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They don’t remember Rare Bear, Dago
Red, Tsunami and the Super Corsair all in
the same race. They don’t remember the
three-way 1991 battle between Rare Bear,
Strega, and Tsunami.

There always used to be something to
get excited about, not a limp hope that at
least two racers would make it to Sunday.

With a gold-race win earning only
$98,000, and the cost of campaigning a
racer astronomically above that, it’s a won-
der at all men like Bob Button, Tiger
Destefani, and the Sanders family still
come to Reno.

Next time you see an Unlimited race plane
owner, thank them for coming to the races. 

Because of these factors, Reno 2017 was
probably the last great Unlimited race —
and only because two bad-ass team owners

had two bad-ass pilots will-

ing to blow their shit up
in an effort to actually race.

WHITE RACERS MATTER
Immediately after setting a new piston-engine speed

record in Idaho, Bob Button’s Voodoo arrived at Stead in its

Back in the heyday of modern
Unlimited Air Racing, — let’s say
1988 — a total of 36 Unlimited
racers arrived at Reno Stead to

compete. The big names included Rare
Bear, Tsunami, Dago Red, Furias,
Dreadnought, and the Super Corsair. Vendetta, a
Mustang racing fuselage mated to a Learjet wing,
debuted that year. Even with Strega noticeably absent, 18
actual racing aircraft were on hand, and some of the stock air-
planes were equipped with water-injection or one or two go-fast
mods. There was actually a lot of competition.

In stark contrast, the 2017 version of the National
Championship Air Races was a rusted shell of its former self.

Eighteen aircraft — total — arrived at Stead to compete.
Only three could be considered actual racing aircraft.
There is no denigration meant or implied to valuable partici-

pants such as Robin Crandall’s Sawbones Sea Fury, the Sanders’
stock Sea Furies, or any other Warbird racer present.

It’s just that two Super Mustangs and a 4000-hp Sea Fury
isn’t what the sport, the fans, or the event deserves.

Don’t believe it? Take a look at photos with the grandstands
before Sunday afternoon’s Gold Unlimited race.

In what was probably the last great Unlimited race, thank
God those two racing Mustangs left everything they had — and
everything their pilots had — out on the course. 

In an epic battle worthy of the history books, it’s sad that the
air races have been reduced to a gamble that the two actual rac-
ing airplanes would survive until Sunday. 

It was a bigger gamble to think they’d have a knife-fight for
eight laps around the course in what was easily one of the top
three races at Reno — ever.

Sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good.

THE MONEY GAME
Old-school race fans, pining for the good ol’

days, represent a faction of attendees that are more
than disappointed at the current state of affairs. Who’s to
blame — a racing entity that has lost their vision about the
class and reduced their prize money? Or is it a sign of the
times and the lopsided spread between what it costs to field
an Unlimited racer and what the event can support in pay-
outs? Or is it a mixture?

On the other hand, the newer generation of racing fans,
uneducated on how great the sport and the prize money used
to be, are merely happy to see a group of Warbirds flying
around the course.

And more power to them; their viewpoint is just as
valid as any other. But please don’t call it racing, because
it isn’t. 

THE LAST 
GREAT
RACE

THE UNLIMITEDS ARE DEAD!
LONG LIVE THE UNLIMITEDS!

BY SCOTT GERMAIN
PHOTOGRAPHIC COVERAGE TEAM WAS LED BY
DOUG FISHER AND INCLUDED DAVID HORN,
SCOTT GERMAIN, AND JARROD ULRICH
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For those that visit
Reno to see new
restorations, then the
highlight was Dusty
Dowd’s P-51A
(configured as the
XP-51) just
completed by
Pacific Fighters
Idaho. This view
shows the
streamlined
cowling
housing the
Allison 
V-1710. 
(DF)

With ADI flashing overhead, Joel
Swager was piloting Dreadnought —
an aircraft, according to the author,
that was one of only three true
Unlimited racers at Reno 2017. (DH)

The aircraft the spectators came to see —
Voodoo and Strega waging one of their
numerous battles during race week. (JU)

Elegant lines of a
Supermarine

Spitfire from TFL
graces the Reno

pylons. (DF)


