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The little Austin 7 is flat out as you enter 
the sweeping bend at the top of  the 
course. You keep your foot hard to the 

floor and she pitches and wallows into a slide 
as she rattles over corrugations formed by the 
bigger and more powerful cars. The tail drifts 
out and all you can see is red dust ahead of  
you, but the adrenalin has kicked in and you are 
having a ball.  You just hold the line with some 
opposite lock and the car responds beautifully.

 As you come out of  the bend, the track 
becomes smoother. But with the red dust kicked 
up by the cars ahead, you carefully pick your line. 
You know how to read the breeze and move over 
to where the haze has dissipated, drifting to the 
other side of  the track. You are now driving in a 
tunnel of  clear air and have a good view ahead. 

Then, from the corner of  your eye, you see a 
spiralling whirlwind of  thick red dust. It’s what 
the locals call a “willy-willy”, a mini-tornado 
formed from the extreme heat on the lake-bed’s 
floor. It’s moving erratically and heading toward 
the track just ahead of  you.  

There’s nothing for it but to hold your speed 
and line. This isn’t for the faint hearted as the little 
car is flat out with nothing in reserve and you can’t 
back off  as cars are coming up fast from behind. 

The willy-willy moves across the track and the 
car in front abruptly disappears straight into the 
thick vortex, but you manage to veer to the side 
of  the track and, with a sigh of  relief, pass clear 
of  it. 

This is racing on Lake Perkolilli, at the Red 
Dust Revival, just as it was a century ago, when 
this ancient claypan became the focus for motor 
sport in Western Australia (WA) and the most 
remote race circuit in the world.



To really appreciate Perkolilli’s quirky place 
in Australian motoring history, you have 
to consider how isolated it is; some 450 

miles inland from Perth, the state’s capital, and on 
the fringe of  the Victoria Desert. It really is out 
the back of  beyond.

But in its heyday, thousands would make the 
long trek by road or rail to take part in events 
and witness the heroics of  the racing and record 
attempts. Accommodation in neighbouring 
Kalgoorlie would be booked out and many would 
take their vehicles to the track where they’d set up 
swags and camp under the stars for events. 

It also became customary for planes to fly in 
and land in the centre of  the circuit, bringing in 
spectators and dignitaries. Harry “Cannonball” 
Baker, a motorcycle racer who first cracked 
100mph on the track, was also one of  the 
state’s early aviators. During an event in 1935, 
four spectators were injured when a motorcycle 
careered into the crowd. Harry flew the injured 
to Kalgoorlie for admission to hospital in his de-
Havilland Dragon bi-plane. Perkolilli was unique, 
even back then, and a place where folklore was 
made.  

But by the late 1930s, its popularity was in 
decline and with the outbreak of  World War II, 
it was relegated to history and almost forgotten. 
That was until local motoring historian, Graeme 
Cocks, along with enthusiasts from the Vintage 
Sporting Car Club of  WA, stumbled on its 
significance. 

Graeme, a motoring historian, author and 
vintage car buff  told us: 

“My interest in vintage car racing was triggered 
after deciding to build a vintage racer - a 
Chrysler 72 called Silverwings, which had set the 
Australasian 24-hour endurance record in 1927 

at this place called Perkolilli. I’d never heard of  
Perkolilli before and my research kept leading me 
to the Lake and I became fascinated with its story, 
and how unique it was.

Once I had completed the Silverwings replica 
a few of  us started taking our cars to the lake for 
the occasional weekend. We’d camp in the bush 
and race around the lake, much like they did in 
the early days. 

It was a lot of  fun and became our little secret.  
But interest started building and, while we had a 
few small events over the years, the seeds were 
sown for a celebration of  the centenary of  
Perkolilli’s first official race, which was in 1914.

When we organised the Centenary of  Speed in 
2014,  it was sadly washed out after a freak storm 
turned the lake into a quagmire.  

After that, I wasn’t real keen on another event, 
but the Centenary event had created widespread 
interest, and so an organising committee was 
formed to run what we called the Red Dust 
Revival. 

We wanted to create something that was truly 
authentic and replicate the feel of  events from 
Perkolilli in its heyday. The cars and bikes had to 
be from the pre-War era, although we did let a few 
in that were post-War, but were still in the spirit 
of  the period. We also encouraged participants 
and spectators to camp around the circuit, just 
like they did back in the day. Many also made 
the journey to the circuit in pre-War cars, which 
added to the atmosphere. 

