
©
 2

01
6 

A
IN

 P
ub

lic
at

io
ns

. A
ll 

R
ig

ht
s 

R
es

er
ve

d.
 F

or
 R

ep
rin

ts
 g

o 
to

 w
w

w
.a

in
on

lin
e.

co
m

text and photos by Nigel Moll

The fastest motorsport on earth.  
Catch it while you can.
It’s a sound that, once heard 
from the close quarters of  a 
race pylon in the Nevada des-
ert north of Reno, will course 
through your veins for the rest 
of your life.

In World War II, a P-51’s 
Rolls-Royce Merlin produced 
about 1,700 hp. In an Unlimited 
event at the National Champi-
onship Air Races, technicians 
have tweaked the old V12 to 
produce as much as 3,800 hp 
for the eight minutes or so it 
takes the warbirds to complete 
eight laps of  the eight-mile, 
10-pylon course. On the long 
straightaway between pylons 
six and seven, the front run-
ners clock better than 500 mph 
over the ground, a scant few 
feet above the arid scrub. The 
course record average speed for 
an Unlimited race is 491.822 
mph, set by Steven Hinton in 
2009 (at the time just 22 years 
old) flying 13-time champion 
P-51 Strega.

But a lot changed two years 
later in the aftermath of the acci-
dent that claimed the lives of 10 
spectators when, on Sept. 16, 
2011, P-51 Galloping Ghost, with 
74-year-old owner-pilot Jimmy 
Leeward incapacitated by an 
abrupt pitch up estimated to 
have imposed 17 Gs, dived into 
the viewing area. In the soul-
searching following the disaster, 
the FAA came close to per-
manently shuttering the event, 

according to races veteran Steve 
Hinton (Steven’s dad): “If the 
State of Nevada hadn’t stepped 
in and requested that this event 
continue, it would probably have 
gone away.”

Steve Hinton, who won the 
Gold in 1978 flying P-51 Red 
Baron and again in 1985 flying 
an R-4360-powered Corsair, 
flies the Lockheed T-33 pace 
airplane for the Unlimited rac-
ing and gets to utter the words 
coined by Bob Hoover in the 
1960s as he rides herd on the 
contenders down “the chute” 
and onto the course: “Gentle-
men, you have a race.” Son Ste-
ven won the Unlimited Gold 
race from 2009 to 2012 flying 
Strega and in both 2013 and 
2014 flying Voodoo, the P-51 
that he flew to victory this year 
too. (Astronaut Hoot Gibson 
won last year flying Strega, 
absent from the races this year; 
owner Bill “Tiger” Destefani, 
a retired California cotton and 

soybean farmer, was 
said to be pulling in his 

financial horns.)
With Strega a no-show, Ste-

ven Hinton had nothing nip-
ping at his heels. Czech Mate, 
the R-3350-powered Yak-11 
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Top right: Steve Hinton in the pace 
T-33 follows the fourth Sea Fury in the 
Gold final, two-seater #924, the only 
one of the quartet treating spectators’ 
ears to the sound of the original Bristol 
Centaurus sleeve-valve radial turning a 
five-blade Dowty Rotol propeller. Below 
right: With some hand flying, Bob Mills 
reflects on a Sport class race in the 
three-quarter-scale Thunder Mustang 
Clas Thunder.

Chris LeFave banks old growler Midnight Express #94 
around Pylon 2 at more than 200 mph in a T-6 race. 
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flown by Texas oilman James 
Consalvi, put up a good fight, 
clocking 450 mph, but 29-year-
old Hinton prevailed with a 
modest (for Voodoo) 460 mph 
and took the gold for the sev-
enth time in his young career.

Steven grew up around air-
planes in Chino, Calif., and 
started crewing for Strega when 
he was 16. Four years later, “Bill 
Destefani was looking to step 
out of the cockpit, and all I can 
say is I was there at the right 
place and the right time.” Hin-
ton first raced Strega when he 
was 22, “but after 2012 there 

was nothing more we could do 
with racing the aircraft. Spon-
sorship was hard, and we called 
it quits amicably. Bob Button 
[who owns a trucking com-
pany] approached us about 
flying Voodoo, his airplane, in 
2013 and we’ve been with him 
ever since.”

