John McKerrell
24.8.1940 – 30.06.2006
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John McKerrell’s death of at the end of June has left the UK rallying fraternity without one of the more colourful characters of our sport.  John started rallying in the late 60s and competed in the Motoring News Championship most notably with Mick Briant in a Ford Escort RS and he won the navigator’s award outright in 1974 and played an important part in Mick’s 1975 championship win.  Mick Briant recalls that he was an outstanding navigator, feared and admired in equal measure by the Welsh fraternity.  Mick was able to secure the championship in a highly-underpowered car courtesy of John’s sheer brilliance at reading the maps with supreme accuracy – even in severe fog.  Mick was even accused of cheating by fellow competitors but openly admits that it was John’s skills that allowed him to drive on the edge at all times, regardless of weather and terrain.   John also co-drove Brian Addison in 1971 RAC Rally in a standard production Volkswagen Beetle to a notable finish of 104 out of 250 starters.
Having built up a successful Traffic Signals operations company in the mid 1980s, John decided to try out his driving skills.  He quickly gained recognition for his exploits in a Maserati. 
I first met John in 1986 when he campaigned a De Tomaso Pantera at single venue events but persistent mechanical problems often robbed him of a good result.  We became close friends during 1987 when at the beginning of the season I got a phone call from John saying he would like to buy my entry for an event at Avon Park.  I was driving a Mini Cooper S at the time and had entered this event as the first of the season and the entry had filled up quite quickly.  He explained that he had just bought Ian Donaldson’s Metro 6R4 and wanted to do a rally in it as soon as possible and would I co-drive for him.  One nana second later and the deal was done.  A second overall first time out was an excellent result.  We went back to that venue in October of that year to take a first overall.
The following year John became more involved with sponsorship.   As a member of Hampton and District Motor Club, he sponsored club events and co-sponsored the HDMC Connells-Keyearl Rally Championship.
The Metro 6R4 was a familiar car on the southern rally scene which got the reputation of one of the most rallied Group B cars by the mid 90s.  
I will always remember John for his generosity and hospitality to friends. His generosity even extended to lending his car to others, even his employees. All of these people have said that they consider themselves extremely lucky to have met John.   His wisdom on many knowledgeable topics including the MSA rules and regulations were also to be admired.  Sadly however in 1993 he suffered a blackout in the paddock during an event at Watton and consequently was unable to drive for a year or so whilst medical examinations were carried out.  In the meantime he asked me to drive his car on the Wallasey Promenade Stages in order to allow his then regular co-driver Steve Burtenshaw to score championship points.  I duly repaid him with a 2nd overall to Clive Faine in a similar car.  Later that year happily John had recovered sufficiently to co-drive in the 6R4 at Bovingdon; again we were rewarded with a second overall.
John had a reputation for smoking and drinking which was often the talk of the service areas.  However he was the only man I knew who could have a heavy session into the small hours but wake up as bright as a button the next day, ready and able to go.  His favourite tipple was a scotch and coke now known as a “McKerrell”.  But of course during an event it was only Coca Cola he was drinking!  I did manage to upstage him at Avon Park when he was navigating for me in my Darrian. We rigged up an old plastic Teachers bottle (filled with cold tea of course) with a feed tube to the passenger seat and presented it at scrutineering.  When asked by the scrutineeer what is was I said it was a co-driver aid.  Ah, they said, John McKerrell’s co-driving for you then - no problem!
There are probably more anecdotes about John and his crew during these days than I can remember but the main memory is of his razor sharp analytical skills to maximize advantage out of any imprecise regulations in order to save a result yet at the same time always enjoy the whole experience of rallying whatever the result.  We once trailed all the way down to Pembrey only to find that the car had slipped its cam belt timing whilst on the trailer.  By the time we worked out what the problem was it was too late to start; however the day was still enjoyed with help and assistance given to other competitors whilst quaffing a few drinks in the van.
His other interest was the use of the English language and the derivation of words and he could always stand his ground in any debate.

John’s driving career finally ceased in 1996 but he still managed to co-drive.  He was quickly called upon by Mick Briant to coach his son Ben’s entry into national and international rallying due to his highly disciplined and professional approach to co-driving.  He suffered no nonsense.  He also teamed up with old friend Russell Hale over the Monteberg and Longcross stages.  However in 2004 John underwent a triple heart by-pass and a diagnosis of lung cancer a few months later curtailed many of his rallying activities.  Yet true to form he was out in February this year at Goodwood. He re-teamed with old friend Sarah Johnson.  Realising that John was still struggling with his health, Sarah wanted to thank John for lending her his Metro during the 90’s.  She thanked him in the only way possible – by going rallying together.  Apparently he hadn’t lost his touch and they finished a creditable 2nd in class and the pair had planned another outing later this year. 
For the last six years he was busy with his new career working at West Sussex County Council as a traffic officer and with his many years of traffic signal experience, he made a significant impact with his colleagues and was instrumental in many of the revised road systems in the East Grinstead area. Once again John’s inimitable character and openness won him many friends.   When the time came to lay John to rest there wasn’t a dry eye in the packed chapel.   I will miss his wit, kindness, generosity and the ability to enjoy life to the full and I will certainly drink a “McKerrell” or two in his memory.  Looking to the future, John’s old crew are talking of writing a diary of their exploits as it is clear that many wish to keep the memories alive and share those with others.  The account is apparently tentatively entitled: ‘McFish – Tall Tales, Warts and All.  I am reliably informed that this will be a strictly honest account, no exaggerations. 
Our thoughts go to his wife Carol, sister Sheena and his two daughters Christa and Natasha by a previous marriage. 
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