Gurney took me aside once and said that he would help me all he could, but that there was no way l could hope to make the car work in such a short time and against teams that had had Eagles for several weeks. He was right."

   For the first time in his career Mark was completely lost. He didn't know what to do with the Eagle to make it work. With the raçe only two weeks away the defending champion and legendary race-car engineer was desperate. He had voluntarily isolated himself from the team and, even if there had been time, there was nowhere to turn.

It's about midnight, and for the past 30 minutes the story has been coming out. The waitress at Gulliver's in Marina del Rey cleared away the remains of the prime rib two hours ago and now drops by every few minutes to make tepid coffee by adding a splash of hot to the cold in our cups. Three drinks before dinner and wine with the meal had inevitably resulted in a rather lighthearted period earlier in the evening. I'm not sure what we talked about then. But now the tepid coffee has done its work. The coffee and Mark's story of Indianapolis and the Eagle. And quitting. He toys with his coffee spoon and I notice that his thumbnail grows with a ridge down the middle, the result of a boat trailer falling on his hand last winter. And then I realize I'm staring at his thumbnail and thinking about mashed angers because I don't really want to hear what he is saying. Great driving careers don't end like this.

   "I had cut myself off completely from the team, from everybody but Karl. And the car wouldn't work. I couldn't make it work, no matter how hard I tried. But you see, I had to make it work. By insisting on having the Eagle and doing my operation alone I had put myself in that spot. The frustration . . .

   "I was so alone. You know Peggy Lee's song, Is That All There Is? Well, I finally decided if this is what I had after all those years, if this is what it all came down to, I wanted out. That's when I decided to quit."

   He did manage to get the Eagle running, qualified on the outside of the front row and was running 3rd after 91 laps when a burned piston brought it all to an end. Qualifying on the front row, running 3rd. Perhaps enough to make the depression earlier in the month seem a little less serious, and after all nobody knew of the decision. But the damage had been done. The despondency had been too deep to risk a repeat. The decision to retire was eventually revealed to only a few, and not a hint leaked out as Mark went on about the business at hand. The main business of 1973 was the Can-Am. Although Bobby Rinzler was mounting a formidable challenge with George Follmer and Charlie Kemp in year-old turbo Porsches, Vasek Polak had Jody Scheckter in another turbo Porsche, Hurley Haywood had yet another and Shadow was threatening from its traditional dark-horse position. Mark knew he had the unfair advantage.

   "I told Roger I wanted the Can-Am to myself. It was my last season of racing and I didn't want to share our advantage with a second team driver."

   Again Roger understands. At every race a perfect twin to Mark's 917-30 glistened in the back of the transporter, but it was never rolled out for another driver.

   Mark lost the opening Can-Am at Mosport to Kemp (damaged bodywork) and the second at Atlanta to Follmer (fuel leak). Then he won the rest, just as he knew he would.

   "I could have raced that Porsche 'til I turned grey because of our unfair advantage: having something no one else has thought of. Or can get. Then they changed the rules and that took care of the Can-Am."

   Would he have retired if the Can-Am rules hadn't made the 917-30 uncompetitive; would the deep depression of Indy have been put aside? I don't think so. It's just Mark Donohue the driver wishful-thinking about how fulfilling it was and would be to race and win so easily in a car Mark Donohue the engineer had made so perfect. The Can-Am Porsche project was the culmination of a career dedicated to winning. The decision to retire had been made final with his public announcement at the end of the Can-Am season, but when the SCCA rewrote the rules, even though he was no longer affected as a driver, there was bitterness.

   "I love road racing more than any other kind. But it has always been taken away from, me. Either Roger would turn our efforts in another direction or the wins would become hollow just when we were on top."

   For example, Team McLaren quit the Can-Am when it became obvious it couldn't beat Mark and the Porsche. In the
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A young Mark Donohue beams from the cockpit of his Elva Courier.

In the early 1960s he was the scourge of the SCCA's amateur racing.

Trans-Am, Mark and Penske Racing turned the Camaro into a two-time series winner. Then they went to the underdog American Motors Javelin and made it a winner just as Ford, Chevrolet and Chrysler backed out and took the competition with them, leaving Mark with hollow victories again.

   Last season in the Continental, at the request of American Motors, Penske Racing made a halfhearted stab at making a Lola run with an AMC engine. The results were personally embarrassing to Mark. It had been another opportunity to solve an engineering problem and go on to winning races. "The only measure of success is to win. But in the Continental last year winning wasn't the goal. Roger had promised American Motors we would race one of their engines in the series, but there wasn't the commitment, like with the Javelin, to pull all the stops and make it a winner. 'Don't worry about it,' Roger said, 'We're doing just what we're supposed to be doing.' But I don't like to work that way. I don't like to lose."

