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TRACIK TEST

British Touring Car Championship star Andrew Jordan steps backin time
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A damp track greeted Andrew ]ofdan for his maiden run in a BTCC Renault Sophisticated aerodynamics keep the Renault Laguﬁa planted to the track

1999 Renault
Laguna
SuperTourer
Model:Renault Laguna
Length:4508mm
Width:1752mm
Height: 1433mm
Wheelbase: 2670mm
Weight:975kg
Engine:in-line four
cylinder DOHC 16-valve,
iron block and alloy head
Engine management:
Williams-Sodemo-
Magneti Marelli
developed systems
Mounting: transverse
Capacity: 1998cc
Transmission: Williams-
| Hewland developed
six-speed sequential
plusreverse
Suspension: Williams
Penske developed
shocks, Eibach springs
Front:MacPherson strut,
coil springs, gas-filled
dampers, anti-rollbar
Rear: Trailing arm, torsion
bars, coil springs, gas-filled
dampers, anti-rollbar
Brakes:AP Racing
ventilated discs, twin
six-piston calipers front,
four-pot calipers rear,
water cooled
Wheels and tyres:
8.3inx 19in, OZ lightweight
wheels, Michelin racing
tyres (in period)
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Jordan and Goodwood
favourite Anthony
Reid compare notes

twas perfect for a young
chap: allIneeded to
keep out of my parents’
hair for afew hours was
aPlayStation and a copy
of TOCA2Touring Cars.

Icanremember itnow—
why was it always that bloody Jason
Platothathad me off?Isoon became
pretty familiar with thedark green
Nescafe Blend 37 Renault Laguna
that Plato and reigning champion
Alain Menudrove in 1998. Usually, it
was getting intomy side door atthe
most inappropriate of moments.

Everyone harksback to thelate-1990s
asthe greatest period inthe BTCC’s
history and those are the carsthatalot
of people grew up with. The television
interest was becominghuge and the
series wasjust growing and growing.
Super Touring seemed to be riding
thecrestof apretty bigwave.

When the bosses at Goodwood asked
metogotothe West Sussex track in
early December and try outa Super
Touring car for some promotional
filming it was doing, Iknew it would be
adream. NowIwould gettohandle one
forreal. There will be a demonstration
atthe Goodwood Members’ Meeting
in March and they needed someone
tohelp out with thedrivingfor
promotional activities.

Tocapitall,Iwastodrivea 1999

Renault Laguna, now belonging to

Simon Garrad. How thingshad gone
full circle—and how I wished Plato had
been therefor metoget oneback on
him. Simon probably thought it was
agoodjobthathewasn't...

Now, of course,Iam pretty usedtothe
inside of a Next Generation Touring
Car, the type of machine we have
beenusinginthe BTCC forthe
lastfive seasons now.

Iknow what a top-level tin-top should
looklikefrom the inside, butIwas
blown away sittingin the Laguna. The
amount of carbon, everywhere around
the cabin space, wasremarkable. You
could tellno expense had been spared
inthebuild of thiscarbut, thenagain,
Iguessthatis what you would expect.
Back inthosedays, when youhad all
themanufacturers, teamslike Williams
and bigname drivers in the British
Touring Car Championship, money
wasno object. The Renault, from
the inside, had the signature style
of somethingthathashadalotof
money spenton it.

Although it was immaculate, I felt
thatitstillwasn’tasuserfriendly
asmy NGTC caronceyouslip intothe
driver’sseat. The gearshift was alittle
toofar away for me and the switches
were all very low down in the console
andnotthateasy toreach.Iguessthat
istodropas much weight as possible to
thelowest point thatthey could in the
car—even thetiniest of fractionshelp

out with makingthe centre of gravity
aslowaspossible- butIthink that my
Pirtek Racing Ford Focus ismore
comfortableforme.

Thadbeenlined upforaruninaSuper
Touringcar inaprevioustest butthe
carwentwrongsoIdidn’tgettodo
any proper laps. WhenIturned upat
Goodwood, guess what? It wasraining!

Ididn’tletthatbother me and we
popped on some wet Hoosier tyres and
away I went. Thefirst thingthat struck
me was thenoise from the beautiful
engine. The Super Touring cars were
out-and-outracing carsand they
sounded like they were: anormally
aspirated car always sounds better
thanaturbocharged oneand itputsa
biggrinonyourface. Evenattick over,
ithasa certain sound that makes you
awarethattheengineisjustreadytoget
onwith it. It wants to be thrashed.

