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Renaissance Man
In 37 years, Elliott Forbes-Robinson

has proved himself an immensely talented artist
behind the wheel of any race car.

BY JOHN PHILLIPS
PORTRAIT BY RICHARD DOLE, PHOTOGRAPHY FROM EFR ARCHIVES

Elliott Forbes-Robinson lives in a modest brick bungalow
overlooking Lake Norman, 10 miles west of the geographic
center of stock-car racing—Mooresville, North Carolina.
The town is so steeped in motorsports that the police cruis-

ers are decorated in a checkered-flag motif, and all 18 pins at a
nearby golf course are aflutter with the real thing. Forbes-Robin-
son’s basement leads out to a dock, a diving board, and a pontoon
boat. The lake here is muddy and as narrow as a river, but mature
oaks and dogwoods hide the houses on the opposite shore. His
home—plus the shaded, trail-like drive leading to it—are as sce-
nic, serene, and secluded as racing is gaudy, noisy, and public.

Inside are few mementos of a life spent at speed—a photo
of a Can-Am car at Mosport and a couple of soapstone carvings
commemorating his Canadian Trans-Am victories. Otherwise,
the photos on the walls depict his three adult sons. “You put up
what’s important,” he says.

Now 62, Forbes-Robinson’s hair is
white, his arms are mottled with freckles,
and his racing résumé is so long and varied
that he’s forgotten about half of it. Which is
understandable. He’s won pro races in each
of the past five decades. The victories have
come in Super Vee and Formula Atlantic
Lolas, in all manner of SCCA Nissans (from
a Datsun 610 to a 300ZX Turbo), in IMSA
Camel GT Porsches (from 911s to 956s), in
Trans-Am Pontiacs and Buicks, in Can-Am
NF-10 Spyders, in IMSA GTP Nissan ZX-
T factory prototypes, and in World Sports
Car and Grand American Ford R&S Mk III
prototypes. Driving a Dodge Viper, he won
One Lap of America. He’s won his class at
Pikes Peak in the very Legends cars that he
and Humpy Wheeler invented. He’s nailed
the 24 Hours of Daytona three times—twice
overall and once in class. And just last year,
at age 61, he won a pair of Grand Ameri-
can races (at Mid-Ohio and Daytona) driv-
ing a Crawford-Pontiac Daytona Prototype.
In total, he’s won eight SCCA champion-

ships—everything from three national club-racing titles to the
1982 Trans-Am crown, as well as the 2003 Rolex Vintage Enduro
Championship.

“It took me a while, but I figured out that Elliott had 409
career starts and 55 victories,” says race statistician Dave Arnold.
“Among road-racing drivers dating back to 1963, that makes him
the eighth most successful driver in North America.”

He was born Elliott Robinson in San Francisco on Halloween
in 1943. But just as he started the second grade, his mother lured
the family back to her native Australia for two years, “just long
enough for my dad to discover that everybody down there was
named Robinson,” he says. “So he added the hyphenated ‘Forbes’
to be different.” When the family returned, relocating to Los An-
geles, Elliott’s pals shortened his seven-syllable name to “EFR,”
later saving race-car painters no end of tedious lettering.

Elliott’s father—also named Elliott—sold MGs and Triumphs
on Sunset Boulevard. EFR Sr. raced an Aus-
tin-Healey Sprite on weekends, while EFR
Jr. autocrossed a $1600 VW Beetle with a
canvas sunroof. “The plan was that I’d get
Dad’s Sprite as my own car when I turned
21,” he recalls, “but a couple months be-
fore my birthday, a spindle broke, and he
crashed in Turn Nine at Riverside. Parts
of his body were paralyzed, and he never
raced again. But we talked about why it
happened. The accident wasn’t random, so
it didn’t scare me. At least not as much as
you’d think.”

Elliott rebuilt the Sprite, entering it in
slaloms and trials, competing successfully
against the likes of Don Devendorf. He
paid his bills by working in Technicolor’s
positive-assembly department at Univer-
sal Studios. “Every weekend, though, I’d
call in sick,” he confesses, “and finally they
said, ‘Hey, seems like racing is more im-
portant than your job.’ I thought for a sec,
then said, ‘Uh, yeah, it is.’ ” He quickly en-
deared himself to an employer more sym-

1965: After his father crashed the Sprite,

1964: EFR began his career autocrossing a 
$1600 Beetle with a canvas sunroof.
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pathetic to weekend speed fests, former F1
driver Richie Ginther, working in Ginther’s
Porsche parts department in Culver City.
“Richie was so patient and soft-spoken,”
EFR says of the man who became famous
for bagging Honda’s first F1 victory. “He
gave me a ton of good advice.” 

