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5OOs RACING AT CASTLE COMBE 
Some 1950s highlights 

 
Castle Combe circuit opened in 1950, the same year that the FIA recognised the British 
national 500cc racing car formula, devised by enthusiasts at the Bristol Aeroplane 
Company, just 15 miles away in Filton, less than five years earlier, as International 
Formula 3. Over the next few years most of the British 500 stars, such as Stirling Moss, 
Les Leston, Don Parker, Ivor Bueb and Jim Russell, would appear at the new track, often 
providing the most exciting racing of the day, with many near photo finishes. 
 
Castle Combe was one of the many race circuits that sprang up in the UK in the 1940s and 50s 
using redundant wartime airfields - and is one of the few that still survive today. The local Bristol 
Motor Cycle & Light Car Club began racing at the former pilot training base in north-west 
Wiltshire, using the 1.84-mile perimeter track laid down by the RAF in 1943, with a low key club 
event on 8th July 1950. 
 
Although much work had gone into preparing the venue, one unusual obstacle remained for 
competitors - a large haystack on the track after Quarry bend at the beginning of Farm Straight! 
Before racing started, it was draped with white dustsheets to make it more visible, and appears 
not to have caused any untoward incidents. The Formula 3 race was the last of eight, although 
a couple of 500s had taken part in the preceding 'Specials' race, with Cheltenham garage owner 
Jimmy Ebdon coming second in his Halldon-JAP. The 5-lapper for 500s was a straightforward 
win for Clive Lones in his lota Tiger Kitten II, tailed for most of the race by Bristolian Vic 
Worlock, a veteran speedway rider. However, the Warlock Special's engine was tiring, allowing 
Gerry Millington in his Iota MilliUnion to take second place, and Vic barely made it to the line for 
third. 

 
31 – Ken Gregory (Kieft), 32 – Vic Worlock (Warlock), 24 – Peter Collins (Cooper). 

Waiting to leave the old paddock, October 1950 

 
With that first, closed, meeting having been a success, in October 1950 a bigger National event 
was held in front of an estimated 12,000 crowd. The haystack had by now been removed. With 
an entry of over 30, two heats and a final were provided for the 500s. Stirling Moss's first 
experience with the circuit was, according to one report, not without problems, as during 
practice he "ran out at Quarry corner at 6,100 revs, and was last seen heading for Farmer 
Kelly's Dutch barn with no anchors." 
 
The first heat, in the wet, provided an easy win for 'Curly' Dryden in his Cooper-Norton, but the 
second featured a tremendous dice between the similar cars of Moss, his brakes now fixed, and 
Peter Collins, Moss prevailing after Collins was delayed lapping backmarkers. The 10-lap final 
featured a similar lead battle with Collins and Dryden passing and re-passing. Moss made a bad 
start, but rapidly carved through the field to reach third, only to then slow with piston-ring 
trouble. Collins finally got the better of Dryden by a couple of lengths, with Ian Burgess's 
Cooper-JAP claiming third place. 
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Commenting on the new track afterwards, Moss did not mind the bumps much. Cooper driver 
Charles Headland said that "the course is admittedly bumpy and certain cambers on corners 
are admittedly a bit odd but then so are the roads in this country", while Paul Emery reckoned 
the bumps were tolerable, although one observer noted that he could say that when only three 
out of four wheels of the wheel-lifting Emeryson ever hit them! 
 
For the next few years racing would continue with one or two club meetings in the spring, and a 
bigger National meeting at the end of the season. The opening meeting of 1951, on a cold and 
wet 31st March, began with the heats for the 500s, won by Don Parker (JBS-JAP) and Ken 
Carter (works Cooper-Norton). By the time of the 10-lap final, the track surface was drying out 
but quite treacherous, and the action-packed race was the highlight of the afternoon. 
 
From the start, Parker led from Bill Whitehouse (works Cooper-Norton), Clive Lones (Tiger 
Kitten), Ken Wharton (Cooper-Norton) and Les Leston (JBS-JAP), but on the next lap Lones 
had a big slide at Quarry, with half a dozen drivers flashing past without touching his spinning 
car. Then on lap 3, again at Quarry, Parker spun several 
times in front of the pack. Wharton's car hit Parker's back 
wheel and the next five cars all went on the grass, three on 
one side and two on the other, to avoid the stricken JBS. 
Whitehouse now led, but Wharton was able to recover and 
began a great struggle for the lead, the pair passing and re-
passing. Wharton finally retook the lead at Quarry, to win by 
2 seconds from Whitehouse, Ken Carter, Jack Moor (Wasp) 
and Lones.  

Clive Lones and Tiger Kitten, May 1951 

 
Another frantic lead dice featured in the next club meeting, on 12th May. This time it was Clive 
Lones and Jack Moor having a ding-dong battle, and Lones passed the Wasp at Quarry on the 
last lap to win by 0.2 seconds. With Fred Tuck third and Tom Clarke fourth, that made it a 1-2-3-
4 for the local lota marque, with another Bristol built car, Guy Arengo's Arengo, next. 
 

