History of my LeGrand Mk.18

by:

David L. Bedard

Introduction
 

The LeGrand Mk18 D Sports Racer (DSR) is perhaps the best known of the LeGrand cars, and for good reason. This venerable design, first produced in 1974, was still winning SCCA national level races 20 years later. The follow on DSR model, the Mk25, first introduced in 1979, won the SCCA runoffs three years in a row with David Kaiser as driver/developer in 1995-1997.

These incredible cars are simple and straightforward. They are designed around production motorcycle power plants, limited to 1000cc, use a simple straight-through final drive (no differential), have fore and aft wings, but no ground effects, and yet they achieve lap times very close to Formula Atlantic cars. These are small cars; the Mk18 has a wheelbase of 76 inches, and weighs only 640 pounds.

The Mk18 was a semi-monocoque center section (light square section tube frame with stressed aluminum skin) with full tube frame forward of the dashboard and aft of the firewall. The Mk25 moved the radiator forward, the monocoque chassis was lighter with fewer steel bulkheads, had a stronger roll hoop, and improved suspension geometry.

LeGrand sold everything from complete cars to a constructors kit to a drawing set or anything in between.

Summary:

This story attempts to document the history of my LeGrand Mk.18 including its owners and the states and tracks it has raced. Since the car has been around for 24 years with 11 owners it is difficult to account for every detail. I hope that over time I can add a bit more color and specificity to this very fine D sports racer. 

I believe the previous (several who have unfortunately passed away) and current owners have left a distinct mark on this special car. It is my intention to continually refine the car along with keeping its history alive. 

Michael Sullivan:

It all started in 1977 with a constructor's kit and a vision. The vision was to build a little sports racer that would be a weekend warrior and a potential trophy winner. The reality was a car that took too long to build too much money and just never really ran right.

In 1977 Michael Sullivan bought a LeGrand Mk.18 constructors kit from Red LeGrand. Michael was just beginning to cut his teeth in the racing industry and had already been fairly successful with pro stock VW's. His engine and part time car builder claimed to be up to the task of building the little LeGrand. He figured it could not be much harder than connecting A to B to C. With the builder claiming "he can do this" Michael shipped the car kit down to Long Beach, CA and patiently awaited its return. After many frustrating months and countless delays Michael had his car builder ship the car back to his home in Palo Alto. With the car barely complete and in need of some major attention Michael decided to call on the originator himself - Red LeGrand. So off the car went to Willow Springs, CA to be completed by the factory. Upon its return the car was complete with body, fully sorted and fitted with a 900cc Kawasaki. Michael was ready to conquer the tracks.

On April 22, 1978 the little #33 LeGrand Mk.18 was inspected and logged in the San Francisco region of the SCCA. The inaugural event was a regional at SPIR and the comments in the logbook reflect the quality of Michael's car "very clean and well prepared". A month later #33 headed to Riverside, CA for a May 24th regional event. Michael spent the next couple years trying to sort out the LeGrand and brought it back several times to Riverside. Unfortunately the car never quite ran as well as expected. Frustrated, Michael put #33 up on blocks headed back to an SCCA Improved Touring car. It was this venue where Michael's driving skills and winnings caught the eyes of Yokohama and Toyo tires. Now with a corporate sponsorship and an aggressive ITA racing schedule he had no use for #33. 

Bud Jones:

In the summer of 1980 the LeGrand was sold to another Californian - Bud Jones. Bud seemed to have better luck than Michael - or maybe a bit more patience because he ran the car fairly successfully in a half dozen regional events over the next couple years.

On April 4, 1981 while Bud had the car at Willow Springs for a regional event it caught the eye of Ted Krasel another Californian. Ted was impressed by the detail and workmanship (thanks to Michael's bank account and Red LeGrand's craftsmanship) of the Mk.18. Ted offered to buy the car from Bud right then and there but Bud declined. In lieu of striking a deal that day Bud told Ted that he would give him a call when he was ready to deal.

