Rover Centre Honington Gymkhana - July 3rd 2011 - Report
Even with the TOYO Golf packed to the gunnels with spares, tools, 4 wheels/TOYO 888 tyres, a gazebo and two chairs - and of course Laura Kruttschnitt and Ding Boston piled on top - the journey from Oxford to Alan and Jo Coombs new house at Longstanton north of Cambridge was covered in an easy hour and 20 minutes on Saturday evening. Alan and Jo had prepared a delicious meal, which was further embellished with port and cigars...We all retired full and happy with the prospect of another early start to an energetic day - particularly Ding who was by now fading under the weight of the previous night’s razzling and 3 hours sleep… 

A cloudless azure sky, a gentle breeze and building heat was Sunday's 'prix fixe' weather menu - and was to everyone's taste. We reluctantly left Jo at home to revise for her law exams (aka sleep), and set off. Sparse early morning traffic allowed Alan's Clio to lead the TOYO Golf at a delightfully unseemly rate, into Cambridge to pick up Andrew Bainbridge his co-driver, and on to RAF Honington near Bury St Edmunds - well on time!! Throughout the drive so far from Oxford, Laura had been completely unfazed by Ding's progress - which augured well for her first motorsport event...

Laura, Allan and Andrew were introduced to the sea of now familiar faces already assembled at this operational RAF base, and we sorted Signing On and Scrutineering without a hitch. That over - and as the gazebo was erected and hung with our TOYO and NGK supporters banners - the 'well scrubbed' TOYO's were installed on the Golf - and an interesting crack observed around the damper top mounting on the offside rear...which we pledged to keep and eye on during the day. Chris Moore, in his Citroen Xsara, had said beforehand that he thought that RAF Honington was the best of all these Gymkhana venues - and the huge 58 driver turn out seemed to reflect that popularity. 

The ever-enthusiastic Chelmsford Motor Club officials kindly gave Laura a comprehensive briefing on what to do - as she had never done anything like this before - and this helped to feel very much involved and to calm her nerves.

A quick Driver’s Briefing was followed by the traditional 'convoy run' through some of the tests to give everyone a chance to see where they might be going. It was clearly going to be long and fast around the runways - but with plenty of very tight and challenging stuff through the hangars, bunkers and buildings in the 'Cold War' area too. With the traditional last minute loo visit (a little understandable nervousness on Laura's part!), we lined up - and soon we were screaming off on the first 'Tests' (aka Stages!). 

Our first run felt fast - and when we returned to the paddock (just in time to see the TOYO/NGK gazebo being swept into the sky by a dust devil) we were astounded to find we were 5th overall out of the 58 starters! On retrieving the TOYO Club tent, we also found that the trolley jack and tools were mysteriously missing... My suspicions about the culprits were confirmed when Alan and Andy returned after a long absence - with a dented front wing! The bolts had sheared on the Clio's bottom suspension arm out on the stage and the front wheel had gone up inside the wing, the driveshaft had popped out of the gearbox, and all the oil had leaked out. Enterprising Alan had used his initiative - and the bolts holding the wheels on the trolley jack! - to fix and get it back to the paddock! Bolts of the correct size were soon blagged from other friendly competitors - and they were off as more Tests ensued. Laura got in the groove and proved to be a perfect co-driver - guiding the TOYO to an amazing 8th overall by lunch.

When Ding had finished winding up the catering van, our paddock neighbours Nick Pope and Ginny Elam (in their Lancia Fulvia) kindly offered us slices of melon - deliciously cool and soothing in the intense heat. It was noticed that the Golf's TOYO 888's were now very slick (i.e. nearly down to the canvas!) but still holding well, and the crack around Golf's rear suspension top mount had grown only a little is bigger – so everything was probably OK. After lunch, the two 'Skill Tests' were passed without loss of any marks, before we started in on the much longer double Tests/Stages in the afternoon.  

Chris Moore's Xsara was going very well, but 'Whizzy' Lizzie Pope - co-driving in two cars - was having niggling problems with both her drivers and (unusually) slipping down the field.  

Laura and I continued to fly - and also be very accurate when it was required. We managed to be just 1 second late on the first Jogularity, and 2 seconds early on the second – so not bad with a wobbly speedo needle and no clock!

After Test 8 the TOYO Golf was lying 5th overall - and we could hardly believe it with just 9 and 10 to go. Then, having not put a foot wrong all day, a small confusion on Test 9 lost us 20 seconds and we dropped  to 12th :(  

One of the last cars on 9 - a Rover 200 - lost it on the very fast section round the airport perimeter, and went backwards through the security fence! The ensuing delay while it was extricated from the field beyond, meant that the last and longest Test 10 had to be slightly shortened to get everyone through. This final stage was made up of all the other Tests put together in one long one, and Ding and Laura pulled out all the stops. The TOYO Golf really flew - and was a cracking 3rd fastest overall...We find we were just 13 seconds slower in this long (over 10 minutes) stage than a fully rally prepared 2 litre Mk 2 Escort that won the whole event! This 'best ever' effort pulled us back to finish 9th Overall and 4th in Class. Then at the prize giving, Owen Turner, the organiser, told us that we could have entered as a 'Standard road car' rather than in the Modified class - as just changing the seats doesn't count as modified! But by that time it was a bit late (!) and the trophy we would have won had been presented...but we have had a fantastic time and loads of fun in the process. 

We packed everything away, helped collect all the cones and signs from all over the airbase on Nick Pope's trailer, and then said our thanks and goodbyes before returning to Alan and Jo's place near Cambridge. Ding kept the staff on their toes during a hilarious pub supper in the next village, and then it was back into the Golf for the swift run back to Oxford.

What a glorious day! With the TOYO on song and Laura's excellent co-driving, we managed a totally unexpected and superb 'David and Goliath' result against a large field of fast cars and some excellent drivers. Throw in some great company, Alan and Jo's excellent hospitality, and loads of excitement in the sunshine - and you had all the ingredients for the perfect weekend. 

Such a shame though...
The next one isn't until November 13th!