Voodoo and Strega are 
much alike. “The airplane 
has been modified in many of 
the same ways as Strega has 
been, but this one has a cou-
ple of  refinements and mods 
that Strega does not have. It 
has the same engine package, 

and it’s looking good.” Voo-
doo’s Merlin produces “some-
where between 3,400 and 3,800 
hp at full throttle, pulling up to 
150 inches of  boost. We burn 
160-octane fuel, and we sauce 
it up a little so it’s more in the 
neighborhood of  170 or 175 
octane. The airplane is capable 
of  groundspeeds of  550 mph 
or so down the chute. Yester-
day was slow. The second air-
plane [Consalvi’s Yak, #86] 
sets the pace, so we haven’t 
gone full throttle with Voodoo 
at this event.” And thus went 
the Unlimited class this year, 

with Hawker Sea Furies (pow-
ered variously by the R-4360, 
the R-3350 and the original 
sleeve-valve Bristol Centau-
rus) filling the remainder of 
the Gold race lineup.

The Rest: Jets, Sports,  
Formula, T-6s, Bipes

While it’s the thunderous 
Unlimiteds that pull the crowds 
to Reno year after year, other 
classes present some thrilling 
spectacle too. The Jets class, rac-
ing at Reno since 2002, is dom-
inated by former Eastern Bloc 

Top right: Hawker Sea Furies dominated 
the Gold final race numerically. Three of 
the four are shown here, from left to right 
Dreadnought, powered by the 71-liter 
P&W R-4360 Wasp Major, producing at 
least 4,000 hp; Argonaut and Sawbones 
(owned by orthopedic surgeon Robin 
Crandall), the former with a Pratt & 
Whitney R-2800 and the latter with a 
Wright R-3350 in the nose. Left: But 
nothing could touch Steven Hinton in 
P-51 Voodoo. Absent last year’s grudge 
match with Strega, Voodoo won the Gold 
at 460.3 mph without (relatively) even 
trying. The warbird’s Rolls-Royce Merlin 
V12 was producing about double its WWII 
horsepower output.



iron, some of it truly ancient in 
technology: the Yugoslav Soko 
Galeb, its single Armstrong 
Siddeley Viper turbojet spitting 
out raw decibels; the 1959-vin-
tage Aero L-29 Delfin, Czecho-
slovakia’s first homegrown jet 
aircraft; and this year a couple 
of  1940s-vintage two-seat de 
Havilland Vampires, each pow-
ered by a de Havilland Gob-
lin turbojet, were also on the 
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Gold race winners
Class Pilot Aircraft Speed Laps Time 

Unlimited Steven Hinton P-51 Voodoo 460.3 mph 8 8:21.98

Jet Rick Vandam L-39 American Spirit 497.9 mph 6 5:47.92

Sport Jeff LaVelle Glasair III #39 383.4 mph 6 7:30.56

Formula One Lowell Slatter Gilbert DG2 Fraed Naught 256.7 mph 8 5:57.58

T-6 Chris Rushing AT-6B Baron’s Revenge 231.2 mph 6 7:41.09

Biplane Jeff Rose Mong Sport Reno Rabbit 217.9 mph 6 5:31.32

Results for all classes, heats and races can be found at reports.airrace.org
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Above: Embraer was a sponsor of the 2016 races, and a Phenom 300 
flew pace for the Gold jet race. Left: The U.S. Navy Blue Angels are in 
their 30th year with F/A-18s. Below left: Gap sealing and elbow grease 
for a Glasair III before a race. Below: Young enthusiasts get the scoop 
on Dreadnought. Bottom: Brian Sanders in Dreadnought breezes past 
brother Dennis in Centaurus-powered family sister ship #924. Their 
father, Frank, masterminded the R-4360 transplant and commanded the 
first flight of Dreadnought in August 1983.



slate. One of the Vampires had 
to put down off-field gear-up 
in the desert after encountering 
canopy and power problems.

