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Nostalgia Drags, 
Santa Pod Raceway
Words and Images: Paul Martin
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"I live in Milton Keynes a town of roundabouts and 
concrete cows. I am a full-time Sales Manager, 
part-time photographer and part-time garage 

rocker combining a love of American cars with a return 
to analogue photography. I had spent a number of years 
previously photographing local bands in Eastbourne be-
fore moving North with my job. I found myself spending 
more and more time at gigs photographing the audience 
as part of my documenting the experience. I have since 
found that drag racing offers the same opportunity to re-
cord both the event and those taking part.

Shooting gigs requires fast lenses and due to the con-
fines of the venues I found myself using three fast primes 
namely 24mm, 35mm and 50mm which when used with 
the smaller sensor of the Canon EOS 20D offered me all 
the options I needed. At Santa Pod it became apparent 
that I needed a longer lens to capture the action. After a 
bit of research, I acquired a Vivitar Series 1 70-210mm 
manual focus lens in an Olympus fit with an adaptor to 
Canon EF for £20. This led to some successful images 
and along with some additional Olympus short primes 
I also picked up a Canon EOS 1N SLR and started to 
shoot both film and digital images. I sold the Canon and 
bought an Olympus OM-1n SLR and used that with the 
20D and the Olympus manual focus lenses to produce 
the images for this feature. This means that whether I’m 
using film or digital, all focussing is manual as is expo-
sure on the digital camera. Films are lab processed then 
scanned using an old Nikon CoolScan IV onto my Mac 
which is still possible due to Vuescan software.

As a custom car/street rod obsessed teenager I first spent 
hours building models of the cars I aspired to own and 
then spent a number of years training to spray cars dur-
ing the day and in the evening part time working with 
local street rod builder Bob Wise. At some point after 
that I discovered I was a better DJ than car sprayer and so 
clubbing took over from cars, and then photography took 
over from DJ’ing. A move back to Milton Keynes and a 
visit to Santa Pod reignited my passion for cars with the 
nostalgia meeting particularly appealing to my teenage 
memories.

In music it is always claimed that you can hear the dif-
ference between vinyl and digital, it sounds different, 
warmer, fuller. Musicians hunt down vintage guitars and 
original effect pedals in the belief that modern equiva-
lents are unable to match the tone of the originals. In 
many ways, it is the same with photography 'Is film better 
than digital?'

W:   paul.martin.photography
Ig:   @paul.martin.photography
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"I really learnt to be a photographer using a digital cam-
era. I had photographed with film for many years before I 
bought my 20D in 2005 but you need to take a lot of pic-
tures to really know your camera and with film that costs. 
Say you need to take 10,000 images to really know what 
your camera can do. An entry level digital DSLR or mir-
rorless camera will set you back maybe £300 or so with a 
shutter life of 50,000 activations. Taking and developing 
10,000 colour film images with the associated film cost is 
maybe £4000. Digital allows you to experiment and learn 
at a very low cost. 

My first set of images from Santa Pod were correctly ex-
posed and sharp but somehow sterile and to my eyes at 
least, didn’t reflect the atmosphere of the event, although 
the camera and lens were the same ones I had used at 
hundreds of gigs where the results were great. The intro-
duction of the Vivitar lens was the turning point. The 
images were different in tone and once I introduced a 
few prime lenses and film into the equation the results, 
at least to my eyes, captured more of the feeling of being 
there. Potentially not as 'perfect' as digital, certainly with 
a lot of focussing mistakes but when they were right, they 
were right.
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Of course all the film images are scanned and the pro-
cessor inevitably makes decisions about colours and 
sharpness that I have no control over. Back in the day, 
photographers shot in black and white as they had con-
trol over the final print in the darkroom, which if you 
worked in colour was prohibitively expensive. Home 
scanning and Photoshop gives today's photographers 
the same control over their colour output. So for a small 
loss of control I’m a total fan.  

I spent a lot of time when I was learning to play guitar 
believing that it was the entry level guitar I had bought 
that was holding back my progress, rather than just me 
needing to practice more. I was recently reading reviews 
of the latest digital cameras where cameras costing 
£2500+ were marked as having autofocus fast enough 
for motorsports. And yet there are thousands of images 
of F1, Le Mans etc from the 80’s and earlier, when all 
cameras were manual focus, which shouldn’t have been 
possible. Shooting film, guessing exposures, manual fo-
cussing means you won’t get perfect results every time, 
but it does open the door for experimentation and those 
unexpected, conventionsally imperfect images that your 
digital camera spends its processing muscle eliminating 
on your behalf. Whether that’s for you is a personal 
decision but I have just picked up a Zenit B with the 
famous Helios 58mm lens for £25 which will be accom-
panying me on my next trip to the Pod."
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"I didn't want my Mom to know 
I was drag racing for 20 years so 
I told her I was in prison."

Tommy 'T.C.' Lemmons
Don Garlit's crew chief
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