Maybe Bud should have sold the car in 1981 because when he got home from the Willow Springs event he rolled the car into his garage where it sat on stands for the next four years. Finally in the winter of 1985 he called Ted and told him he was ready to sell the car. Without a second thought Ted drove to Bud's house with trailer in tow and became the third owner of the Mk.18.

Ted Krasel:

Ted had been a Formula Ford racer for many years before venturing into the DSR class. His first order of business was to remove the 900cc Kawasaki and put in a 1000cc. With the new power plant freshly installed he headed off to Willow Springs for a national event. As Michael, Ted could not seem to get the car running right. He thought about fuel injection, played with different carburetor set-ups and even contemplated turbo charging the car. After one more regional event at Riverside in 1987 Ted's frustration got the best of him and he decided to sell.

Ted met the next owner (Hank Thorp) at the Riverside regional. Hank was there trying to determine which SCCA road racing class he wanted to venture into. When the Mk.18 caught his eye it all fell into place. Ted and Hank struck a deal and Hank went home with a D-sports racer. 

This next owner changed the face of the Mk.18 so dramatically it hardly looked like Red LeGrand's creation.

Hank Thorp:

Hank, another Californian, had been a long time pro stock racer and was a fanatic about precision and craftsmanship. Over a twelve-month period he completely disassembled the LeGrand modifying and greatly improving its configuration. The most significant change to the Mk.18 was its seat position. It was moved from its original right side to a center position. Every riveted panel was removed and anodized, a new roll-bar set-up was installed, suspension parts were remanufactured, and a ZX 10 fed by a new set of Keihin FCR 39mm carburetors would take the place of the ZX 1000 fueled by 29mm carbs. Hank even reconfigured the coachwork, which dramatically improved its aerodynamics and stability. 

Hank's highly modified LeGrand became a highly competitive racing machine. In the March 1993 issue of Sports Car
 the LeGrand/Thorp car was profiled along with an A-Mac AM-6 and a Cheetah SR1. Jeremy Shaw (the author) commented that Hank's car look like a three-quarter scale McLaren and performed even better.

Finally the newly configured LeGrand under the excellent driving skills of Hank competed successfully for more than five years. He entered both regional and national events in Arizona Nevada and California. No longer would the car sit in a garage collecting dust and only running an occasional event or two. 

On January 17th and 18th, 1993 Hank would run the car for the last time at a Firebird double national. The car went up for sale a short time thereafter and for its first time would be owned by a non-Californian.

Thomas Smith:

The car was transported to Texas where Tom would spend countless dollars improving the LeGrand's engine performance just as Hank improved its structural performance. 

Before the car would make it to the Texas tracks, Tom had some modifications of his own in mind. He seemed to have a need for speed and clearly the ZX 10 just wasn't up for the task. Based on several documents and receipts Tom had Brad's Fab of Texas do some very expensive engine work. Not only did a highly modified (and illegal for the DSR class) ZX 11 find its way into the engine bay but a fresh set of Keihin FCR 41mm carburetors. It appears the FCR 39mm's that Hank had installed couldn't force enough fuel into the combustion chamber. In addition to Tom tinkering with the engine, he also played with the engine management system, air scoops, gearing and varying header/muffler set-ups. With all Tom's expensive and thoughtful modifications I am curious as to how he finished in his SCCA events?

For the next three years the car was campaigned mostly in Texas with a couple trips to Illinois. On September 6, 1996 the car was run for the last time under Tom's lead foot at the "Labor of Love" regional event in Texas.

Jerry Smith:

After a brief three year stint in Texas the car headed back to California. Jerry Smith had seen the car under Hank Thorp's ownership and tracked Tom down to buy the car. Jerry was very excited to have the car and within a month of ownership he entered a Thunderhill regional followed up by a Las Vegas regional. Unfortunately these would be the only two events he would be able to enjoy as Jerry passed away from cancer later in 1996. 

The car was handed over to Paul Decker after sitting in storage for a year. He was charged with selling the LeGrand for Jerry's widow. The car sat with Paul for the better part of a year before being sold to Bart Ewer from Utah.

