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The Kiwi love affair for fast, lairy V8 race cars is being resurrected at the HRC ICEBREAKER meeting 
later this month with the inclusion of a race for cars from the Sports Sedan era, a period through the 
1970s until the mid-’80s where shed-built creations battled for tarmac superiority across the 
nation’s tracks. 

These cars truly were the bad-asses of New Zealand motorsport at the time. With a rulebook which 
could be described conservatively as ‘loose’, the category gave way to competition builds that 
harnessed the innovative and plain crazy, like no other class of the era. These were machines with 
limited constraints, pieced together by men in garages obsessed with shaving every last second off 
their lap times in the pursuit of other crazy, genius campaigners. 

For a car that best conveys the New Zealand ‘number 8 wire’ mentality, (that is, a bit of good old 
fashioned Kiwi ingenuity, mashed together with a selection of motley go-fast parts culminating in 



 
something that went damn fast), we present for you Graeme Addis’ 1972 Chrysler Valiant Charger. A 
long-standing race machine with a current form far removed from the day it rolled off the factory 
floor. 

 

The Charger began life as a race car. Entered in the local production race series by the New Zealand 
distributor, Todd Motors, in 1972 it finished second in the prestigious Benson & Hedges endurance 
race. The following year it was acquired by Addis and then retired from competition in 1974. In 
1976, the transformation from production racer to Sports Sedan began, and it wasn’t long before 
the car shed any road-going intentions whatsoever and took the form of a pure race machine. 

Function was prioritised over form; a perfect case in point being the spartan instrumentation 
perched atop the steering column. Like most features of old race cars, even the Smiths tachometer 
has a distinctively mechanical appeal to its visual. 

On the surface the Charger appears to retain some semblance of its original construction. While the 
body may look akin to a standard car – albeit with an unusually extended wheelbase and a plethora 
of bulges and additions targeted towards performance – beneath the largely fibreglass exterior is a 
tubular space-frame that’s been carefully thought out and constructed. 



 

 
 

A peek under the rear, through the massive opening where the rear panel normally would be, 
answers these questions. Graeme’s Charger, for all intents and purposes, is draped across a Lola 
T190 Formula 5000 open-wheeler. Taking pride of place in the rear is a Hewland transaxle, located 
by a custom cradle which utilises the Lola suspension components and uprights. Up front it’s 
remarkably similar, the tube-frame chassis making use of the Lola uprights and suspension pick-ups. 

Bolted to the transaxle is a small-block Chevy V8. While the car originally ran with a Formula 5000 5-
litre unit complete with period mechanical fuel injection, it eventually received a 6-litre unit fed by a 
large 4-barrel Holley carburettor. Graeme recalls the relocation of the engine to the centre of the 
vehicle behind the fabricated cabin firewall resulted in prodigious levels of rear grip, but the trade-
off was vague front-end grip as well as some aerodynamic lift. 

More good old Kiwi ingenuity followed. A self-developed aero package was added to the Charger, 
largely through studying images of how “the guys were doing it overseas.” Graeme engineered his 
own in-cabin adjustable rear wing, with the angle of attack able to be altered on the fly. Up the 
front, a substantial air-dam both directs cooling air through the front mounted radiator, but also 
enables control of air-flow beneath the car and under the flat floor; in essence an early take on 
ground effects technology. 



 
The story almost came to a close in the late 1980s when Motorsport New Zealand effectively 
outlawed the Charger (and many others like it) and changed the regulations almost overnight for the 
class. Fed up, Graeme pushed the car in an empty shipping container, welded the doors shut and 
dragged it to the bottom of his farm. Come 2012 and renewed interest in the Sports Sedans of past, 
the Charger was exhumed, the mechanicals checked over, and the original painted signwriting 
touched up (by the original signwriter no less!) in anticipation of its return. Nostalgic race 
enthusiasts welcomed Graeme and the Charger back on track with open arms too. Yet another 
chapter is beginning for this shining beacon of true Kiwi race ingenuity. 

Come along to Hampton Downs on 10th and 11th September to see these thundering saloons in 
action.  Tickets available from https://www.iticket.co.nz/go-to/hrc-events 
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