
500 Milhas da Granja Viana Race Report 

By Olivier Cote 
I would like to thank all the people that made my trip to the 2011 Granja Viana 500 in Brazil one of the best 
experiences of my life. Special thanks to MG Tires Racing / WR Motorsports for making this possible as part of 
the BSRKC championship. I would also like to thank Luis Ruibal for simplifying the communication issues and 
making this trip even more enjoyable.  
 
We left for the Detroit International Airport Monday morning. At the airport, our Delta flight was delayed for 
more than three hours due to fog at the JFK Airport in New York.  So we missed our connecting flight from 
NYC to Sao Paulo and started racing between gates and terminals to find a way to get to Brazil.  Luckily, we 
were able to get rebooked on the last flight of the day going to Sao Paulo with American Airlines but it was in 
Terminal 8 and we were in Terminal 1 with less than 30 minutes before departure.  We ran between terminals 
and through security while they were calling our names on the intercom and barely made it to the plane. In fact 
they closed the doors behind us, literally!  Our luggage unfortunately was not transferred in time but at least we 
were on our way to Brazil while catching our breath. 

Once we arrived in Sao Paolo on the Tuesday morning, we met with Luis Ruibal (MG Tires Racing / WR 
Motorsports) and the rest of the team, Chuck Gafrarar (USA), Vicki Brian (USA), and father and son, Kurt 
Mathewson (USA) and Cole (Davis) Mathewson (USA).  From the airport we took another flight to Navegantes 
Airport, then drove the rest of the way to our hotel Villa do Mar, in Penha, Santa Catarina.  At the hotel, I 
shared a room with Chuck a former Indy racer with Penske who now races Tag Senior for Russell.  The hotel 
was right on the beach and offered a beautiful view of the waterfront.  Each morning we had a great 
complimentary breakfast with hot and cold dishes.  Late in the evenings after practice and the race, we would 
go to a local restaurant with Luis and were very pleased the food.  The portions were for two. 

The 2011 Granja Viana 500 (also known as 500 Milhas) is a 700 lap endurance race running up to twelve hours.  
This race has been held every year in Brazil since 1997, but this is the first year that it was held at Beto Carrero 
World (a huge amusement park) as the former location in Sao Paulo was getting too small for the event.   
Hermann Tilke, who designed the F1 tracks in India and Dubai, designed the new track for the 2011 Granja 
Viana 500.  The track is 1,150 meters long and has 15 turns with various elevations.  It was an awesome track. 
In all, 47 teams participated in the race that was held on Saturday, December 10th from 10:30 am to 10:30 pm 
local time. 

On Wednesday morning we went straight to the track where we met the crew and got fitted for the kart. The 
chassis that we raced on was called Mini and was prepared by one of the best mechanic teams in Brazil, Sabia 
racing. We were all surprised to see how nice the track and the facilities were when we got there. We also got 
great news that we would be pitting with F1 drivers Felipe Massa and Lucas di Grassi and their teams. Next to 
us was F1 driver Rubens Barrichello and his team.  After lunch we set up for practice where they ran two 
groups for the three practices one hour each session. We all got at least 30 minutes of practice each. The first 
session was a huge learning curve as the track and kart was way different to the ones we have here at home. By 
the end of practice Chuck and I were fastest, with Cole right behind. The day was sunny, very warm and humid 
which gave us a taste of the Brazil’s weather, along with a good sunburn. 
 
On Thursday morning, our luggage arrived just before we were leaving the hotel.  At the track, we were still 
well off the pace of the other teams since we were still getting used to the kart and the new track. We had a dry 
practice in early afternoon and managed to improve our times by almost a second, with Cole being the fastest. 
Chuck got a chance to practice in the rain at the end of practice. The next morning the team decided that Cole 
would qualify for us. After a rainy qualifying he managed to put us in 3rd in Group B (non-professionals) which 
enable us to go for the second round of qualifications with the Group A (professionals) where we secured the 
11th position. This would become our starting position for the race against some of the best drivers in the world 



- Rubens Barrichello, Felipe Massa, Tony Kannan, Vitor Meira, Nelson Piquet, Lucas di Grassi and Christian 
Fittipaldi.  We were coming from far off the pace in practice and were very happy of our performance at 
qualifying.  Things were improving and we were in a great position for the race. 
 