The Sport class takes home-
built airframes and certified GA 
engines into realms Lycoming 
and Continental surely never 
envisioned. Jeff  LaVelle was 
coy about just how he man-
ages to coax a Glasair III home-
built and its Lycoming TIO-540 
(prepared by LyCon of Visalia, 
Calif.) out to 409 mph (achieved 
a couple of years ago). “It’s a 
million little things you do.” 
How many horsepower is the 
engine producing? “Hard to 

say. It seems like quite a lot.” 
How many inches of boost is 
it pulling? “I don’t want to be 
too candid, so that others don’t 
think they can do it too.” Air-
frame changes? “Structurally, 
it’s pretty much a standard Gla-
sair, with much detail work for 
speed.”

Other voices at Reno sug-
gested the fastest Sport class 
aircraft are pulling as much as 
100 inches of  boost and pro-
ducing better than 700 hp from 
540 cubic inches. One engine 
expert had this to say: “All 
you have to do is look at how 
much fuel they’re using. Some 

of  the aircraft are burning 90 
to 100 gph [versus the usual 20 
gph or so]. The rule of  thumb 
is 10 gph for each 100 hp, so 
when you factor in the losses 
and the mixture (slightly rich 
for cooling), you get some idea 
of  power output.” A company 
in Texas takes 100-octane avgas 
and blends it to meet the speci-
fication for 160 octane, and the 
brew sells for about $12 a gal-
lon at the races.

Mustangs and Merlins
As the years move ever farther 
from WWII, Mustang and 
Merlin parts grow ever scarcer 

and pricier, but now there’s an 
industry building a lot of Mus-
tang parts, according to Steve 
Hinton, who makes his living in 
Chino, Calif., helping to oper-
ate the Planes of Fame Museum 
and an enterprise called Fighter 
Rebuilders, which has rebuilt 40 
warbirds since 1980.

Steve describes Voodoo’s 
engine: “It’s a hybrid of vari-
ous Merlins. It has the crank-
shaft and crankcase out of a 
North Star [Canadair’s Merlin 
622-powered DC-4, a k a Argo-
naut]. The supercharger is off a 
P-82 Mustang’s Dash 23 Mer-
lin because it’s just a little bit 
bigger, just a little bit more effi-
cient. The rods are off an Alli-
son, adapted to the Merlin crank; 
they’re heavier and beefier. We 
used to run the revs way up on 
the Merlins, which put the prop 
far outside its efficiency zone. 
These big Allison rods let us run 
the boost way up and keep the 
prop rpm where it needs to be. 
Voodoo can go up to 3600 rpm 
but on the course he’s running at 
about 3400 rpm. The prop turns 
at 0.420 of that, so it’s doing a 
bit less than 1500 rpm but with 
aggressive pitch.

“High-speed video in slow 
motion shows that one revolu-
tion of  the prop pulls the air-
plane a little more than the 
length of  the fuselage. The 
airplane comes here with a 
freshly prepared engine; when 
it leaves, it’s like it had a thou-
sand hours on it. It’s not bro-
ken, but it’s used up and needs 
to be overhauled.”  o ©
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Galloping Ghost Accident
Reno racing veteran and Unlimited pace pilot Steve Hinton 
reflects on how the races have changed since the crash of 
Jimmy Leeward’s P-51 killed 10 spectators at the 2011 event.

“There’s less participation, and the FAA’s involvement is more 
restrictive. There are limitations on the course layout and on 
how we fly it. They’ve put altitude limits on the course, which 
adds another dimension of risk. We can’t go above 250 feet 
around Pylons 8 and 2. It all has to do with deadlines. They 
had to come up with some way to say the racing is safer. In 
my opinion, I don’t think the limitations make the racing any 
safer but they do add another dimension to what we’re up 
against already. They’re trying to be safe and make sure we 
have enough clearance, but it’s debatable. For the people who 
are into racing these airplanes, there’s a lot of ambition to 
make it go faster, be more reliable and put on a better show. 
Knowing that the event will continue would ease their deci-
sion to spend the time and money necessary to make some-
thing go around the pylons faster.”  n

Steve Hinton, who flies pace for the Unlimiteds, is not 
convinced about some of the changes introduced since the 
2011 accident.


