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Adventure
Seeker
This 356 is already on its way to China where it will compete 
in the World Rally Tour Peking to Paris Rally – an 8,000-mile 
competition running from China to Europe...
Story & Photography: John Glynn 
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R
enée Brinkerhoff was born into 

adventure. The third of four daughters 

of a US Marine Captain, Renée’s 

early childhood was spent in Taiwan, 

where life was lived under the nuclear 

shadow amidst smouldering Sino-American 

tensions in the late 1950s. The family spent a 

brief spell back in the USA before moving to 

Hong Kong, where Captain Mushett’s skills 

as a Mandarin speaker earned him a role 

with a US business overseas. A second return 

to America was followed by two years in the 

US embassy in Laos, where her father was 

embassy chief of security services during the 

final years of the Vietnam War. 

After the war, the family settled in 

California. Renée finished high school in 

San Clemente, before shipping out to Maui, 

Hawaii. She returned to the mainland to 

study medicine at the University of Colorado, 

but soon encountered a handsome young 

student named William Brinkerhoff. They 

were married within a few months and have 

since spent four decades together, raising four 

children along the way.

Formative years spent in the world’s most 

turbulent political hotspots gifted Renée and 

her sisters with a stimulating childhood. 

The mother of four was determined to 

ensure that her own children would be 

raised in a similarly vibrant environment, 

so she embarked upon the ground-breaking 

challenge of educating them at home, 

including classes in music and sports. Renée 

wholeheartedly embraced the roles of mother, 
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teacher and wife. 

“Raising and schooling four children 

required me to surrender my personal 

ambitions,” she admits. “All the things one 

dreams about doing one day: I put those on 

hold without realising. There would be times 

when I felt like inside I was dying, but all 

those years, I had a mantra. I would say to 

myself “one day, I’m gonna…” and imagine 

what could finish that sentence. I needed to 

find something big: something ‘out there’  

and magnificent.  

“Eventually, I heard myself saying “one 

day, I’m gonna race a car”. I knew nothing 

about racing, or what sort of car I would use. I 

heard about a Mexican race called La Carrera 

Panamericana that was said to be the most 

dangerous road race anywhere in the world. 

This was big and it was definitely ‘out there’: 

La Carrera became my obsession.

“I was researching La Carrera when a 

relative bought a Porsche 356 to restore. As 

soon as I saw it, I knew this was what I wanted 

to drive. Searching through cars for sale, we 

came across a 1956 Porsche 356A ‘Outlaw’. 

The silver 356 was my racing soulmate: we 

were the same age and we still had what it 

takes. We were just perfect for each other.”

As the car began to take shape in a local 

racing workshop, attention turned to 

preparing the driver. Renée took lessons at 

the Porsche Sport Driving School, alongside 

the great Hurley Haywood. Hurley explained 

that flat-out racing on open roads was entirely 

different to driving on track, so Renée decided 

to experience La Carrera Panamericana in 

person, driving and navigating another 

Porsche 356. It was a true baptism of fire.

On the first day of La Carrera 2012, three 

people perished when a racing car collided 

with a motorcyclist and a policeman. Later 

in the event, five cars went over a cliff. The 

danger affected the debutante, but the desire 

to compete drove her on. “When you have 

challenges in your life of any kind – and 

these races are challenges – then you have an 

opportunity to see yourself. You see new parts 

of yourself; you see new ugly things, you see 

new beautiful things. You find out who you 

are and who you are not. And I like that.”

As Renée crossed that first finish line, her 

ambitions were stronger than ever. La Carrera 

2013 was the first in her own car, and the pair 

have since competed in three further editions 

of La Carrera Panamericana. Every race has 

challenged this unique competitor and her 

Valkyrie Racing team, but each has made 

Renée stronger and more determined to show 

the world just what can be achieved when 

motivated people support one another. 

After the 2016 La Carrera, the team upped 

the ante by announcing the 356 World Rally 

Tour: racing all seven continents of the world 

in the little 356. Media interest in the 356 

World Rally Tour encouraged Renée to harness 

the attention to highlight the problem of child 

trafficking, which is prevalent in many parts of 

the world traversed by marathon rallies. The 

‘Valkyrie Gives’ philanthropic arm reaches out 

to organisations supporting children at risk in 

these areas with education and information.

The 356 World Rally Tour is comprised of 

six long distance events. It began in 2017, with 

the La Carrera Panamericana. From Mexico, 

the car was shipped to Australia for the 2018 

Targa Tasmania. The third event of the World 

Rally Tour was Caminos del Inca in Peru. Next 

up is the Peking to Paris Rally across Asia in 

June/July 2019, swiftly followed by the East 

African Classic Safari Rally at the end of this 

year. The final event is a race across Antarctica: 

the 356 will make use of eco-friendly 

alternative power for this. 

La Carrera Panamericana is run on public 

roads and the fastest cars are straight off a 

race track. Taking the 356 to the next level of 

rallying – racing on gravel – would require 

many modifications to give it the strength and 

Renée and the team from Tuthill 
Porsche shook the 356 down on UK 
soil ahead of its epic adventure...



50  www.gtpurelyporsche.com

endurance required to survive. For this, Renée 

turned to Tuthill Porsche in Oxfordshire.

Tuthill Porsche is synonymous with 

Porsche rallying. Three-time winner of the 

East African Safari Classic Rally and FIA R-GT 

Cup champions in a Porsche 997 GT3 with 

François Delecour, the cars that come out of 

this workshop are built to survive any terrain. 

Renée’s 356 would be engineered to the very 

same recipe.  

