CHARLIE,                                                                         by Dick Willis.
This is the story of a man, Charles George Smith, who crammed more excitement and adventure into his 94 years than most people would be able to do in ten lifetimes. For a little over a decade he was at the forefront of Australian motor sport which is the subject we will mainly be looking at here. However he was seriously involved in aviation for nearly sixty years after first obtaining his licence in 1955 and notably introduced Jim Clark and Graham Hill to aviation during one of their visits here for the Tasman series in the early 1960s. Charlie was licenced as a commercial pilot and instructor and made several trips in light aircraft across the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans to name just a few of his aviation adventures. About 10 years ago he even crewed on a yacht in the Sydney to Hobart yacht race.
Also water skiing, pistol shooting, various business ventures including a share in a large Northern Territory cattle property and another cattle property at Newton Boyd, west of Grafton where he and Betty lived for several years. He was also involved in car clubs, property development, a term as a Coffs Harbour Shire Councillor as well as a genuine love of the Australian outback were all part of Charlie’s life, and all would warrant a chapter or two in the book of his life.
Charlie was born at New Lambton on 11/3/1928 and spent much of his early life on a small farm at Medowie before the family moved to Wentworthville from where he commuted, by train, to the Railway workshops at Eveleigh where he had obtained an apprenticeship as an electrician. On the train he met a young lady, Betty Knight, who he married in 1949. When he finished his apprenticeship he was posted to a country location which didn’t fit well with him being newly married so he quit and soon after decided to “go out on his own” as an electrical contractor eventually having four vans on the road busily engaged in wiring new houses in the then newly developed Baulkham Hills area.
Charlie’s first race was at the first post war motorcycle race meeting at Bathurst in 1946 riding a BSA. However, times were tough in the early post war period for a newly married man with a young family so motor racing plans were temporarily put on hold until the hype of the early RedeX trials captured his attention. Charlie ran in the 1954 and 1955 trials in a Peugeot 203 and FX Holden respectively and in the 1957 Mobilgas Trial in a Peugeot 403. In one incident the battery in his Peugeot failed in the backblocks of WA which would have grounded most competitors but, drawing on his electrical experience, Charlie melted the top off the battery, found the offending shorted out cell, isolated it, sealed up the battery and carried on.
By 1954 the family car was a Fiat 1100, a nippy little car of the period, so it was entered in some races at Mt Druitt and Bathurst plus some other club events. Next car was a Series 1 Morris Major which he modified and ran at the Easter 1959 Bathurst for a class win.
Later in 1959 the Series 2 Morris Major was introduced and Charlie obtained one of these which BMC specially painted for him in a distinctive yellowy/green colour, it was fitted with all the good bits available at the time and it was in this car over the next 3 years that Charlie really made his presence felt in Australian motor racing frequently outdoing many more powerful and highly fancied competitors. The Major was a regular class winner at Bathurst, Warwick Farm and Katoomba and as a young and enthusiastic spectator at time I really became a fan of Charlie and the Major delighting in his giant killing exploits. Given the favourable exposure the BMC product was getting it was no wonder BMC thought so well of him. 
Consequently when the Austin Freeway was introduced in 1962 BMC ensured Charlie received one of the first, painted the same distinctive colour as the Major, at first it was raced in some production car races such as the Phillip Island Armstrong 500 in 1962 but it was soon modified utilising the principles learnt with the Morris Major, the engine being effectively the same as the Major but with the addition of two more cylinders. It was thought this car would be more than a match for the class winning Holdens but it only raced a couple of times including Bathurst, Easter 1963 where it qualified an excellent fourth and recorded 127 mph down Conrod Straight which was faster than any of the Holdens had done at the time but it failed to finish because of clutch failure. By this time BMC had released a more effective production racer in the Morris Cooper as we shall see later in this story and Charlie was keen to move into more challenging machinery as by now he had a full time race mechanic, Ian Maudsley, working for him.