It wasn’t until 1967, when Elliott was
23—an advanced age to launch a racing
career—that he attended an SCCA drivers’
school in a 289 Cobra that, he says, “be-
longed to the bank.” His instructor owned
a similarly powerful Corvette yet was four
seconds slower than Elliott. “I remember
the Cobra was pushing, so I asked this guy
at the school named John [John Timanus,
later one of the SCCA’s most revered execu-
tives] what to do. He said, ‘Turn in early, get
on the gas, just slide it through.’ So I was
having a ball until my instructor called me
in, all angry. He said, ‘Listen, kid, knock it
off—you’re scaring people.’ ”

Between races in the early ’60s, Elliott
attended Glendale College, collecting two
items of lifelong value. First, he met a slim
third-generation Hawaiian girl named Lou-
nette, whom he married a few years later,
“the best decision of my whole life,” he says
today. And he earned his ticket as an aircraft
mechanic, although he never worked at that
particular craft. “It was still so valuable,” he
asserts, “because it was about then that pro
racers were starting to use AN fittings, high-
grade fasteners, steel-braided lines, engi-
neered aluminum structures. I even learned
about wings, and they taught me to weigh
everything, always checking to see if lighter,
stronger parts were available.” 

He raced the Cobra against huge fields
of Corvettes and Mustangs, winning at Star-
dust Raceway, Willow Springs, and Del Mar,
and suddenly found himself the recipient
of gifts—free wheels, Goodyear tires, spe-
cial cylinder heads—from a Texan he then
called “Mr. Shelby.”

The Cobra turned out to be the last
racer EFR would finance himself. Just 24
months later, at age 25, he steered a spon-
sored Porsche 911 to victory in the U2 class
at the Sears Point Trans-Am, as four factory
teams looked on. For the next 37 years, the
rides rolled in like waves on a beach.

In fact, the Beach Boy motif seemed ap-
propriate, what with the unique lei paint
job on his helmet. “That was Lounette’s
idea,” he explains, “because she’s Hawaiian.
She painted it by hand—still does—but
didn’t know she’d have to do 30 of them.
She’s not so excited about it anymore.”

Apart from Ginther, EFR had no driving
coach, so he focused not so much on speed
as on not breaking cars. “It was partly the
empathy I developed from fixing the Sprite
and Cobra myself,” he says of his legendary
gentle touch, “and partly because my hero
[Ginther] was famous for nursing junk F1
cars through a whole race. He said, ‘Elliott,
if you can’t go fast without busting stuff,
find a new line of work.’ So the speed came
later, but it was funny, because I think the
quickness came from all my early car gym-
nastics—from autocrossing. On those tiny
courses, you learn to brake gently and in
a straight line, to feel weight transferring
before it even happens, which corners to
give away, how to put down power using
torque rather than revs. If you horse the car
around, you’re slow. And by the time I got
on real racetracks, I’d learned to control my
aggression. I’d wait to pass, making men-
tal calculations of whether I could get by
cleanly, and if the percentage was low, I’d
ask myself, ‘Why am I so desperate?’ ”

Which isn’t to say he’s never crashed.
“I didn’t follow my own advice and once
got three wide at Daytona,” he remembers,
wincing. “I flew off into a culvert. All I re-
member is seeing the dash get real big. We
fixed the car, and I went back out, and I
spun immediately. I couldn’t figure out why.

1969:
the Sears Point Trans-Am.

1974: EFR drove for Dan Gurney in an F5000 
car, here at Mid-Ohio.

1975: In the Formula Atlantic years, he 
raced against the likes of Gilles Villeneuve.

1978: EFR recalls his Can-Am years, 1977 to
1980, with almost spiritual fondness. EFR’s hero was both his employer and his only driving coach: ex-F1 Honda pilot Richie Ginther.

1967: He did well enough in the Cobra to
attract attention fromMr. Shelby.
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Turns out I had a concussion. I got lost on
the way back to the Orlando airport, then
couldn’t find my car at the Charlotte air-
port. The doctor told me, ‘You don’t have to
crack your skull to ring your bell. A sudden
stop will ring it just as good.’ ”

It was an insight into his own mortality,
and he later acted on it. “When I was racing
the Nissan GTP [which made as much as
1100 horsepower in qualifying], there was

so much downforce that the Bridgestones
began exploding,” he recalls. “It happened
at the Glen, then at Riverside, where I
crashed and broke my shoulder. Then the
tires began to vibrate at Del Mar, and I said,
‘Oh, no, here we go again.’ I loved that car,
probably the most prestigious drive of my
life, but I had to tell the guys, ‘Sorry, I just
can’t do this anymore.’ ”

He showed up at the next IMSA race

1982: A Trans-Am title in a Firebird led to a 
lash-up with the factory Pontiac team.