Gettingontothetrack,Iwasreally
impressed with the acceleration. I
expected ittonot beas impressive as
my turbocharged car, and it is true that
themodern cars have more torque
because of the turbo. Butthis was
still plentiful, and it surprised me.
Itwanted toberevved.

Usingthethrottle was something I
quickly worked out was pretty key in
thiscar.Itneedstobe withina certain
revrangeand itdoesn’thave the torque
of themodern cartorescueit. Because
itwas wet,Iwasshort-shiftingbutThad

Renault’s swansong after seven highly successful seasons in the BICC

The writing was on the wall for
Renault in the British Touring
Car Championship on 1999. With
budgets spiraling across the
category, manufacturers were
beginning to question the reasons
they were involved. Renault was
one of those firms and, halfway
through the season, the French
firm decided to withdraw.

Maybe that decision had been
made easier by arelatively poor
start to the season. The 1997
champion and Renault talisman
Alain Menu had jumped ship to
Ford, which promoted Jason Plato
toteamleader in only his third year
in the BTCC, while Frenchman
Jean-Christophe Boullion was
drafted in to the team as back-up.

It started well for Plato, with two

podiums in the opening rounds
at Thruxton and then a win at the
next meeting at Silverstone, but
things went down hill from there.

Along with Menu went the 1998
Laguna’s designer Mark Ellis,
and the team did well to try and
galvanise itself despite that loss.
The chassis was tweaked - helped
by consultant and ex-F1 guru
Enrique Scalabroni-and it was,
according to MIN’s season review,
still the best on the grid.

Despite the excellent
underpinnings, the major
drawback for the team —as well
as fighting off the spectre of
theimpending axe as Renault
announced halfway through
the year that the programme
would come to a close—was

thelack of straightline speed.
“Iremember the last meeting of
the season at Silverstone well,”
says Plato. “In the firstrace, I
had an electrical failure on the
grid and they had to push mein
tothe pits. And then, in the last
race, Menu went off and speared
back on to the track into the side
of me, breaking therollcage. It
was my final race with Williams.
What a sad way to finish.”
Ultimately, Plato finished fifth
in the points, while Boullion was
10th. It marked an underwhelming
end to Renault’s seven-year
association with the BTCC, which
had started with the Renault 19
in 1993. It collected 38 race wins
and adrivers’ and a teams’
championship. MattJames
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tobe careful: dothattooearly,andI
would lose allmomentum. It wasall
aboutthe momentum inthese cars, and
that was pretty obvious from the way
the car was demandingtobe driven.

Whatalso surprised me aboutthe car
was, even in the wet, it was easy tofeel
the aerodynamics in the faster corners.
Eventhough it wasdamp for my run,
you could feel the chassis sticking to
theroad-alot. Onadry track, the
grip would have been phenomenal.
Isupposethat the cars would move
around abiton the absolutelimit
onadry track, but you would have to
berightontheragged edge.

The handling was good too. The
dampers were developed by Williams
and that shows: you canride the kerbs
nicely and it doesn’t upset the attitude
of thecar. Again, thatisacredittothe
amount of research and development
that went into the cars in the day.

Another impressive thing was the
braking capacity. The car isabout
250kglighter than the NGTCs that
we use today. You can feel that straight
away. Even thoughIwashavingtobe
careful on the anchorsbecause of the
weather, it was pretty clear that the AP
system was very effective. The Super
Tourers weigh in ataround 975kg
and that means they were easier to
chuck around the track. The carsare
certainly nimble and you canfeel that.

Asmuch as people dorefer back tothe
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Super Touringeraasthe high point of
the BT'CC, sometimes there wasn’t that
much overtaking, and you have toput
that down tothe highly sophisticated
aerodynamics that youhaveonacar
that has been painstakingly designed
withnolimit on the budgets.

When you get the carson the very
ragged edge, whichI wasn’treally
abletodoonawet track at Goodwood
and in some else’s car, then you could
imagine that rinsing thelast few tenths
out of them would have been tough.
The cars would move around a bit,
Iwould think, and when you had
the quality of driversthatyouhad,
gainingany kind of advantage
would have been tough.

Tamnotgoingtosaythatthe carsare
harder todrive, because you only get
to know how tough the car is when you
areonthe verylimitand when you are
inaracingsituation. Buttheyare
refined bits of kit, that isfor sure.

The NGTC carsthat we use today
havetheir own tricks and it takes
agreatdeal to get the very most
from them.

Itwas greattohave ataster of
another eraandto get an insight
into the cars thatI remember from
my youth. They are pure-bred racers
that have been developed with a
no-expenses-spared ethos, but
the tricks of tin-topracingare
justasedgy today. ®

Plato banked two podiums in the first rounds of the year at Thruxton



