The ‘One and Only’ Preston Rally – December 3rd 2011

Report by Zip Zerihan

The One and Only Preston Rally is a night time road rally 165 miles long, most of which is unsurfaced and off road.  Before applying for an entry, the organisers warn you that the route is highly challenging, with horrendously overgrown narrow bits, numerous bumps, yumps and thumps, puddles you can lose a car in and the infamous Preston mud.  Does that put you off?  Or are you a member of OUMF?  

Ding and I competed last year, and that definitely did not put us off.  Despite getting beached on some mud in the very first section, getting towed out by a 4x4, continuing the event but struggling with the horrendous conditions, we finished 34th out of 40 finishers.  But we were happy about that last year - a finish was a good result.

Last year for the event, the car was turned into a mud boat, with, amongst others, the addition of a large splash guard at the front to protect the lights from getting too muddy, which worked really well.  This year preparation started a long time beforehand. A project to fit adjustable power steering was shelved eventually foundered, and in addition to the general checking and preparation of the car since its previous event, a big thanks go to John Ashley exhausts for a superb job of rebuilding the disintegrating exhaust downpipe. A weight saving project saw the glass replaced with Lexan windows from Plastics4Performance (with the kind help of local windscreen fitting expert Mark Heeley); new cooling hoses, cut off pull cable, spotlamp stays and NGK Iridium plugs; modifications to the sump guard bolts; rewiring of the horns and rear wash/wipe, and modifications to the brakes. Finally of course there was the equipping the car with spares needed for the rally and making sure everything was totally solid and tied down. Congratulations go to all those members involved, as there really was a huge amount to do overall.

To understand how rough the event is, you just have to look at the retirement lists from previous events – broken driveshafts, seized engines, bent sump guards, broken struts, snapped exhausts are all typical, as well as just physically getting irretrievably stuck in the biggest, muddiest puddles you can imagine.

The OUMF crew of Ari Schuler Scott, Tom Maitland, and Nick Green arrived at the HQ early on the Saturday morning with Ding to do final checks on the Corsa, and to start loading up the van with equipment and get the car on the trailer.  It was a dry morning, but as the night was forecast to be dry and clear, lots of warm clothing was packed for Ari, Tom and Nick who were going to be getting their first experience of marshalling outside.  We left in the early afternoon with Ding feeling under the weather so he tried to get a little kip in the back of the van.  The journey was interrupted by an exploding lighter (which had got a little warm on the dashboard), but we made it fine, arriving in Suffolk early evening where we at once put the car through the Noise test and Scrutineering, before sorting out all the paperwork at Signing On.
Before the start, we bumped into Ben Greenfield who had navved Ding in the Britvic earlier on this year, and also old OUMF member Ingo Jahn, who was navving again for Adam as he had done on the Preston last year when they finished third. However, last year they ended up destroying their BMW in the process by bending the front chassis legs.  That's how rough the Preston is! Fortunately many of the competitors run rally preparation garages and can afford to destroy the cars they prepare; unfortunately we can’t! 

In the Drivers Briefing, we were warned that the event would be rougher than normal as there had been very little rain over the last few months, which meant that the ground underneath was very hard.  The event would be very fast, with bumps and ruts being hit harder - which would inevitably mean lots of broken cars...  

As we started at about 10:30pm, we said goodbye to Ari, Tom, and Nick, who, thanks to Chief Marshal Jim Bowie, would be helping Steve, a very experienced local guy with marshalling out on the stages.   This year, we had been seeded car 32 out of 55, which put us in the mix with some much faster crews - a lot of the cars being more powerful than our little 1.4.  There was a real mix of cars - some 205's, BMW's, Proton's, a Mk2 Escort, and even a couple of RWD Lada's.  
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The event format uses two petrol stops, so it is almost like three long 12 car rallies in succession…off-road, for around 10 hours!  Each of the three sections comprises some six off-road sections which are linked by on-road sections though villages which aren't timed.  So you can see that The Preston really  is a true marathon of an event unlike anything else.

The first section was a bit of a warm up, getting us into the groove.  It was a year since I had been in the Corsa, and it seemed so together and well set up.  To say the first section was easy wouldn't be fair, but we dropped no time - along with about half of the total crews - and we were driving well…and better when we realised the spotlamps weren’t on and switched them in!  The second section was a bit more challenging, and we were already seeing cars retire – one car missing a wheel!  We were getting into a nice groove, and the next section included some really fast routes through stubble fields.  The marshals would count us down from 10, the road book showed the route and we'd just go-go-wheelspin-go.  This kind of surface suited the Corsa well, Ding was on great form, and on this section we put in 9th quickest time.  Excellent stuff.

The event continued with another couple of sections before the first petrol stop.  Some of this was incredibly rough, and included the Berners Heath bumps that we remembered from last year.  It would have been easy to have tried to drive the car faster through some of the rougher stuff, but we would have destroyed the car in the attempt.  So through the rough stuff it’s all about wincing and fine judgement! - conserving the car while not losing too much time.

