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From Mocked
to Mainstream

n the second lap of an HSR historic
event at Rood Atlonta, a car turned
sideways in heavy traffic, leaving
the rest of the pack scrambling
through the high-speed turn fo avoid hitting
it. Jim Downing saw a hole in the choos and
went for it-but that stopped car started to roll,
blocking Downing's escape route.

The resulting T-bone crash was a big one thot
did some domage to Downing’s back but none
to his heod or nack thanks to his HANS Device.
Downing, o cslebrated, longtime racer in both
the pro and amotsur ranks, coinvented the now
ubiquitous HANS Device and has been wearing
one regulorly since 1986.

“That was my first big frontal wreck in 61
years of racing,” he says. “I hit his cor dead
center. And | felt the HANS work. It wos odd
for me to have that experience being the
HANS guy, but thers it was, and it paid off in
this cose.”

“It was the second time a HANS has pre-
vented a head or neck injury to Downing in o
violent crash,” Jonathon Ingram wrote soon
ahter in Autowsek. “In June of 2012, a rear
wing support collopsed on the back straight ot
Mid-Ohio during en SCCA club race.”

in that incident, Downing’s protolype racer
fipped and slid off track into mud soft
snough from a recent rain for the cor’s
roll bar to dig in. “And when my
heod touched the dirt,” Downing
adds, “it rolled me into o baoll and
broke my back in two ploces.”
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Ingram’s excellent 2019 book, “Crash! From
Senna to Earnhardt-How the HANS Helped
Save Racing,” relates in grect detail how
Downing and Robert Hubbard-the Duke engi-
neer/Genaral Motors salety researcher/Michi-
gon State University professor who married
Jim’s sister and helped with his racing for many
yaars-coinvented and developed the head-and-
neck resiraint. After much initial resistance, the
HANS Davice, as well as follow-up units Fom
other makers, have become naot only common
but often mandatory.

The device’s lifesaving
function is keeping
the driver’s head
from snapping
forward in @ hard
frontal crash while
their body is tightly
restrained by balts.
When the head
snaps forward like
that, the potentially
fatal resultis o
fraciure ot the
base of the
skoll that
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culs on artery, causing the driver to quickly blesd to
death. That's what happened to Ayrion Senna, Dale
Earnhardt, Adaom Petty and too many others through
the ysars.

“The story really started when Patrick Jocquemart
waos killed at Mid-Ohio,” Downing tells us. “That was
a sad deal, he was a friend. And thatwas far from

the first racing fatality fromr@ basilar shull frocture.
1 brought the subject up to said, “What can
wa do about this#’

“He worked on it and come up with the idea of
some kind of collar,” Downing continues, "and we
made prototypes and kept making changes. | had
a composite shop and guys who worked there,
and each time one of us thought we could do
something better, we tried it. And we got a patent
on it fairly sarly.”

He tells of wearing one for the first ime of the
1986 Daytona 24: “People were snickering and
pointing and wondering what in the world | was
doing. But | continued to wear it because we
bslieved in it. Thers were a faw other people who
also saw the value of it and got them, and we just
put up with the negative outside input.

In 1991, they publicly introduced a big wrap-
around HANS and managed to build and sell roughly
250 of them in the next 10 years-
losing money on sach ane of them-
until Earnhardt's 2001 death.

Percaived discomfori was the main
complaint from those who hod never
tried it. “They ware not going to
wear it because they just knew it was
going to be uncomforieble,” Downing
explains. “And we just iried to assure
them: ‘Just give it a try. Quit talking
and try it."”

The FIA got interested, but the
device was too big and bulky to fit
into a Formula 1 cor. “And Mercedes
got interesied after Senna’s death
in 1994," Downing continues. “Wa
agreed to shrink it down fo o mors
monagsable size, ond Mercedas
did @ ton of slad testing-which can
cost $2000 to 53500 a run-in 1995
through 1999,

“We didn’t have that kind of
money,” Downing recalls, “and | give
tham a lot of aredit. Bob went over
there; thair engineer, Hubert Gramling,
worked with him. They became friends
and worked hard to get the best
design they could.” They did get o few
NASCAR drivers to wear it.

“And ofter Earnhardt wos killed,”
Downing recalls, “suddenly the world
woke up. We hod newspoper people
here and got calls from all over the
world. | took orders for 250 the next
wask but had just thres on the shelf.

| had people unhappy with me for o year becauss it
tock that long to get the production going.”

Hubbard sodly passed oway in 2019, and
Downing no longer makes or salls the device. "We
just racartify them occasionally. Simpson bought me
outin 2012, ond Holley recently bought Simpson.”

Three designs are avoilable today that cover dif-
fersnt angles of recline back to 30 degrees. “Alier
thot,” Downing explains, “if you're lying on your
back, it really doesn’t help you much.”

Looking back, how does Downing feel about the
lsgacy that he and Hubbard created and the lives
and serious injuries saved as a result? “I am thrilled,”
he says. “It was great and continues to be, ond itis o
thrill to have been o part of it.

“People say, "You have saved hundreds and
hundreds of lives.” Maybe so, but what it does on
a more regulor basis is keep people from being
injured by having had their heads siretched hard
one way or the other. There are all sarts of injuries
that you can get that revolve around your torsa
and nack. So it has also saved a lot of folks from
injuries that would require o long recovery process
and not being able to race for o while. People
come up to me on a regular bosis and say nice
things.” -Gary Witzenburg Bli*
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