On the Saturday we arrived at the track for the race and the atmosphere there was just incredible. After the 
formal driver meeting (in Portuguese), the race event started with a first class opening ceremony with dancers 
and a car / motorcycle drifting act. Then it was time to get ready, warm up the engine and be in position for the 
standing start. We got off to a great start and were able to hold our position at 11th place but then we got taken 
out by Lucas di Grassi on the 3rd lap and fell back to 35th. After a great performance by everyone we managed 
to make our way back up to 14th before the second round of driver changes. After all of our mandatory pit stops 
I was the last one out for a second session. The kart felt great and I was pushing hard to further improve our 
position as we felt we had a chance to finish in the top 10. I was the fastest on track at the time with lap time as 
low as 46.7 seconds while most were in the high 47 seconds which is great time when we consider that the best 
track time was a 46.4 seconds.   I managed to bring us up to 11th place before going off on the straightaway 
trying to check how much fuel was left because we didn’t know if we had enough fuel to finish the race.  I had 
to come in the pits and Chuck finished the race for us and finished 12th. We did not finish on the podium since 
Cole’s great qualifying effort put us in group A, but we would have finished 2nd in group B. 
 
Even without a podium, we were all very proud of our result. The fact that we got the opportunity to participate 
in such an amazing and prestigious race was without a doubt a source of great satisfaction. It was a once in 
lifetime experience filled with memories that I will cherish forever. Finally I would like thank my teammates 
for the great times we had together and for their friendship. 
 

 
 



 
Trying out the kart for size. 



 

 
 
  

 
 

The team members:  Olivier Cote, Kurt Mathewson, Cole (Davis) Mathewson, Chuck Gafrarar, Vicky B. Hager 



 
Team photo (Vicky, Kurt, Chuck, Olivier and Cole) 

 

 
Team helmets 



 
Incredible but true! 

 

 
 

Olivier and the MG tires Racing / WR Motorsports #7 kart 



 
 

Quiet time in the pits.  From left to right:  Felipe Massa (F1 – Ferrari), Lucas di Grassi (F1 2010 – Virgin-Cosworth), 
Popo Bueno (Stock car, Brazil) and Olivier Côté looking over Go Pro videos of the first driver’s round of the race. 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Olivier and Lucas di Grassi 

 



 
Olivier and Felipe Massa (F1 – Ferrari) 

 
 
 

 
 

Felipe Massa and his kart 91. 
The kart 19 was used by Lucas di Grassi and his team who was also pitting with Massa. 



 
Tony Kanaan (IZOD IndyCar) and Olivier 

 
 
 

 
Rubens Barrichello (F1 – Williams-Cosworth) and Olivier 



 
 

Olivier and Luis Ruibal (MG tires / WR Racing representative) 
 

 
Driver meeting in Portuguese (Chuck, Vicky, Davis, Luis, Olivier) 



 

 
Running start. 

 
 

 
Pit stop.  Drivers had to be weighted before and after going on the track. 

They started the race with the heaviest driver to the lightest. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 

Pits 



 
 

 
Best team of mechanics a racer could wish for! 

 

 
Facilities above the pits. 

 



 
Facilities above the pits, including a bowling alley! 

 
 
 
 

 
During the race.  See the roller coasters in the background.  The driver in the red suit and red cap is  
Dudu Massa, Felipe’s brother who raced with him.  On the right of Dudu are Olivier and Chuck. 



 

 
MG Tires Racing / WR Motorsports pit #05 shared with Felipe Massa & Lucas di Grassi. 

Rubens Barrichello and his team were in pits #01 and #03 
 

 
Pit lane 