The event exceeded all our expectations. We 
had around 60 pre-War cars, 40 motorcycles and 
a dozen planes fly in. Best of  all though, it was a 
real joy to see how many enthusiasts rebuilt cars 
and resurrected motorcycles to recreate racing in 
the 20s and 30s. 
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Gary West’s 1934 Flathead V8 Ford Coupe thunders up the main straight
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One of  the most eagerly anticipated cars to 
arrive on the lake-bed for the Revival was Steve 
Alexander’s 1936 Lagonda Rapier, the “Woodbatt 
Special”, which had been freighted across from 
the UK. Lagondas would often compete at 
Perkolilli in the 30s and Steve’s car was one of  two 
entered in the Revival. However, Steve’s journey 
to Perkolilli with the Woodbatt Special was bitter 
sweet. 

Competitor: Stephen Alexander

Vehicle:   #17 // 1936 Lagonda Rapier 

How’d you hear about the Red Dust Revival?

Apart from vintage cars, I’m a glider pilot and 
also like vintage planes. I heard about the Red 
Dust Revival from an Australian, Jim Williams, 
who I met when at Wood Week, a vintage glider 
event in the Midlands. It sounded really interesting 
and I’m a bit of  an idiot, so I thought I’d come.

What was involved in getting here from the UK?

It was quite an undertaking and I spent a 
fortune preparing the car for the event. It had 
to have a major strip down to remove asbestos, 
along with freighting it to Fremantle port. I joke 
that I could have run an entire Formula One team 
with the money I spent on getting it there.

Once the car arrived at Fremantle, I was 
welcomed and had the privilege of  getting a lift 
with “Sludge” from the Outback Truckers show. 
He is a real character and so that was a really 
interesting trip.  

What were your first thoughts when you arrived?

The red dust and the isolation first struck me. 
But I just couldn’t believe how authentic and 
unique it was, and how friendly and hospitable 

the Aussies were. I’ve never experienced anything 
like it before; the event or the people. They all 
pulled together, and I felt that I was amongst 
fellow spirits.

So, what happened when you got out on the track?

Well, I only managed to do about three laps 
before the engine let go. I’d travelled 20,000km to 
get here and this was devastating, but these things 
happen.

Word quickly got out and this chap, Hugh 
Fryer, came up and offered me a ride in his 
car, which was really fantastic of  him. He had a 
stripped back Austin 7 Chummy, similar to one 
that had raced here. I gladly accepted the offer, 
having had an Austin 7 years ago that I used for 
hill climbing. 

But the shock was how very good it was on 
the track. It was absolutely lovely to drive and so 
much fun. I’m really indebted to Hugh and his 
partner, Nicole Lothe, who also raced a 7 at the 
event, for their generosity.  

Competitor: Kevin Cochran

Vehicle:   #26 // 1926 Bentley 3 litre

 

Can you tell me a about your car?

I used to look after the late Maurice Brockwell’s 
fleet and we became good mates. He had around 
40 vehicles, including this Bentley, which he’d 
purchased from the late Robert Holmes-Court 
collection. It had been restored about 40 years 
ago in England and while it was originally a sedan, 
the current body was built in the 1970s. It’s a 
fabric body built on the Wayman principle and 
has lasted well.

I’ve had an association with the car since 
around 1986. When Maurice passed away in 2002, 
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Above: Stephen Alexander gets a run in a fellow competitors battered Chummy
Below: Nicole Lothe with her 1935 Austin 7 Sports, and Hugh Fryer with his Chummy race replica



Above: Two of the hot rods that visited the Lake at sunset (not competing)
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he very generously left it to me. 
It has travelled to Europe and New Zealand 

for events, as well as across Australia. It’s such a 
reliable car and has been back to Europe for events 
a couple of  times, first with Maurice and in more 
recent times with me and my wife. Back in 2003, 
I took it to Ireland for the Gordon Bennett Rally. 
From there, we travelled to the 24-hour Le Mans 
and then holidayed around Europe in it. It has also 
travelled across Australia and I’ve even taken it to 
New Zealand for the Vero Insurance Rally.

So what was appealing with Perkolilli?

Well the excitement and history of  Lake 
Perkolilli was clearly part of  the reason, but it was 
largely for Maurice. He’d have wanted to do it.

Competitor: Brett Pollock

Vehicle:   #25 // 1935 Rolls Royce 20/25  

  Country Tourer

What possessed you to bring a Rolls to Perkolilli?

I brought two cars to Lake Perkolilli, the Rolls 
and one of  my trusty old favourites, a 1930 Model 
A Phaeton. They are both very different, and I 
thought it would be a lot of  fun.  