The first petrol stop gave us a break of a few minutes, and a chance to check the car, including scraping off large amounts of mud from around the wheels with a special OUMF-designed tool - which worked very well and saved us carrying a few extra kilos.  The car was looking good, and we were doing pretty well in 26th place. More importantly we were still going – 10 cars had broken down and retired already, and others we saw clearly had some issues.

Back on it after the petrol halt, the event continued with two sections through Kings Forest.  In 2010 this was so snowy and muddy that we almost got stuck a few times going through corners ourselves, and at one point, seeing a big jam of cars all stuck in the mud in front, we decided to pick our own route through the trees to avoid stopping and having to get towed out.  This year it wasn't as muddy, and the route involved less corners, and more straights.  It was awesome fun driving through the forest, but hard work too as we tried to keep the momentum going though the corners.  Every time we slowed, traction was really difficult to find out of the corners and there was just wheel spin everywhere.  But some really committed driving saw us take 21st and then 13th section times.  

Things were going well but the very hard work got harder on the next couple of sections – which were rough, really rough.  A lot of this Fox Pin section used rough tracks and on straight bits the car would just disappear into holes in the road.  The instructions told us this was as rough as a rough thing on a rough day!  Then it was on to Euston which is a famous section but had been missing from the event in recent years. It was largely a really nice loose surface, but in some place deep sand meant we struggled a little with the traction, especially though the photo point.  The land owner had put out some hay bales and was watching as we hand brake turned through them.  Nice stuff.  Then one more section before the second petrol stop, with a combination of grassy, rough and smooth bits, and more driving through the middle of fields!  It was great to see the familiar faces of Ari, Tom and Nick for the second time at their marshal point and we swapped banter before shooting off into the night again.
Coming into the second petrol stop, we fuelled the car up, did some checks, cleaned off more mud, and talked to fellow competitors.  It was now 3am, and we'd been going for nearly 5 hours.  We were going well, and were delighted to find we had fought our way up into 15th place, which was an awesome achievement.  Very happy with this progress, we left to start the final leg.  Getting going again at this time is always difficult as the adrenalin eases off a little during the break, and we were tired - but determined.  
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There were more tracks that were a combination of rough, loose, grassy, stubble fields. As we were running close to a more powerful Peugeot 205 Gti - and on some sections starting at the same time as them - we were having to push the little Corsa to leave them behind. Things were going well, and Ding’s driving was in the zone as extra adrenaline made him forget his drugged up state on Lemsip and sudifed! 

We had put in some excellent section times and with just two sections left we were feeling good as we started Fox Pin 2, and were avoiding the big bumps.  Then, going along a straight half way through the section, the revs rose, the car sank, Ding said, “Driveshaft” and we came to a halt.  What?  We stopped to investigate, and found the driver's side front wheel up inside the wheel arch, pointing right at 45 degrees. No!  The bottom ball joint pin had snapped off, we had no steering, and the unrestrained driveshaft had slipped out of the gearbox, followed by all the gearbox oil…and there was absolutely nothing we could do about it.  As other cars started passing us, we realised that, despite there only being one more section to finish the event, we would just be another one of the many retirements.  It was bitter as we had worked so hard for nearly eight hours. Later we saw that we would have finished 12th if we had just been able to get to the end of the next section.

We phoned and waited for one of the 4x4 recovery vehicles to help us out.  They hitched the front of the Corsa using a very short rope, and removed the wheel to avoid too much damage to the wing which would have just dragged along the ground.  They told us they were going to drag us along the track for two miles on the sump guard and three wheels.  The guy said, “You'll feel a sort of surfing sensation as the sump guard slides along the track.”  Well I've never been surfing, and this was a very bad advert fo it! It was the most horrendous feeling ever being pulled along the roughest of rough tracks on the sump guard and the brake disc sounding as it they were slowly being destroyed.  Eventually we got to the end about half an hour later.  It was one of the worst drives ever.  

Ding got a lift back to the finish with Ingo and Adam who had retired earlier with steering failure on their BMW and were on their way back to Derby. He then collected up Ari, Tom, and Nick from the Elveden Restaurant (where were busy enjoying their well earned full English Marshals breakfast!) and the van and trailer, before coming back for me and the car.  Using all our collective engineering ‘nous’ we managed to drag the three-wheeler backwards up the trailer - which took some effort at 9am not having had any sleep - but at least it was a little easier getting it back off when we arrived back at the HQ at lunchtime.  We were all pretty exhausted, but somehow Ding managed to stay there until 9pm, assessing and starting work on the Corsa.
It was a great adventure and great team work. Very well done to Ari, Tom, and Nick for being part of this extraordinary event, gaining valuable experience, and for helping make the rally happen by marshalling - for which we and all the other competitors, and the Chelmsford Motor Club, were very grateful. Well done too to all those who had a hand in preparing the car beforehand. The Corsa performed really well, and although we eventually retired due to a broken component, there were no other problems with the car which is something to be very proud of.  We'll be back next year – but not without some much stronger uniballs as vital parts of the suspension!

Jonathan ‘Zip’ Zerihan

