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Note: Article has been edited down to contain only the portion relating to Mark Donohue.

ON RETIREMENT

FROM RACING

Mark Donohue, Dan Gurney, Jackie Stewart & Parnelli Jones

talk about life after their racing careers
BY PETER MANSO
Peter Manso - college professor, freelance magazine writer - is probably best known to R&T readers as co-author of Fastest!, the diary account of Jackie Stewart's 1970 racing season, with Stewart. Now Manso has turned his talents to exploring an intriguing topic for R&T: the life of a retired racing driver. Manso interviewed Dan Gurney, Parnelli Jones, Stewart and Mark Donohue for this wide-ranging study of what leads to a driver's decision to retire, the aftermath of the big Decision, the temptation to return to racing, and what drivers find interesting and challenging after so demanding and frenetic a career.
[snip]

...Mark Donohue certainly belongs in this group, even though he has returned to driving. At the end of 1970 he decided retirement was the only answer and quit after a remarkably successful career culminating in a runaway season with Porsche in the Can-Am series. For 1975 he will be involved in a full year of Formula 1 racing, however, which makes his viewpoint of retirement especially interesting.
Says Manso, "My basic feeling about this story concerns just how human these drivers continue to be - how the most ordinary things play as great a role in Stewart's life, for instance, as in yours or mine. That revelation is a little frightening, of course, since it calls into question our need for heroes and, ultimately, the concept of real heroism. With the interviews completed I
realize that what truly impressed me is the way in which these drivers manage to talk about themselves; their courage in owning up. No doubt the realism is connected to the racing, or what was the racing, and that in itself goes far beyond speed. Silly or no, I say it's almost poetic."

____________________________________

R&T: Quite simply, what were the circumstances and the reasons for your retirement?
Donohue: My last race before retirement was the Can-Am at Riverside in October 1973, with the stipulation, of course, that I knish the IROC series in February. I wasn't going to be involved in the preparation of the cars - I only had to show up and drive - and I felt it was a commitment which couldn't be broken, that it wouldn't be fair to upset the IROC principle by dropping out in the middle. More basically, though: I'd decided to retire back in May, before Indianapolis, and it didn't have anything to do with the so-called dangers of Indianapolis or the dangers of racing in general, for that matter. It was just that I was tired, frustrated. I think my life had reached a point where something had to give. Hazy as the decision might have been, it came out of the fact that I'd been racing a long time, had really tried hard, and yet saw myself as no longer winning. With the exception of the Can-Am I wasn't in a position to concentrate on any one program enough to be successful at it. I was doing too many things. I was spread too thin, and when Roger and I decided to abandon the approach we'd taken at Indianapolis before, switching from a McLaren to an Eagle, there was nothing but further frustration - a period of trying and failing and trying and failing again. I wound up saying to myself that it was all too much, that here was another of those thankless jobs I'd been at for so long which simply wasn't going to bear fruit. Even with Dan's help with suspension settings and the like, it was clear we'd started development far too late and the strain was simply too much. It wasn't a question of whose fault it was - both of us had made the decision - only that I realized that I was in over my head . . . I didn't tell Roger, not then, because I wanted to think it over, and as I thought about it amidst all the confusion and hoopla of Indianapolis I kept coming back to the thought that I was only getting older, wasn't winning and that there were only disappointments left. The Can-Am hadn't been all that satisfying despite the fact that we'd put a lot of time into it, the NASCAR program hadn't panned out and now here was Indianapolis. I began to see that for years I'd labored under the misconception that if you do your best, things'll take care of themselves. And they won't. So when things came to a head I went through a real awakening. Despite all the work I'd done I found myself in an uncompetitive situation and there was nothing I could do about it. Nothing, that is, except to jump out and make some other kind of life for myself. I found myself boxed in and I had to get out.
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R&T: And at the time you quit, was there the feeling that your driving had fallen off? Did you see it as a matter of getting out while you were still ahead?
Donohue: No, definitely not. I thought I was very, very sharp. Winning the IROC series, that helped a bit; and the Can-Am car, the turbocharger 917 Porsche, being so powerful, that'd certainly kept me on form.