Prior to selling the car Paul had replaced a leaking side-pod fuel cell. Instead of refitting a new fuel cell in the original side-pod position he cut into the structural panel behind the driver's seat and stuffed in a fuel bladder. This was the first unconventional modification to the pristine Mk.18.

Bart Ewer:

Bart picked up the car from Paul in January 1998 and brought it back to his home in Utah.  For the next couple months he was sorting through the car and getting a feel for its operation. Very excited he traveled to Thunderhill for a driver's school. On February 20, 1999 Bart was just getting use to the car when the engine blew. The very expensive and well-sorted ZX 11 that Tom had installed was gone.

Back at home the car was put on the stands and the engine was removed. Unfortunately Bart was not able to replace the engine so the car sat idle.

Wilson Swilley
:

In March 2000 the car headed home with Wilson Swilley to Iowa. Wilson was an old fashion muscle kind of guy. Most of his experience was with big block Fords and the likes of the Mustang. The LeGrand would be his first venture into road racing. Before heading to the track he needed to fit a power plant to the Mk.18. He found and fitted an old 1986 ZX 1000 along with reworking the cooling system. Wilson also had the body completely stripped down, repaired and painted an eye-catching Kawasaki green and white. Some could argue that he should have forgone the body work and focused on the engine but he clearly had a great looking DSR 

Wilson entered the car in three events in 2000 including a regional at Heartland Park. Surprisingly he sold the car before a year of ownership.

The car was on the move again. 

Larry Ignelzi

Larry bought the car from Wilson in January 2001 and trailered the car to Denver, CO. Before the trailer tires even had a chance to cool down the car turned around and was sold to Jim Dacey in February 2001.

Jim Dacey:

Jim had the LeGrand shipped from Denver, CO to Tampa, FL. At last the car had made it back to warm soil. Jim, who was new to SCCA racing, successfully ran the car three times at Sebring in 2001. Under Jim's control the car had several off course excursions and the beautiful Kawasaki green and white painted body reflected the battle scars.

The fuel cell that was installed a couple years back by Paul Decker had failed and Jim was ready to take on the project of its repair. After removing the fuel bladder Jim cut into a main structural panel
 of the car. The purpose was to fit a second hand fuel cell behind the driver's seat. The fuel cell on hand was too long and did not fit properly in the access space. Jim's solution was to cut yet another panel to coerce the cell to fit. Unfortunately Jim got tied up with other matters and was never able to complete the project.

After a year and a half of ownership Jim decided to sell the car in September 2002.

David Bedard (current owner):

Over the years I have been very active with the BMW and Porsche club's driving schools. My friend has a well-sorted Honda CRX and it is always a joy to go run around some Northeast and Southeast tracks. I had always contemplated buying a formula ford and had done thorough research. After seeing an old spec racer Renault (hold your comments) in Texas I was hook on the sports racer set-up. After a bit more due diligence on the newer spec racer Ford's I was convinced that this was not the class for me (read: too slow). A bit more research lead me to the D sports racer and it all fell into place.

During a trip to my friend's house in Orlando I met Chip Haddock (a LeGrand Mk.25 owner). He put me in touch with Jim Dacey and over the next few months we negotiated the details (you know he wants X and I only want to pay Y). Finally I bought the car "sight unseen" in September. 

Now I have successfully bought "sight unseen" cars in the past but never a racecar (I do not recommend it). There always seems to be a differing definition or understanding of "the car is almost track ready", "there is only one panel to reinstall", "it runs great" and "it look just like the photos". Nevertheless, I do accept responsibility for the purchase because I had every chance to see the car before I bought it.

Jim delivered the car to my friend's house in Orlando and a couple weeks later it made its way to Chip Haddock's house for inspection. My objective was to have Chip sort through the car before I drove from New Jersey to pick it up. While the car was at Chip's I was growing a bit more concerned about its condition. I was not sure if I had bitten off more than I could chew. Anxiously I tried to strike a deal with Chip and sell the car. But just as I thought I had a deal to sell the car it fell through. The day the deal failed was actually a blessing in disguise.

