


‘It's obviously more fun

than F1 — we have 15

cars within a second in
qualifying. When was the
last time that happened

in a Grand Prix?’
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TANAKA INTERNATIONAL CIRCUIT
da lies three-and-a-half hours by bullet train
of Tokyo. Schumacher won the Pacific

and Prix here in "94 and '935, bur today it's
hosting a uning festival to mark Nismo's 20ch
birrhda_'_.-'. Thmu{r_,}um: the :I:a].-', the rrack will
reverberate to the sound of Mismo racing cars,
while the paddocks will be packed with Japanese
fans eyeing road cars and racing memorabilia,

Mismo stands for Nissan Motorsport and,
while ies exposure in the UK has been limired o
a 350 body kir, it's big news in Japan. For 20
years, this wholly ewned subsidiary has been
responsible for Nissan's racing programmes,
including its entries into the hard-foughe
Japanese GT Championship (JGTC). In Japan,

MNismo is to MNissan what Ralliare is vo Mitsubishi,
and it is now secking to expand its exposure
warldwide, A plethora of new road and race cars

should see Nismo raise its profile globally.
Today is supposed to be a celebration of the
past, the present and the future. In the area
behind the main grandseand, a line-up of
Japanese Nismo road cars — everything from
4 3502 o a diminutive Cube — comperes for
actenton with the inevitable display of Gran
Turisma 4. There's also a stand selling broken
racing car parts. [f you want a chunk of the rear
wing that fell off a red Skyline atr Suzuka in 99,
vou can probably find it here. In Europe, such a
stand would dissolve into an anarchic free for all,
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but the Japanese go abour their business with the
earnestness of an archacologist in Pompcii.
Given the average size of a Japancse flar, one
wonders where they pur a broken frone splirter.
Back in the main pit area, the racing cars arc
lined up in formation. Many predate the Nismo
era and attention is being drawn 1o a racer based
on the original Nissan GT-R of 1969. Looking
more like a Triumph Delomite Sprint than the
winged wonders of today, it boasts a two-litre
engine with the not-inconsiderable output of
250bhp. Its chopped, hunched proportions and
the extended wheelarches arc undeniably
appealing. It looks like it'd be a hoot 1o drive.
All of Nissan's Le Mans cars are present and
correct, including the beauriful R390 GT1 that
finished third overall in '98, bur for sheer school-
boy draalery, nothing can match the JGTC cars.
From the late Ninctics onwards, these were nom-
inally based on the R34 Skyline, but although
they look something like a Skyline, they are
really bespoke racers with 485bhp-plus engines
mounted so far back, they're all bur mid-
engined. The cars in the lcading GT500 class
now boast some 500bhp and closely resemble
the FIA GT1-class cars, such as the new Aston
Martin DBRI. Indeed, there are plans afoor 1o
unify the regulations for 2006 so they cin com-
pete head-to-head, which is an exciting prospect.
The "98 and '99 Skylincs were driven 1o
victory in the JGTC by Erk Comas, who moved
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to Japan after his F1 career ended in 1995, He's
now Mismo’s elder statesman, and charming

. “The GT Championship is a very-
high-value series,” he explains. “Its popularity is
almost a march for Formula One and the major
manufacturers — FI-I;!}'_'I_";I_, Honda and Missan —
all suppore it.” The racing is also carefully stage
managed to ensure that it's close and comper-
tive: any car that wins a race must carry a weight
penalty in the nexr round, “It's obvieusly mone
fun than Formula One,” says Comas. *We have
15 cars within a second in qualifying, When was
the last rime that happened in a Grand Prix?”

For the 2004 season, the JGTC car's Skyline
bedy was swapped for one that more closely
resembles the 3502, It secured pole position
in its first race in the hands of a canny Irishman
by the name of Richard Lyons. Lyons, like
Manning, Franchicti, Weldon and Wilson in
the US, is onc of British motor racing's lost
boys. Still only 25, he won both the Japan GT
and the Formula Nippon championships this
year, which should be a passport into F1.

But while the likes of Frentzen, Invine, Herbert
and the Schumacher brothers graduated success-
fully from Nippon to Fl, Lyons is stll pursuing
his first test. “F1 really doesn’t make sense,” he
says. “Some days it just isn't working for you,
but T know that whenever the test comes 1'l]
deliver, and that's the most important thing,”

Lyons has lived in Japan for the last four
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the team at the Aida circuit,” he says. “There was
no hig city close by, so [ fele isolared, All T did
was train and spend time with the team.” After a
year, Lyons moved to Tolgro because he wanred
“to ger on with my life and relas a bit more”, He
now lives on the ourskirts of the ciry with his
Australian girlfriend, and says that there is a
vibrant social scene. “Most of our friends are
models and strippers,” he confesses.

Gitls, it would seem, are an ever-present
feanure of the Japanese life, and the job of ‘race
queen’ is a full-rime affair. Yu Saico was even
Race Queen of the Year 2004. "It is a grear
honour to represent my sponsor,” she says in
David Coulthard-speak, “and the race-car
drivers arc really cool — particularly the foreign
ones.” But how does she feel abour being leered
ar by middle-aged men with long-lens cameras?
“Oh,” she gigeles, “I'm happy to be warched.”

The extreme youthfulness of the girs
contrasts strongly with a paying audience that is
surprisingly old, Instead of spikey haired street
racers boasting abour their maxed Skylines, the
crowd is dominated by middle-aged men buy-
ing clurch plares. Even the sideways heroes of
the ‘Drrift X-Team Show’ are well into their
thirties and my Nismo host acceprs thar
“contrary o popular perceprions, the tuning
industry in Japan is actually quite geeky.”

The owners’ arca, which is packed with age-
ing GT-Rs and Z-cars, backs up this image.
Many of these owners have driven for hours ro
complete just one processional lap of the drcui,
and spore telltale owners’ club ‘T-shires. Akihiro
Moroe is proudly displaying a Datsun Fairlady
240Z that he built using new parts sourced
from across the world, “Ower 90 per cent of the
parts are brand-new,” he says. *1 worked on it

farce as Lyons stuffs the cake into his teammare’s
Face. “Somebody always ends up in the cake,” he
says, as the race queens run for cover and the
bemuscd audience responds with polite applause.
Lyons admits thar he cams a good living, has

laid “Arm foundations” and will miss Japan if
Europe or the US comie calling. "Tr cakes a
committee of 10 people 1o decide to open a door.”

‘Even the heroes of the Drift X-Team Show are well
into their thirties; my Nismo host accepts that “the

tuning industry in . Japan is actually quite geeky

everyday and it took me 18 months to build.”
Bur wouldn't ic have been easier just o buy a
riew 35027 “The 3307 15 too easy,” says Moroe.
“You have to check the weather and adjust

the carbs on the 240 before you go our.”

It's the end of the day, and most of the
15,000 visitors are gathering in the main seand
to warch the grand finale, a birchday ‘surpriss’
for vwo of the drivers. Two giant cabes have
been prepared and there are some words of
congratulation before the scene descends into
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he says, “but everything's clean and the trains
run on time. ['d miss the standard of living.”
Looking back over a multimillion-pound
grid, ir's easy to empathise with him. The Nismo
festival has conjured up an image of the Japanese
motoring scene quite unlike that porrayed in
the movies or the virmal world of compurer
games. Here, mad cars and pretty girls meer a
dmp]:,' conservative culture, And here, ona
hilltop, hundreds of miles away from the neon
of Toloyo, is the real Gran Terisan.