1983: Lounette invented EFR’s helmet 
graphics, eventually painting 30 of them.

1982: In Winston Cup, he earned three top-
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driving a friend’s GTU-class Mazda—a
jump from the fastest and best-funded fac-
tory prototype on earth to a private entry
both mainstream and mundane. “He’s al-
ways done stuff like that without the slight-
est bruise to his ego,” says Dave Arnold,
“which is one reason he’s developed a repu-
tation as one of the sport’s most optimistic
and upbeat guys.”

Elliott responds, “I’m glad people think
that, but it’s not always easy. When I wake
up and feel irked or apprehensive, I just
force myself to spend the first three hours
of the day pretending I’m Mr. Happy—big
goofy smile, handshakes all around, boom-
ing ‘Hellos!’ and ‘Good mornings!’ And by
noon, I usually do feel upbeat—some sort of
self-correcting mechanism, I guess. Besides,
smiling at the guys who wrench on your car
is an act of self-preservation, right?” 

His favorite tracks are Mid-Ohio, La-
guna Seca, and Mosport. “Especially Mo-
sport,” he says, “which is so fast and blind
that it’s dangerous, but I’ve always loved
high-speed corners. In the Crawford DP,
I was the first to go flat through the esses
at VIR—160 mph. Andy Wallace said, ‘No
way you’re flat through there.’ So he looked
at my traces and saw it was true. ‘Well,’ he
said, ‘you must be getting there slower.’ We
all laughed at that.”

In a lifetime of racing, he ranks Geoff
Brabham as his favorite teammate—“Same
sense of humor, set up his car the same as
me”—but reckons his most talented adver-
sary was Keke Rosberg. “No guy could jump
in a strange car and immediately crack off
laps so fast,” he says. “Course, then he’d
crash in the race.”

In fact, EFR remembers the 1977–80
Can-Am years with almost spiritual fond-
ness. “I was up against guys like Rosberg,
Jacky Ickx, Al Holbert, and Patrick Tam-
bay,” he says, “so if I did well, man, it meant
something. Once, in Trois-Rivières [in
1978], I chased Alan Jones, who was try-
ing so hard to stay in front of me that he
spun. So I won! That was huge. And it was
the same in Formula Atlantic. If you won,
it meant you beat Gilles Villeneuve, Bill
Brack, Tom Gloy, Bobby Rahal, Bertil Roos,
Richard Spenard, Price Cobb, Danny Sulli-
van—a deep pool of talent, you know?” 

Throughout his career, EFR has pre-
ferred to drive to races rather than fly. He
currently owns a late-model C-class Mer-
cedes and GMC pickup truck—which he
keeps stocked with books on tape—and
there’s a Porsche 356 cabrio under restora-
tion in his garage, along with a 1960 Chevy
pickup with a hot-rodded LT1. “But after
driving the world’s coolest race cars,” he
says, “expensive street cars sort of bore me.
I actually prefer motorcycles. Lounette and
I will just go cruising through Colorado
on my BMW and Honda. And, of course, I
have my 14-foot jet boat.”

It’s a boat that comes with a story. “I
was teaching a movie producer to drive his
Porsche 993 at Road Atlanta,” he recalls,
“and the guy rolled the thing three times in
Turn One. It broke a bone in my cheek. A
week passes, then the guy mails me a check
for $5000 with a note that says, ‘I am so sor-
ry.’ If I put the money in the bank, I knew
I’d forget about it, so I went right out and
bought a used boat. Every time I get in it, it
reminds me: Don’t ride with students.” 

1993: EFR attended One Lap to watch, was
enlisted to drive a Dodge Viper, and won.

1996: EFR won his class at Pikes Peak, driv-
ing the Legends car he helped invent.

1985: In a Buick Regal built by Ron Nash, 
EFR won the Sears Point Trans-Am.

1987: The Nissan GTP prototypes
made huge downforce and as 

much as 1100 horsepower
 in qualifying, doing no end of 

evil to the tires.
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2003: A more recent passion: EFR drives in 
as many as 10 historic races each year.

2001: EFR enjoyed a long and successful 
ride in Rob Dyson’s Riley & Scott Ford.

1999: EFR has won the Daytona 24 Hours
three times—twice overall, once in class.
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