 
 Guy Arengo, May 1951 

 
The October National meeting saw Charles Headland 
(in Stirling Moss's Kieft-Norton) lead the final from start 
to finish, but at the flag he only just held off the 
Cooper-Norton of Bob Gerard. Starting nearly last 
after engine problems in his heat, Gerard worked 
through the field to finish just four-tenths behind 
Headland, and just ahead of Don Parker's JBS, which 

he had passed on lap 8. The meeting was a sad affair though, as JBS driver Ronald 'Curly' 
Dryden lost his life after somersaulting at Camp corner while leading the second heat, the first 
fatality at Castle Combe. 
 
Easter Saturday 1952 was originally intended to be an International 500cc meeting, however 
sponsorship could not be obtained and, facing a predicted loss, the organising club instead 
substituted a closed invitation race. The three 
heats were won by Michael Barclay (Cooper-JAP), 
Don Truman (Cooper-Norton) - by a length from 
Jack Westcott, and Stirling Moss in his original 
Kieft-Norton. The final proved to be an easy win 
for Moss, despite starting from the back, grid 
positions having been drawn by lots. Stirling hit the 
front on the seventh lap, ahead of André Loens, 
with Jack Westcott third for a Kieft 1-2-3. 
 

 
 Stirling Moss, Kieft, April 1952 
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Front row (l to r) – Ivor Bueb (Cooper), Jimmy Ebdon (Iota), Jack Westcott (Kieft), Gordon Shillito (Mackson) 

April 1952 - heat 2 gets underway. 
 
The May closed meeting, run in persistent rain, provided a comfortable win for Les Leston 
(Leston-Norton), although over 50% of the field retired, largely due to rain getting into their 
vitals. 
 
By contrast, the National meeting that October took place on a beautiful sunlit day. Both 500 
heats provided close racing, Moss (Cooper-Norton) winning the first from the battling Kieft pair 
of Loens and Don Parker. In the second, Reg Bicknell (Revis-Norton) took the lead on the last 
lap, overtaking Charles Headland (Kieft) and Leston to win by 2-tenths of a second. The final 
was, though, rather processional, with Moss never challenged, Parker second throughout, and 
Les Leston third. Moss also broke his existing lap record, pushing the figure above the 80 mph 
mark for the first time. 
 
The following year provided more close racing. On 
Easter Saturday Dennis Taylor won in the new Martin 
Special, passing erstwhile leader Don Parker on the 
last lap, to cross the line a length and a half ahead of 
the Kieft. On April 25th, André Loens won another 
hectic race, his Kieft finishing one second ahead of 
Les Leston's Special. 
 

Les Leston, April 1953 

 
The 1953 October National meeting would see the 
last 500 outing at Castle Combe for Stirling Moss. 
After Don Parker won the first heat, Moss easily won the second, upping his lap record to 81.18 
mph in the process. However, Stirling was then hospitalised after a crash in the Formula 2 race 
and unable to run in the final. This featured a race-long duel between Parker and Les Leston, 
with no more than a couple of lengths between them for the whole ten laps, Parker prevailing by 
0.2 seconds. 
 
In the final at the April 1954 meeting, Reg Bicknell led with ease in the semi-streamlined Revis, 
initially followed by Parker's Kieft. However, exiting Camp Corner at the end of the first lap the 
Kieft's steering locked solid and it veered off into the infield, scattering officials as it ended up 
inside a boarded enclosure in front of the timekeepers’ bus. Fortunately, no one, including 
Parker, was hurt. Bicknell won, unchallenged, ahead of a close fight for second between the 
Cooper trio of Ivor Bueb, Stuart Lewis-Evans and Les Leston, finishing in that order. A famous 
old 500 appeared during practice, and, according to one observer, caused its driver a few 
problems, "Body in the Tiger Kitten had a very busy but enjoyable time keeping, not only the car 
on the road, but himself in the car. Tiger Kitten regularly refused to turn right at Quarry, 
continuing on towards Yatton Keynall". 
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Instead of heats and a final, the 1954 National meeting, at the end of August rather than its 
traditional October date, included two open 500 races, and another for the 'Juniors'. Although 
Don Parker and his Kieft won the first race, for seven laps he was tailed by new star Jim 
Russell, who raised the lap record to 83.01 mph before his Cooper suffered gearbox trouble. 
This left Eric Fenning to finish second in his Staride, with Les Leston (Cooper) third. After David 
Boshier-Jones easily won the Junior race, Parker and Russell resumed their duel. With Russell 
always close behind, but unable to pass, Parker won again, while behind them Leston and Bueb 
crossed the line side-by-side, Leston taking third by inches. 
 