   Mark Donohue's exterior, his quiet manner, his basic shyness give no hint of his all-consuming passion to win automobile races. That passion, and it would be mincing words to call it anything else, exists in the great stars of every athletic endeavor. With most athletes the passion is there to see in the physical performance. During the contest we can see legs churning, arms bailing, muscles and ligaments bulging. We know the effort has been supreme.

   Not so with drivers. We don't see them; we see the cars. They're in there for certain, but they recline nearly out of sight, showing only     a glimpse of brightly painted helmet top as they flash by. A        driver climbs out of his car at the end of a race. So sweat rings        his armpits and streaks his back. Where were
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In 1967 Donohue won the USRRC in his Lola T70. Here he leads

George Follmer, in the second team car, in the Times GP at Riverside.
the bailing arms and bulging ligaments? Where are the signs of the supreme effort?

   A driver's passion is inside, private. But it can be all-consuming, "I'm a very low-key guy," Mark says, "but I need the violence of racing as a release. And I miss it now. I feel like I need to run head-first into a brick wall."

   Mark was born March 18, 1937 in Summit Point, N.J. His father was, and still is, a patent lawyer in a law arm in New York City, so Mark and his sisters Nancy and Emmie enjoyed a comfortable upper-middleclass existence. His father was set on sending his son to college and he thought a private-school education would better qualify him for admission, so from the sixth grade through high school Mark went to private boys' schools. He was accepted at Brown University and graduated from there in 1959 with a degree in mechanical engineering. Not surprisingly for a boy with a long private driveway at his disposal, Mark started driving the family car when he was nine. Most of his spare time was spent working on whatever cars happened to be in the garage. That's good: the biography of a great driver and engineer should show that the thread of his adult life had such an early and obvious start. But more, he was strong-minded, stubborn and brave. Mark contracted polio when he

was six,, and in those days the disease usually left one crippled for 

life or dead. But he recovered completely.

   The racing started in 1959, during the Brown University days, with 

a Corvette in hillclimbs. And yes, he won the first time he tried a hill. But that wasn't road racing. That came at the insistence of Berge Hewlett, a longtime friend. Berge was a racing fan, much more so than Mark: and he convinced his friend to try the road circuits. An ice-racing foray and a resulting mishap had left the Corvette in bad shape, so Mark sold it; with the proceeds he bought an Elva Courier and a Chevrolet station wagon with which to tow it -

   "My first race ever," Mark remembers, "was a driver's school and regional at Lime Rock. I finished 4th behind three Porsches. They were driving, I was hanging on."

   If we're still looking for indicators of how a great career was shaped, that race was significant for more reasons than being the first. Mark realized then that it took more than a basic car to be competitive. "After that first weekend I knew I had to have some parts; I had to make the car as good as I could. If I was going to lose I wanted to know it was my fault and not because the car wasn't as good as it could be."

   That realization led to another basic lesson: racing is expecsive. "The parts alone cost me $750, but you can't be hurting in car preparation." He won the next 14 races in a row. In 1961 he was SCCA National E Production Champion in the car and in 1965 doubled on championships with a Mustang and a Lotus 208 Formula Junior. His first pro drive was in a midget at Lime Rock in 1963 - when he won, he thinks, $50. The first real pro race, however, and the one Mark counts as the start of his professional career, was at Sebring in March 1965; he was teamed with his close friend Walt Hansgen. "Walt was always putting me on about something, so when he said I was going to co-drive with him at Sebring I didn't
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Donohue's only F1 race resulted in a 3rd in the 1971 Canadian GP.
take it seriously. Then one evening he handed me a picture of the car he was going to drive at Sebring. It was a Ferrari 250 LM and my name was painted on the side right under Walt's." They finished 11th. Hansgen was also instrumental in getting his young friend a seat on the Ford Championship of Makes team. In 1966 he and Hansgen teamed in a GT40 for a 3rd in the Daytona 24 Hours and a 2nd at Sebring. As Mark's professional driving career got its start Roger Penske's was coming to a close. After three victories in the Nassau Trophy Races in the fall of 1964 Penske retired temporarily to the business world. Two years later, in the spring of 1966, Penske made the first timid steps back into the sport. He put mechanic Karl Kainhoffer in a small shop to tend to a Lola T70 he had purchased from John Mecom and then asked Donohue to drive for him. Mark agreed.

   "I had first seen Mark drive his Elva Courier at Lime Rock a few years before," says Roger. "and of course had seen several of his drives with Walt Hansgen. We both took part in Walt's

funeral, and afterward I told Mark about my plans do the U.S. Road-Racing Championship and the Can-Am. He didn't have any rear-engine experience, but I decided I wanted him and he decided he wanted to do it." Mark adds, "Right from the start I realized there was a great opportunity to learn from an association with Roger. It wasn't a hard decision to make."

