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Sebring, 2009 

By Ron Dill 

 

March in Florida means great weather and it is time for sports car racing at Sebring.  The American LeMans 

racing series, sponsored by the International Motor Sports Association (IMSA), begins every year with the 

12 hour endurance race at Sebring.  And, this year was no exception.  While I thought the attendance both in 

spectators and in the number of cars entered (28 cars instead of 30+) in the various races was down a bit 

from previous years, there certainly was no reduction in competition.  The teams had brought their best 

equipment and all were prepared and ready to win. 

 

For those of you that have not been to Sebring, it 

is a 3.7 mile flat track made up – at least in part – 

with old taxi ways and runways from a World War 

II military base.  There are 17 turns and the course 

is very bumpy.  In places – you actually see 

daylight between the tires and the track.  The 

racing for the spectators is a little more laid back 

than what you would find at circle track.  You take 

your lawn chair and find a vantage spot on one of 

the numerous observation “nolls” located around 

the track.  There is a small grandstand at turn 17 

which is at the end of the long straight – speeds of 

200 miles per hour are achieved in the long 

straight.  It takes a bit of practice to get a decent 

picture on your digital camera when the car is 

moving at 200 + I’ll tell you… 

 

This year Audi brought their new diesel powered 

R15 car in the LeMans Prototype 1 class 

(LMP1).  They had introduced a number of 

design changes to the old R10 chassis and a 

new smaller, lighter weight diesel engine.  I 

thought it was interesting watching the Audi 

team trying to keep their latest development 

under wraps.  The pit area is wide open and 

anyone with a ticket can get within about 10 

feet of the race cars.  But Audi would keep 

canvas covers on strategic areas of the car to 

protect them from prying eyes and the 

competition.  It is not like they can keep this much of a secret – IMSA sanctions the sport and they have a 
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235 page rule book that lays out everything about the cars in detail and the cars have to be inspected for 

compliance before the race in an open area so that everyone can be certain that there was no hanky-panky 

going on.  However, they tried to maintain a certain level of secrecy.  

 

In other news, Acura had been running a smaller LMP2 car in the past and, actually, their LMP2 car 

sponsored by Lowes finished first in class 

this year.  However, they have decided to 

expand their participation and move up by 

entering a couple of LMP1 cars which 

were very competitive.  So competitive, in 

fact, that they won the pole with one car – 

setting a record for lap time in the process.  By the way, there 

must be some serious money in Tequila – the Patron name 

showed up on several cars in a number of the classes.  At any 

rate, diesel reliability still won out in the end as the Acura 

LMP1 cars could not maintain the pace – they finished with a 

15

th

 place for their best car, some 80 laps behind the winning 

Audi. 

 

The real completion for the Audi comes from France with the Peugeot 908 HDI cars.  These, too, are diesel 

powered – both the Audi and Peugeot cars are unbelievably quite on the race track.  They sort of hummm as 

they pass by and in the night time darkness 

would be past the spectators before they even 

knew they were coming.  The Acura and other 

big displacement gas engines are incredibly 

LOUD – I saw many spectators wearing 

hearing protection.  The Peugeot is a closed 

cock pit car and the Audi is the standard open 

cock pit design.  The Peugeot and Audi traded 

places in the lead about 25 times during the race.  

Clearly, they were very well matched.  However, 

at the end of the 12 hours, the Audi was in front 

of the second place Peugeot by 22 seconds. 

 

In case you wondered, the LMP1 cars are not 

open wheel, but they tend to look very much like 

the cars you might see at an Indy or Formula 1 

race.  There is, however, a big difference.  The 

LPM1 cars weigh in at about 1,985 pounds and 
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have a 650-700 horse engine.  The Indy cars weigh in between 1,565 and 1,630 pounds with a 650 horse 

engine.  The Formula 1 cars are a svelte 1,334 pounds with a 900 horse engine.  Clearly, the F1 cars are the 

fastest.  In contrast, the NASCAR “stock car” weighs in at 3,450 pounds and has a 850 horse engine.  All 

these cars can exceed 200 MPH – the difference being how fast they can get up to speed and how fast they 

can stop. 

 

This was the last Sebring 12 hour for the factory sponsored Chevrolet Corvettes in the GT1 class.  Since 

2001 when they entered the racing fray with the C5R, the Corvette folks have been the cream of the crop.  

There has been very little competition for the Corvette – for a while Ford pushed their Aston-Martin and 

they would offer some real completion for 

the Vette.  However, when Ford sold that 

line off last year the completion in GT1 

just dried up.  And, in many of the races 

the only two GT1 cars entered would be 

from the Corvette team.  After the LeMans 

race in France this summer the Corvette 

team will stop competing in GT1 and 

detune the car to compete in the GT2 class.  

The difference in speed between the GT1 

and 2 classes at Sebring amounted to about 

7 seconds a lap.  And, the Corvettes could 

pass any of the GT2 cars anywhere on the 

track – the horse power and torque in the 

Vette was overwhelming.  At any rate, the 2009 GT1 race 

soon looked like the LMP1 race with the two Corvettes 

trading the lead back and forth.  Ultimately, the winning 

GT1 Corvette ran 349 laps (some 34 less than the LMP1 

cars and 17 more laps than the GT2 winning Ferrari F430 

GT).  In doing so, they averaged 107.226 miles per hour 

and broke a GT1 distance record that had existed since 

1999. 

 

The GT2 Corvettes will still look pretty much the same – 

however, the GT2 car is supposed to be a little more show 

room stock and will have a little less horsepower.  Racing 

should be very interesting from the middle of this year and 

next year.  Assuming factory backing ($$$$) 

will still be available, the Corvettes should 

find the GT2 competition spirited with the 

Ferrari, Porsche, Viper, Panoz, BMW, 

Aston-Martin, Ford and non-factory 

Corvette teams. 

 

Oh, and by the way, Ford was present at the 

race.  Robertson Racing had entered a Ford GT 

in GT2.  The car was clearly a very good 

looking car and that big Ford engine sounded 

great.  However, the car was not very 

competitive – finishing in 23

rd

 place at 303 laps.   