The Parker/Russell duels, with the Cooper of Dennis Taylor also joining in, continued in the 
following year's two April races, with Parker winning both, but only just. 
 
The first day of October 1955 was "A perfect autumnal day of cloudless skies and hot sunshine" 
and saw the first International meeting at Castle Combe. Two races for the 500s were included, 
with some Continental colour added by a quartet of Coopers hailing from Holland, Belgium and 
Germany among the entry. The first F3 race, over 25 laps, initially saw Colin Davis in Francis 
Beart's Cooper lead from the works Coopers of Jim Russell and Cheltenham’s Ivor Bueb. Davis 
upped the lap record to 84.71 mph (a record that still stands for the original 1.84-mile circuit), 
but then retired on the 12th lap when his drive shaft broke. This left Russell with a narrow lead, 

but only briefly, for Jim then spun at 
Camp corner, allowing Le Mans 
winner Ivor Bueb to take the win, 
ahead of David Boshier-Jones and 
Keith Hall, both in Coopers. The 
survivors came out again later, now 
for a 15-lap race, and this time Jim 
Russell led from start to finish, 
followed by Bueb 8 seconds back, 
with Colin Davis, his car now repaired, 
third after duelling with Don Parker.  
 
 

Ivor Bueb (Cooper), October 1955 

 
That International meeting, which also saw Harry Schell win the 100-mile 'Avon Trophy' Formula 
1 race in the new Vanwall, provided a fitting climax to six seasons of racing at Castle Combe. 
Then, repercussions from the Le Mans disaster earlier in the year hit the venue. Enhanced 
safety provisions were called for that the small Bristol club could not afford. Although motorcycle 
racing would continue, car racing came to a halt and would not recommence until 1962, when 
the BRSCC eventually made the necessary improvements. A handful of 500s competed in 
Formula Libre races in 1962, and then more recently on the revised circuit (two chicanes having 
been added in 1999) within the Historic Formula Junior race in 2002. The first race solely for 
500s on the current circuit layout was at the Autumn Classic meeting on Sunday 5th October 
2014, won by Steve Jones in a Cooper Mk.X, 59 years and 4 days after the last on the original 
layout, won by Jim Russell. 
 

Pete Stowe 2014/21 
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Information and photographs provided from Castle Combe Circuit Archive. 
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Westcountry Motorsport History 
 

Website  https://bpmc.org.uk/petestowe/wmh.htm 
 

petestowe @ talktalk.net 
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The comprehensive story of Castle Combe is available in a book published for the Circuit’s 
Diamond Jubilee in 2010 

 

Castle Combe Circuit – The First 60 Years 

by Paul Lawrence and Peter Stowe 
 

From the days of the Castle Combe estate and RAF airfield, the book 
charts the first 60 years of the circuit’s history. 154 pages with colour and 
black & white photos, many never previously published. 

ISBN 978 1 903378 74 8, Published by TFM Publishing Ltd. 

Copies are available from the Castle Combe Circuit online shop: 
www.castlecombecircuit.co.uk/offers/60th-anniversary-book 

 or from the Circuit Shop at major events. 
 
 

 
 

Castle Combe Circuit Archive 

Since the Circuit Archive was established in 1997 we have assembled a collection which 
includes programmes, results sheets, and press reports covering every meeting from the 
circuit’s beginning in 1950, and also a small collection of photographs and memorabilia.  

STILL WANTED FOR THE ARCHIVE 

Although the archive includes much information, with many people having generously donated 
items, there are still a number of gaps to fill. Particular wants are: 

• An original programme for the AFN/Porsche Club(GB) car race meeting on 15 May 

1965 

• results or race reports for the New Era MCC motorcycle race meeting on 21 May 1994 

• reports, programmes or results sheets for the following sprints: 

17 September 1960 Dursley MC&LCC 1st Dursley Sprint 
10 June 1961 Bristol MC&LCC, Burnham-on-Sea MC & MG CC(SW) 3 Clubs 
Sprint 
13 June 1964 White Horse MC, Weston-super-Mare MC & Austin-Healey Club 
11 July 1964 BARC (Bristol & Bath Centre) 
12 September 1964 Austin-Healey Club (SW Centre) 
19 June 1965 White Horse MC, Weston-super-Mare MC & Austin-Healey Club 
7 August 1965 CSMA 
21 October 1967 BARC (Bristol & Bath Centre) Hippocrates Trophy Sprint 
28 September 1968 750MC 
31 October 1981 Welsh Counties CC 

 
We are also interested in obtaining:  

Pre-1979 race results sheets, and sprint programmes & results sheets.  
Bristol Motor Cycle & Light Car Club magazines 1950-56.  
Photographs or film from 1950s-1980s, especially photographs from the Formula 5000 
meetings of 1970 and 1971. 
Any other memorabilia.  

 
If you can help please contact  petestowe @ talktalk.net or  

call the Castle Combe Circuit Office on 01249 782417 
 