   Neither man remembers the occasion as particularly auspicious. Both were strongly committed to success in racing, but neither could possibly foresee how well this pairing would work.

   The USRRC was Mark's first experience with high-powered Group 7 machinery. "It took him a while to adjust to the Lola," Kainhoffer recalled over coffee recently. As the senior of all Penske Racing employees Karl has retired from the drudgery of the racing circuit and now spends his time in the new racing shop in Reading, Pa. But he was at Ontario for the California 500 last spring. Rain had taken care of "carburetion day" and we were in the infield restaurant talking about Mark and the early years.

   "We were the first with a 427-cu-in. engine, and with all that power Mark was like a novice. Although it wasn't his fault, he crashed at Watkins Glen and the car was destroyed.' It was almost the end of our relationship with Sunoco, which was sponsoring us even then, but Roger talked the company into staying and we bought another T70. A few weeks later Mark won at Seattle International, his first pro win."

   In the six-race Can-Am series that followed the USRRC that year, Mark won at Mosport and finished 2nd in the championship behind John Surtees and ahead of such luminaries as Bruce McLaren, Phil Hill, Jim Hall and Dan Gurney.

   "Preparation has always been our No. l thing and Mark
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In 1972 the Indianapolis 500 fell to Donohue in this Sunoco McLaren.
adapted to it. And he's always ended up working the hardest. He's accomplished so much since we started in '66." And Karl might have added that Sunoco must consider it divine inspiration it didn't quit Penske when the kid from the Elva Courier destroyed the expensive race car.

   With those two victories in his first season as a fulltime professional and through the next seven years, Donohue amassed a fantastic record of wins (57 in all) including the Indy 500, Daytona 24 Hours and NASCAR Western 500. He won the Trans-Am Championship three times, the USRRC Championship twice and the Can-Am Championship once. And for a farewell performance there were those three wins in the International Race of Champions and the series title. Throughout the career were scores of 2nds, 3rds and 4ths. Penske Racing became a major force in U.S. racing of all types, and Penske and Donohue became individual legends within the framework of the team. Their racing operation revolved around two principles, neither

 of which was new to the sport but which had never been combined so 

effectively before. From Penske came an unending stream of solid 

sponsorships and a philosophy of professionalism that meant military-like organization with pit stops refined to an art and team members dedicated to perfecting any job they were assigned. Donohue offered meticulous car preparation, innovative engineering, development and testing results bordering on the miraculous, and of course his skill behind the wheel.

   It is difficult to imagine how the relationship endured: Penske's towering ego vs Donohue's monumental stubborness and pride. However, they were both dedicated to a goal: success in racing. There is perhaps nothing in life like dedication to a common cause to bring disparate personalities together. Donohue and Penske never played politics with each other. And never, Mark explains, was a difference of opinion or a conflict decided on the basis of pride or ego. There was a mutual understanding that to accomplish their common goal they must transcend the petty jealousies, the bruised prides, the petulant sulks that so typify a normal "partnership."

   "We bent over backward for each other many times," Mark says. "It has been, I guess, a perfect pairing."

   "I guess I've always considered Mark like a brother," Penske says, "There have been many disagreements, but we both realized we were after the same goal and never allowed those disagreements to get in the way."

   A brotherly relationship? Perhaps. But friendly in the socializing sense, no. In Mark's words: "Certainly we're friends, but we have never socialized. For that we move in different worlds." Over the years Mark's world became narrower and narrower, centering on the race shop to the exclusion of nearly everything else. His marriage failed. There may have been other reasons, but he was blindly devoted to another woman - racing.
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Donohue won the Trans-Am Championship three times, in 1968 and

1969 in a Camaro and then, switching to a Javelin, again in 1971.

   Donohue and Penske were becoming household words, but Mark's fame rested solely on his race-track performances. He did nothing to keep his name in front of the public between races. Nor did he seriously attempt to take advantage of the earning power of his name. Conversely, there was suddenly a complete line of Penske automotive products at every Sears store around the world. Roger was becoming a television personality as a race announcer on Wide World of Sports. He bought car dealerships, a truck leasing company, a race track, tire distributorships. Somehow things seemed out of balance. Mark was winning the races, Roger was becoming rich.

   "I guess now I realize I should have paid a little more attention to earning some money from some other areas," Mark admits, "But I didn't mind then. There was too much to do just winning races. I remember once talking about it with Don Cox, our chief engineer. He told me 'Only one person can get the credit and what goes with it. Around here that person is Roger' That made sense, so I quit worrying about it."