“Richard had already reached out to 

offer his help when he saw we were racing 

in Mexico,” notes Renée. “He flew out to 

California and helped set the 356 up for 

the 2017 La Carrera Panamericana, also 

introducing us to mechanic Simon Redhead, 

who is now chief technician for the Valkyrie 

Racing project.

“The second race of our 356 World Rally 

Tour was Targa Tasmania in Australia. That 

was an asphalt event, but the third race would 

be held on South American soil, through the 

mountains of Peru. Rally Caminos del Inca is 

a marathon event through the high peaks of 

the Andes, all on rough terrain. There wasn’t 

much time between the World Rally Tour 

events in Australia and South America, so the 

car sailed straight to England as soon as we 

had finished in Tasmania. After Tuthills had 

collected the car from the shipping company, 

its transformation could begin.”

The first job was to steam clean the 356 

before stripping the parts that are checked 

“After Tuthills had collected 
the car from the shipping company, 

its transformation could begin”
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and rebuilt after every rally. The engine and 

transmission were removed and the rolling 

shell was pushed into Tuthill’s fabrication 

workshop. Skilled metalworkers then started 

the work to take the car to gravel spec. Time 

constraints meant they would have to do this 

without completely stripping the shell, as they 

would normally do for a super-strong gravel 

rally car build. 

The project was a mix of adding parts 

where nothing existed on a factory 356 and 

modifying or upgrading parts that formed 

part of the existing tarmac specification. The 

fabricators would add mountings for the skid 

plates that would protect the components 

from damage on rough ground. The 

suspension arms would also be strengthened 

and front and rear damper mounts added for 

gravel suspension. 

Mounting the skid plates was a major 

undertaking, due to the difference in chassis 

architecture between the 356 and the more 

familiar 911. As the 356 does not have the rear 

chassis legs used to mount the ladder bars 

that support the rear skid plate, the fabricators 

added a triangulated section on either side of 

the engine bay to do a similar job. The central 

tunnel also had to be reinforced for the front 

mounting points: not easy with the car still 

together rather than apart. 

The rear end of the modified 356 is a 

hybrid of 356 and early 911 parts, so the 

rear suspension arms could be modified in 

the same way as a Safari 911. Custom AVO 

dampers were fitted to the new mounts. The 

large fuel tank was secured with stronger 

mounting points to stop it coming adrift on 

rough ground and the main fire extinguisher 

bottle was relocated to the rear of the cabin for 

safety, with hand-held fire extinguishers fitted 

up front. 

Both driver and co-driver seats were 

mounted on stronger seat rails and the co-

driver had a new footrest, with a raised floor 

made for the driver for comfort. Smaller jobs 
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included a new quick-release mount for the 

jack, better spare wheel restraints and a larger 

washer bottle.

To improve performance on loose surfaces, 

the brakes were upgraded with Tuthill’s 

aluminium callipers all round, controlled by 

an adjustable twin-master cylinder pedal box 

and a new hydraulic handbrake. The wheels 

were upgraded to stronger Braid rims with 

DMACK gravel tyres. After a full rebuild and 

with the overhauled engine and transmission 

back in the car, it was taken to Wales for its 

first gravel test.

The team could not have asked for better 

weather on the test, with clear blue skies and 

a gentle breeze rustling through the Welsh 

mountains at Walters Arena, supporting 

the Red Kites and Peregrine Falcons soaring 

overhead. Originally a 4,000-acre open cast 

coal mine that reached the end of its life 

shortly after WW2, Walters Group bought 

this place as a partially landscaped site in the 

1990s and began to redevelop the property as 

a working forest and off-road paradise, adding 

several renewable energy projects in recent 

years. The site has hosted stages of Wales Rally 

GB and is home to the BMW Off-Road Skills 

Centre, as well as being a popular destination 

for manufacturer launches.

With hundreds of miles of graded roads 

over a mix of terrain, the former coalmine is 

an excellent place to test rally cars. Richard 

Tuthill is with us to test the car and offer 

Renée some tuition. Also on the test is Calvin 

Cooledge, who has joined the team as Renée’s 

co-driver. Calvin brings a vast amount of rally 

experience to Valkyrie Racing and will work 

with Renée on this year’s Peking to Paris and 

East African Safari Classic rallies. 

Richard is happy with his first run in 

the 356 over a stage loop of several miles. 

With initial ride height and setup judged 

to be perfect, the mechanics can focus on 

damper adjustments and driver comfort. 

Renée tries several iterations of seat and 

pedal adjustments before finding the perfect 

solution. Then it’s time for more testing and 

some tuition. The car clocks up many test 

miles in Wales before the day ends with a fifty-

foot jump at more than 100mph. Teacher and 

student both proclaim the 356 ready to ship 

to South America.

Tested to the limit by local red tape and the 

physiological effects of extreme altitude as the 

route climbed to almost 16,000 feet above sea 

level, Caminos del Inca was not the easiest 

event for Valkyrie Racing, but the team pulled 

together and got to the finish. The 356 was 

the only classic car to complete the rally in 

Peru, achieving another goal increased Renée’s 

determination to do well on the next World 

Rally Tour outing: the Peking to Paris Rally. 

This 8,000-mile rally challenge from China 

to the heart of Europe across the wilds of 

Mongolia will be Renée’s first event without an 

accompanying technical support team, so she 

and Calvin have been training on mechanical 

work with Tuthills in the interim. By the time 

you read this, the 356 will be on its way to 

China to start another great adventure. Follow 

its progress on social media or on the Valkyrie 

Racing website: www.racevalkyrie.com 

The day ends with a fifty-foot jump  
at more than 100mph...