In early October I headed down to Florida to pick up my "sight unseen" LeGrand. Before I headed back to New Jersey I spent three days sorting through all the boxes of spares and preparing the trailer for the journey (new tires, bearings, re-wiring the lights). Also I have come to appreciate the true meaning of "lots of extra spare parts". 

Before heading home I had contacted Richard Leslie Racing in Pennsylvania to see if his shop could sort out my new "almost race ready" (yea right) project. Leslie Racing has been very successful with S2's DSR and CSR Radicals and the FF, FC class.

The seventeen-hour drive to Pennsylvania was pretty straightforward as long as you do not count the five hours I slept in a rest stop (only a couple miles from where they arrested the snipers - the same day) in Virginia. 

I arrived at Leslie's at 7:00 am and we rolled the car off the trailer. What started out as having Leslie Racing sort out the LeGrand has turned into my own personal "love affair" (don’t worry my wife already knows). Other than a bit of advice now and then I have done all the extensive repairs and research myself (Pat Prince would be proud). Every couple weeks I travel from New Jersey to Pennsylvania for a day or two and work on the car. Leslie is kind enough to let me use their facility and tools.

I have completely removed all the affected structural panels and have found a great aircraft repair shop to make replacements. I have reworked the cooling system, refitted a new ATL fuel cell, adjusted and tuned the engine and carburetors, rewired the battery and electrical, installed new Penskes
 and Hypercoils, and sent the safety harness to Safe Quip for re-webbing. I have also had a couple new wheels made by Bogart racing to match the odd number spare set I have and I had Griffen make a new radiator.

Hopefully if all goes as planned I will have the car fully sorted and race ready by the first 2003 regional event in New Hampshire 

Conclusion: 

In addition to ramping up the learning curve of racecar repair I have spent countless hours tracing down the previous owners. Tracking down owners from yesteryear is not the easiest task in the world. At times I felt I would make a good private detective. 

Several phone calls I made lead to speaking with a family member of a past owner and hearing the sad news that their dad or husband had past away. I am happy to say that they were excited that someone is now enjoying their dad/husband's racecar. 

After reaching seven of the past owners (or family members) I became very frustrated by not being able to find the remaining three (Michael Sullivan - 1st owner, Bud Jones - 2nd owner and Thomas Smith - 5th owner). 

A couple weeks ago I was reading the January 2003 edition of Sports Car. I was thumbing through the SCCA anniversary section and I noticed a 25-year anniversary for a Michael Sullivan. (Could this be the Michael Sullivan I was looking for?) Clearly the 25th anniversary would be in line with his LeGrand ownership 24 years ago. The only puzzling part was that this Michael Sullivan lived on the East Coast. After a telephone database search I tracked down a number and made the call. In fact this turned out to be the right Michael. Talking with Michael was essential, as he was the first owner.

I guess good things happen in pairs because I received an email from a gentleman who knows a mechanic that currently works on Tom Smith's car (funny how that works). I am presently waiting for a call from him. In the meantime I wrote the Tom Smith section based on information from other owners.

I am still looking for Bud Jones (California?), so if anyone knows of him please feel free to contact me (dbedard@merlincapital.com).

I am hoping that this LeGrand Mk.18 has found its last home. Not only will it provide plenty of racetrack fun but also tracking its history has given the car more meaning. 






� This article is based solely on the research of the author, including the original logbooks, documents and receipts, telephone calls to the owners and other knowledgeable racers. At times I had to ad lib in areas of scant information.


� Al James - LeGrand Registry


� D Sports Racing Delight by Jeremy Shaw


� You can see photos at http://elwood.pionet.net/~hunterw/page2.html


� Given the semi-monocoque construction it is mandatory to keep the structural integrity of each aluminum panel


� I had removed the original Penskes and sent them to Penske Shocks for re-valving but they got "lost in the mail". For two months I have hoped for their return. I finally broke down and bought a new set (thank you for the sympathy discount Penske). Like a fool I had sent the Penskes with the coil springs so I had to buy new Hypercoils (thank you for the sympathy discount Hypercoil).