R&T: But the actual decision to quit, how difficult was it? And afterwards, what kind of adjustment did it involve?
Donohue: At first the decision wasn't all that hard; it only hit later, when I started to find out what the real world is like. Then I got depressed, and that's when I really went through something. The pay scale in racing is obviously unrealistic, especially if you're winning, and after I stopped driving my income plummeted. I'd recently been divorced and when I had to sit down and calculate what everything was costing me, all the odds and ends, it was staggering. I didn't know what to do. I'd told Roger at Pocono in July that I was retiring, and he'd been good enough about it, not prying or anything; and when things finally came to a head in the fall I proposed I run the racing operation for him. For possibly the first time in my life I was starting to think ahead, and I wanted a car dealership - I'm basically middle-class and once you've been broke you begin to appreciate these things. But at the same time I recognized that no one was going to give me one, so I offered to run the team for a while, become president or something, if Roger'd help me get the dealership and he agreed. And as things turned out my pace didn't slow, it only intensified. Rather than finding myself with less work, there was more, and it didn't take long for me to realize I wasn't the right guy for the job. Roger had done me a favor and I was certainly getting paid all right, but it was really a three-man job. In the past I could short-cut various development problems because I was driving the cars but it wasn't working that way, not then, and I was really killing myself. I was going to bed at eleven and getting up at seven in the morning and working constantly, right through breakfast, lunch and supper every single day, every single week, whatever it took. I was even living in my office at the race shop. I had a bed in there and I slept on it, and though you can do this for a car you know you're going to be driving, this wasn't the case. Still, so far as I understood it, the decision to stop driving was basically calculated. Rationally, I wasn't particularly worried about not driving because I'm not and never have been a born racer - when people said, "Ah, it's in your blood and you can't give it up," that was bullshit and I knew it. I wasn't like a lot of others who had to be famous racers. I was in the thing because I just ended up there. And so even though my decision to quit didn't quite work out as I thought it would, it was originally a question of my trying to do what was best for me. Or at least what l thought was best.

R&T: And now you see this as having been a marking of time, some kind of necessary transition or pause?

Donohue: Yes, but at the time I made the decision I thought it was necessary. Much of the problem all along was that I didn't have the balls to stand up to Roger and say, "Hey, I'm just not going to get involved in that." It wasn't Roger's fault, it was mine.

R&T: Has retirement changed things so that you're now seeing yourself anew? Or putting it differently, now that some time has passed, do you have a different perspective on it?

Donohue: Well, obviously, since I've now come out of retirement the question doesn't exactly apply. But, sure, there have been changes. I'd spent every working hour of the last eight years trying to build winning cars and consequently everything else went down the drain - my marriage, my planning for the future, my finances, everything - and so I was forced to reassess myself, really come to grips with what I had to do for myself and-

R&T: But somewhere along the line hadn't it occurred to you to sever your relationship with Penske, just take off and start afresh?

Donohue: Quite frankly, that's kind of what I wanted to do. But when I looked into the kind of dollars you can get walking out into the open market at the age of 36 with no capital, I quickly realized that I had a great deal of my life invested in Roger Penske and to pitch all that out on a whim now that I was tired of racing wouldn't be too bright. So instead I made it clear to Roger that I didn't want to stay in racing forever, that I'd work at it for two years, and I meant it. I still mean it . . . But to go back to the question. Take Stewart. He was smart enough to gather together enough dough so he wouldn't have to worry about it and so now he's dealing from a much different position than I was, and besides he didn't have the financial drain of a divorce. He's very much like Roger; he's a good talker and has a natural talent for business. I don't, never have, and yet given what's happened to me I recognize it's now a number one priority. It's something I've got to learn - People are people, you know. When I stopped driving, the amount of attention I received almost dropped to zero, and when I came back it picked up overnight. There's the moral, the lesson I've had to learn. I don't want to sound righteous, but that's about it. At some point you've got to start taking care of yourself.

R&T: More broadly, do you see the sport itself any differently?
Donohue: Not really. If anything's different it's me.

R&T: And finally, what's going to happen now? Given the fact that a driver's life is undeniably intense, subject to the greatest highs as well as lows, what's your sense of what's ahead?
Donohue: The official word was that we'd finally built our own car and F1 is the ultimate challenge and so on but, as I've indicated, things aren't this simple. Still, Grand Prix is my only commitment. I have nothing whatsoever to do with the shop anymore, and this has had a lot to do with it. Also, once the car was built I looked at it and felt it was almost mine. The guys I'd worked with told me to get in and I refused, though finally I had the thing running on the skidpad and it started to work on me. My gut was telling me that pretty soon Roger would be getting a driver, that he'd have no trouble at all, and I started thinking I'd consider it if I could be back as number one, if he'd take me over others like Peterson or Reutemann, say. I wanted to see where I stood, if I could do it, and of course whether the money would be good . . . And when I made this clear to him all he said was, "Christ, if you're considering coming back, I'll stop talking to these other people right now," which of course was the kind of vote of confidence I'd been looking for. I may be criticized for coming back but...

R&T: But in making the decision, wasn't it a little frightening? Aren't you now a little leery of what it may mean in terms of your power to make decisions?
Donohue: I probably won't be able to answer that for another year, but like when I retired in the first place, when I made the decision to come back I thought it was the right thing to do. My life has to be fucked up by my doing something and then undoing it; maybe that's the way it has to be. But I feel that if you subtracted the two years and I knew what I know now I'd probably have done it the same way. On the other hand a lot has changed for me - my divorce is final, I've remarried and I've got a much better idea of what it's like in the business world. I also know what to expect when I finally get out, and I know I'd better start planning for that.