I initially planned on sharing the drive in the 
Model A, but was so exhausted from competing 
in just one car, that I let a friend drive the Ford.

And the history of your car?

The car was originally purchased by a Mrs 
Cluff  in Scotland, with a body built by Barker 
Coach builders. Mrs Cluff  ordered some custom 

extras including larger double chrome headlights. 
Eventually the car found its way to Canada, then 
New Zealand and eventually to Western Australia 
where I purchased it in 2015. 

So how did the Rolls perform on the track?

I’d never raced before so it took a couple of  
laps to get the hang of  it and by day 2 of  practice, 
my confidence had built and I could go flat out 
with comfort. The car was so stable and when 
taking the corners, I could feel the tail slide. 
Having three ton of  car sliding like that was 
pretty interesting, but also incredibly exhilarating. 
It performed extremely well and was hitting 75 
mph down the straights lap after lap.

At one point I did get caught in a willy-willy and 
could barely see the emblem on the car’s bonnet. 
I could tell when I was starting to run wide by 
the feel of  small sand-fire plants on the edge of  
the track, so I knew where to steer for the short 
time I was driving blind. I then popped out into 
the clear, only to see the marshal’s stand up ahead, 
with the marshals looking down in surprise. They 
hadn’t heard the car coming and it just appeared 
from nowhere. 

In fact, the car was so quiet it was dubbed the 
“Whispering Ghost” and it turned out to be very 
popular with the spectators. Each day when the 
track was open, I’d find myself  being asked to 
take people for joyrides. It was ideal with its extra 
seats in the back.

It was the best weekend I’ve had in a long time 
and very special as I’d never raced before. The 
camaraderie was fantastic, as was camping and 
sleeping out in a swag. But the best thing was the 
adrenalin of  racing old cars in that way. 

Above: Kevin Cochrane, relaxed at the wheel and enjoying some speed in his 1926 Bentley 3 litre
Below: Steve Turner riding his 1936 Velocette 500



Competitor: Murray Rudler

Vehicle:   #197 // 1926 Norton 18 and 1929  

  Jap/BSA Country Tourer

What attracted you to take part in the event?

I came along to the 2014 event and really 
enjoyed it. While the last day was rained out, 
we still got in a couple of  good days and it was 
something really different.  

Tell me about the bikes you brought along?

I brought two bikes. The first was a 1926 500cc 
Norton 18, which is pretty 
stock standard. The other is 
a bike I built up using a 1929 
BSA sloper frame and a JAP 
500 engine. It’s built as a 
replica of  a grass tracker 
and is quite a bit faster than 
the Norton.  They are very 
different bikes to ride.

And what was it like get-

ting around Perkolilli on two 

wheels?

It was fantastic, if  a bit 
tricky at times. You had to really pick your line 
for the dust, particularly if  you were behind other 
bikes. At one stage there I got badly dusted out. 
There were three bikes ahead and the dust from 
them was just going over to one side of  the track, 
so I had a perfect view, like I was in a tunnel. Then 
as I got right up to the second bike, a willy-willy 
came from the inside of  the track and just totally 
dusted the lot of  us. I couldn’t see a thing and just 
had to hold my speed and stay wide until we got 
through it. 

The trick was to get out in front and stay there, 
so we were all riding pretty hard. Great fun!

For car enthusiasts into vintage racing, the Red 
Dust Revival was nirvana. The field included a 
wide range of  cars and bikes typical of  those that 
raced on the circuit throughout its history, ranging 
from a 1913 Willys Overland Model 69 through 
to specials built for racing in the 30s. The Revival 
also featured several original race cars from the 
period, including one of  WA’s few surviving 
pre-War racing specials, a little Ford 10 that was 
cheekily dubbed the “White Mouse”, as well as 

early hot rods and speedway racers.     
As the dust settled, it was clear the Revival 

had been a resounding success, not just the 
competition, but in how it captured the essence of  
racing on the Lake all those years ago. The event 
has led a surge of  interest in vintage car racing and 
restoration across Australia.  

Most significantly though, the spirit of  Lake 
Perkolilli has been revived and its place is now 
firmly embedded in Australian motor racing 
history, thanks to those auto addicts who made 
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Above: Graeme Cocks with his 1927 Chrysler Silverwings replica full wound up. Left: Willy Willys were are a common race hazard
Below: Murray Rudler, on his 1926 Norton 18 tussles with Steve Turner, riding his 1936 Velocette 500


