RALLY REPORT

BRITVIC Revival Endurance Rally and visit to MASS Racing Developments - 17th to 19th February 2011


The BRITVIC Revival Endurance Rally is run by the excellent Chelmsford Motor Club. It is the first round of the 2011 Endurance Road Rally Championship - the championship for which the OUMF Corsa B was originally built. The new Publicity Officer of the ERRC, Lizzie Pope, wants to encourage OUMF members to experience all that has made her so wildly enthusiastic about rallying, and to that end she brought OUMF and the experienced navigator Ben Greenfield together. As his regular car and driver were unable to offer him a ride on this first round, he very kindly offered OUMF an entry on the BRITVIC – and as this is the sort of offer that doesn’t come up every day, it certainly couldn’t be turned down! 


For me, the event started on Thursday, helping to get the Corsa ready for the rally with fellow OUMF members, mainly Joe Sturdy and Alan Hillyard.  This included fixing a leaking driveshaft oil seal. The drive shaft had pulled out of the gearbox housing (due to a sheared bottom ball joint on the last outing) and the displaced seal was allowing all the transmission fluid to pour out! With the spanner and levels check complete, and the sump guard properly secured, the car was ready to be put onto the trailer and the van loaded with various parts necessary for the rally the next morning - including the bottom end of a B series 1800 engine. This had been in storage for years, and was an unknown quantity, but we hoped it might provide a basis for a bigger engine for the OUMF Riley 1.5 for the coming HRDC championship. We planned to take it to MASS Racing Developments near Cambridge on the way to be assessed by engine gurus John Wright and Chris Conoley who have generously helped and taught OUMF members so much about engines in the past.  

On Friday afternoon, Ding and I arrived at MASS and John Wright cast his expert eye over it. He was terribly busy - as ever - but thought the block looked in good condition. He suggested that we strip it down back in Oxford, and return for a full assessment, but advised we continue our search for a complete race- worthy unit as this would almost certainly be a less costly and speedier option. 

After reloading the engine back into the van we drove to ex-OUMF member Alan Coombs, and his wife Jo’s house nearby at Papworth Everard, where we were offered fantastic hospitality for the night, helping to ensure we were on top form for the rally the next day.

The next morning we set off and arrived at scrutineering, where we met navigator Ben Greenfield. In proper OUMF tradition we were the last car through! There were some minor hiccups with the fire extinguisher where the cable had seized from the Corsa being left outside but luckily an extinguisher isn’t compulsory in MSA road rally regulations. The car was then checked for all the various tools, duct tape and tyres and was ready to start the rally.

Next stop was Signing On where the 47 crews were briefed and I was teamed up with Kevin Peake and Stuart Clarke, both MSA scrutineers, who I would be marshalling and setting up stages with. Our first assignment was to check that the stage at Lavenham Airfield was still as it had been left when set up the previous day, as the position of the cones is very important for the smooth running of any rally stage. We also had to work out where the PC’s (Passage Controls) were going to be placed, points where cars have to stop and get a time sheet signed off by a marshal to keep the average speed of cars down to the road rally regulation speed of 30mph, obviously cars would be travelling a fair bit faster than this on the long airfield straights! 

With a full lap of the stage complete, we then headed off to Kenninghall Airfield to check over and help the setup as the organiser hadn’t run a stage before. Apart from moving a few PC’s, everything was in order.

With this done we moved on to the lunch stop at the Rushbrooke Arms Pub which was kindly letting the rally use the car park as a service area. The incredibly wet weather meant that the cars were running slower than calculated and arrived about forty five minutes late, giving me time to get lunch! First in were the pace cars which were hardly recognisable for the amount of mud they were caked in. They were followed by a brace of Rover 25’s and other rally cars, many missing rear bumpers and sporting flat tyres. The early stages had taken a severe toll with cars really struggling for grip on the extremely muddy farm tracks of the off-road stages.
	


	One of the cleaner cars!




While hurried repairs and wheel changes were being made, the camaraderie between teams was great with help often offered by other competing crews. It was the scrutineer’s job to look over the cars and ensure that they were all still safe to drive and complied with regulations. Seriously or dangerously damaged cars had to retire or be repaired before they could be allowed to carry on, including Matt Smith’s Maestro 1.3 that needed it’s wing bending back into shape to make the indicator visible after it had a bit of a disagreement with a tree! The Austin went on to win its class, finishing 19th overall.

After a longer than anticipated wait (and some concern on my part!) Ding and Ben arrived in the OUMF Corsa. It was one of the few cars not to suffer from a puncture; however it hadn’t gone without a hitch! The first issue was a loose hub nut caused by a missing split pin, followed by an electrical fire in the dashboard, and then a blowing exhaust! The car was running 37th as it left service.

Unfortunately, with the cars running slower than expected, some stages had to be cancelled giving us only limited time to get back to Lavenham Airfield to check that the gates had been opened at the start/finish before getting back to the second service/dinner stop at the Rushbrooke Arms. Here we were treated to an excellent carvery with the other organisers and marshals before the teams arrived from their afternoon stages. 

With dinner out of the way, it was back to Lavenham for a final check of the stage before the Essex Land Rover Club arrived to run marshal points and PC’s. One hasty and vitally important alteration to the stage had to be made at the last minute when a forklift truck was found on the course - immediately after a blind bend and just waiting to cause havoc. A line of carefully placed cones had to be laid out quickly to guide drivers down a different course, of which they were briefed about on arrival. A thirteen car convey of Land Rovers then arrived ready to be briefed on their evening’s marshalling duties and to be given their positions. 

There was time for one last check of the stage and then it was back to the start to meet and greet the teams, and brief them on the alterations to the stage. This was the first competitive driving I had seen that day, and it was quite impressive to watch the cars race off the line and then off into the distance in the dark. It was at this point that I received the unfortunate news that the OUMF Corsa had been forced to retire due to noise regulations. The MSA observer had deemed the blowing exhaust to be too loud which could cause PR problems if it was allowed to compete. Not upsetting any members of the public is a vitally important part of the sport; if residents or other drivers are upset by the rally and complain it might not be able to be run again. 

Ben Greenfield kindly collected me from the stage to help reload the Corsa onto the trailer ready for the return to Oxford. It was very disappointing that the car was unable to finish the rally, but on the bright side, no serious damage had been done to the car and we had all had a great deal of fun and learned a huge amount - which is surely the whole point of these events! The car had been running 31st at the time of retirement. Out of the 47 starters, only 32 finished, demonstrating that an endurance rally is very demanding. I was amazed by the amount of time and effort that the organisers and marshals put in, and to hear that the organiser, Jamie Turner, had covered 4000 miles in the past weeks checking out the stages. It really is fantastic to see the sheer volume of committed volunteers that are required to make just one stage run smoothly - with some people travelling from as far afield as Wales and taking a week off work to help out! In spite of the wet weather, their good humour and kindness in showing me the ropes ensured that I had an amazing time - and would certainly like to help out marshalling again.

James Barratt