   For a successful athlete winning must be all there is. When

he isn't competing he is training. Winning leaves little room for anything else.

   With the ascension into superstardom of Mark Spitz, Cathy Rigby, Bob Seagren and others, and with their lives laid bare to the TV documentary, we have become familiar with the intensive training programs these athletes must endure. For Mark, on the way to his Indy win, his Can-Am championship and his Trans-Am championship, there was a direct similarity. There were miles and miles of running; complete exhaustion, cramping leg muscles. But there was more, Bob Seagren didn't have to build his vaulting pole, Cathy Rigby her uneven parallel bars. Donohue built and perfected his race cars. The complete process was agonizing much of the time.

   "Getting in shape is part of the program. When we began the Can-Am Porsche project there was only one thing I wanted: to beat Team McLaren. I did a lot of running, and when I'd get to the point I didn't think I could run another step I'd plant a picture of those goddamn orange cars in front of me and I'd run even harder."

   Conditioning was difficult, building the cars was worse. Design and development were being done at the Porsche facility in Germany and Mark had to be there much of the time, but the increasing commitment to other racing series meant he also had to be in the States whenever possible. That meant long winters of commuting across the Atlantic, and the strain began to tell. Jet lag is an insidious thing: a body attuned to eating and sleeping at certain intervals is forced to renounce its biological rhythms and begin eating and sleeping on the vagaries of an airline schedule. Mark lost weight. His eyes were constantly bloodshot and puny. His concentration and memory for small details suffered.

   "When it snowed in Germany and we couldn't test, the boredom became intolerable. After I'd read everything I could find in English I'd just sit in my room and stare."

   But finally it was over. The first winter in Germany (1971-'72) had produced the Porsche 917- 10. The next winter more development resulted in the all-conquering 917-30. The price in mental and physical depreciation had been great, but the car was the ultimate expression of Mark Donohue the engineer/driver.

   But what of Formula 1? Why, even if we consider the psychological destruction that was Indy last year, did Mark decide to throw away his chance at Grand Prix and the World Championship? The answer becomes even more intriguing with the added fillip thàt during the summer Penske had bought Graham McRae's race-car construction facility in England as the headquarters for building the first Penske F1 car.

   "I wanted to do F1 more than anything else," Mark admits, "It would have been the fulfillment of my career. And I had the go-ahead from Roger. I could have moved to England, left all the problems behind and lost myself in building the car. But I couldn't desert my guys like that."

   "My guys" means the race team, and the team, Mark thought, was in trouble.

   "We were trying to do too much. The Can-Am was going smoothly, but it took time and man-hours to maintain the car and make all the races. And we were also working night and day on the Matador for NASCAR. Then there was F5000. Although we didn't have the total commitment there, it still took a lot of time. And, of course, the USAC program - the 500-milers for me and the full Championship trail plus the 500s for Gary Bettenhausen."

   The organization was coming apart. The crew was strained to the breaking point. Although there was plenty of money for the operation, there was little control over how it was spent. Budgets for a certain project would run out at a crucial time because of poor cost control. "I've since learned, now that I'm running that side of the business, that when somebody wanted something he'd order it. We were paying $4000 for things that could have been bought from another source for $400."

   So with F1 just a plane ride away across the Atlantic, he chose not to go. "I had worked myself into a box. It was no one's fault but my

own. I had left myself with no options. I don't think even Ranger understood the seriousness of the situation. Certainly no one knew what I felt."

Retirement has dictated a major reordering of the complex compartments of Mark Donohue's mind. The most difficult adjustment has been that now all the long hours of pre-race planning, preparation and development are devoted to someone 
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Although the photographer had no way of knowing, only moments

before this picture was taken at Indy last year Mark decided to retire.

else's winning. And at a race, although there is the pit operation to direct, events on the track are not under his control. The new President of Penske Racing is no longer a racing driver, and that leaves a void not easily filled.

   Right now Mark has thrown himself into his new role with almost the same enthusiasm

and dedication typified his years as a driver - but not quite, because now there is a strong desire, almost an obsession, to enjoy a few of the things he had always denied himself. During development of the Porsche 917-30 he lived in a small apartment over the racing head-quarters 50 yards from the shop. Now there is a comfortable bachelor apartment in Reading away from the workshop. He owns an off-shore power boat ("The only extravagance I've ever allowed myself.") and on the social scene there is a great deal more activity than ever before. Mark Donohue achieved a great deal in his relatively short driving career. A lofty position in the history of the sport is assured. But the achievements, the winning, took everything - and everything was too much. Now he needs very much to save a little bit of Mark Donohue for himself.

