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DARRYL GREENAMYER CLOSES OUT THE FAMOUS BEARCAT’S
RACING CAREER AND THE F8F HEADS TO A NEW HOME AT THE
NATIONAL AIR AND SPACE MUSEUM — PART THREE
BY TOM WEINSCHENKER
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JIM LARSEN EXCEPT WHERE NOTED

1971 crown. He recruited friend and NASA pilot Richard
Laidley to fly the Bearcat in competition. 

Doctor Richard Allen Laidley was a retired USAF lieu-
tenant colonel that had flown USAF F-86 Sabres in the
Korean War. He went on to become a NASA test pilot and
was a NASA Lunar Geology Instructor for the Apollo astro-
nauts. He had obtained a PhD in Geology from the
University of Arizona while he was a pilot with the Arizona
ANG. Later in his NASA career, he was the Chief Flight
Instructor for the Johnson Spacecraft Center pilots and
astronauts. He was also the initial Chief of the Shuttle
Chase Program at NASA Dryden Flight Research Center.
He died in Tucson on 21 December 2015.

There was time for Laidley to test fly the racer in order to
become familiar with the unique aircraft. At Reno, Laidley
demonstrated his skills by qualifying the Bearcat first at 404-
mph. Principal competition for Laidley was going to come from
Gunther Balz in his Roto-Finish Mustang and Lyle Shelton in
his Bearcat, which in 1972 was named the Phast Phoenix. In
pre-race interviews Balz had stated his intention to either win
the Gold Race or blow up trying.  He had certainly spared no
expense in having Dwight Thorn and Jack Hovey
build one of the strongest Merlin
engines to date and
Jim Larsen

do a thorough aerodynamic drag reduction analysis. 
Both Shelton and Balz experienced troubles during the

race week leading up to Sunday’s Gold. For Gunther Balz a
section of the fiberglass turtle deck departed the plane,
requiring a hasty rebuild by his hard-working crew. Shelton
had taken his Bearcat up for a test flight after having
returned from the downtown Reno parade. During this test
flight, the low drag racing canopy departed from the fuselage.

Amazingly, the canopy was quickly found in the desert,
but it could not be repaired in time for Sunday’s race.
Instead, Shelton borrowed the stock canopy from Bud
Fountain’s Bearcat. The installation of the stock canopy
meant the Bearcat would be able to start Sunday’s race but
not at full capability. 

At the start of the Gold, Laidley took Conquest I straight into
the lead. Balz initially fell back as he appeared to have problems
with some of the systems required to make horsepower.

Laidley was out in front with Conquest I flying low and
fast, appearing to be on rails. However, he was not race-expe-
rienced enough to react when Balz got the Roto Finish
Mustang on track and literally blew by the Bearcat. There

was no doubt that Richard Laidley was a fine pilot but he
was an inexperienced race pilot. In an effort to catch

Balz, Laidley dropped the Bearcat lower than
anyone thought possible and also began to fly

EDITOR’S NOTE: Parts One and Two appeared in the
August and October issues and this concludes the most compre-
hensive history ever done on an Unlimited racing aircraft. The
author, a dedicated member of the Society of Air Race
Historians, is preparing several more in-depth features on famous
racing aircraft and their pilots.

The year 1972 brought the hearing with the Federal
Aviation Administration over Darryl’s pilot license
suspension and this took place during the spring.
The ruling was in Darryl’s favor and his pilot’s

license was reinstated. The political climate in the

Professional Race Pilots Association at this time was not in
Darryl’s favor. The late Mira Slovak related to the author in
an interview regarding his role in this hearing. Mira said,
“Darryl had asked me if I would come testify on his behalf at
this hearing. He was having difficulty finding people to testi-
fy for him. I was glad to be able to do this for Darryl. He was
a fierce, but fair, competitor for whom I had a lot of admira-
tion. I feel that later on this testimony was used against me
in another issue but I would not hesitate to do it again.”

The PRPA issued a two-year ban on Darryl — barring
him from participating as a pilot in competition.

Undeterred, Darryl prepared Conquest I to defend its

The Mojave ramp vibrates as Darryl runs
Conquest I’s R-2800 up to power prior to a
test flight at the 1975 event. (M. O’Leary)