Early in 1962 the Major was returned to standard condition and traded in at John Martin’s Neutral Bay Motors on a Lotus Eleven which Charlie only kept for a year although it brought some good class finishes At Bathurst, Warwick Farm and Katoomba. In 1963, after a test day at Warwick Farm, Charlie bought the green Elfin Formula Junior which Frank Matich had been racing so successfully. Success was immediate with an outright third and class win at Bathurst in 1963 and a win in the 1963 NSW Formula Junior Championships at Catalina Park against some strong opposition. Unfortunately it was with this car at the Hume Weir circuit that Charlie had his first serious racing accident when he locked wheels with another car and the Elfin rolled throwing him out. Charlie spent the night in the Albury hospital, the car was quickly repaired by Bob Brittan and is now owned by Doug Anderson in Yamba.
By now Charlie had itchy feet and traded the Elfin on a Lotus 23 with Alec Mildren. The 23 was raced at the Easter 1964 Bathurst meeting to second outright and set a class lap record at Oran Park which was still intact when the circuit closed. That 23 was fondly remembered by Charlie as the best car he ever raced. Alec Mildren had also asked Charlie to do some races for him in a Brabham BT6 but Charlie crashed it into the fence at Reid Park, Bathurst so that was the end of that relationship.
In 1966 BMC were seeking a new dealer in Coffs Harbour and, because of his good standing with company, asked Charlie if he was interested so he sold his electrical business and moved to Coffs Harbour. This entailed building new premises which opened in mid 1967 with one Dick Willis employed as a mechanic. At that time BMC were enjoying a purple patch with their products selling very well, however life as a motor dealer wasn’t entirely Charlie’s cup of tea so when an offer to sell came about 18 months later Charlie was happy to move on. This proved to be a timely move as by then BMC had begun a downhill slide as the Japanese makes were then starting to take over BMC’s slice of the market and some of the later BMC products certainly weren’t very well received in the market.
Later Charlie bought a disposal store and spent some time as a shire councillor before moving to his cattle property at Newton Boyd.
The move to Coffs Harbour had effectively curtailed Charlie’s racing activities apart from his annual visit to Bathurst for the enduro but one meeting which is effectively etched in history is the 1966 Surfers Paradise 12 hour race. BMC prepared a Mini Moke for Charlie which was fitted with all the hot bits from a racing Cooper S plus some streamlining. Co-driver was Barry Seton and the pair acquitted themselves very well and attracted a lot of attention but failed to finish when the diff failed. The following year he was back again with a modified MG B co-driven by a fellow North Coaster, Noel Hall, they finished second in their class.
When the first ever Australian production car 500 mile enduro was held at Phillip Island in 1960 BMC entered a team of six cars, three Morris Majors and three Austin Lancers, all painted green. Charlie was teamed with Brian Muir but was unplaced. The following year he was back again in a Major teamed with Bruce Maher but retired after 141 laps with broken suspension as the track, by that time, was badly broken up. In 1962 he raced the Freeway there before it was modified but was troubled with loose stones damaging the radiator and finished seventh in the class.
With the move of the 500 to Bathurst in 1963 Charlie became a regular entrant teamed with some of the Sport’s greatest contemporaries until 1969 ;
1963, co-driver, Ron Hodgson, Morris Cooper, class 12th, 115 laps           (broken wheel)
1964,                        Bruce Maher, Morris Cooper, class 1st, 124 laps
1965,                      Barry Ferguson, Morris Cooper, class 5th, 115 laps  (broken rocker)
1966,                            Ron Haylen, Morris Cooper S, DNF, Haylen crashed
1967,                        Barry Seton, Morris Cooper S, class 2nd, 127 laps
1968,                        Don Holland, Morris Cooper S, class 1st, 123 laps
1969,                        Bill Ford, Falcon XW GT Auto, class 2nd, 126 laps
A bit over 20 years ago Charlie asked me “what’s all this Historic racing stuff” and could he come with me to a meeting, this started it, he was hooked, first imparting his advice to me, making suggestions for improvements etc. And then, he could no longer resist, he had to have a go himself, so in his mid 70s  he bought a Series 4 Lotus Seven, got a Regularity licence and away he went, with Betty in tow and had a great time for about ten years. Reluctantly, he then sold the Seven and hung up his helmet for the final time. He continued to accompany me as we travelled to all the Eastern State circuits, spending hours and days together travelling, the Charlie stories kept coming and we had some robust discussions and a few arguments which he invariably won. Charlie won the respect of all he encountered on these trips and we will miss him greatly.
“A remarkable Australian”.
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