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

After being told months in advance of the event that if you want to marshal on The Preston - one of the most popular rallies in the country - then you’d best put your name down early, and duly doing so, I looked forward to the event with a sense of excitement and slight trepidation, unsure of quite what might be expected of marshals in the middle of the night in a forest or field somewhere in the wilds of East Anglia. 
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After arriving at the finish area and dropping off the trailer, the Corsa was put through noise control. Having passed this it was then to the start for Scrutineering which presented the slightly contentious issue of it looking too much like a rally car what with its white door squares, albeit without any numbers.  Once this had been addressed (by donating £10 to the Air Ambulance Fund!) the car was parked up in readiness for the off while we all signed on as competitors and marshals respectively. 

Having been issued with a stopwatch with a time coding device, Ari Schuler Scott, Nick Green and myself were introduced to Andy our mentor for the evening, himself a seasoned competitor and marshal. After watching the 55 rally cars leave the start line at their one minute intervals, we headed off for our first marshalling point. The point we would be manning was a finish point for an off-road stage. As each car reached us we were to record the time they arrived, transfer that time to the competitor’s time chip and sheet and relieve them of the relevant stage map.

Our time control was about a third of the distance into the rally and was situated just along from a 90° right-hander that provided some spectacular handbrake turns and tail-out moments for us. Marshalling really does give you the best seat in the house, and lets you get right up close to the action!

Once the entire field, minus retirees (of which there were quite a few even at this early stage, though not including the OUMF Corsa…just yet), had passed our checkpoint and the course clearing car had been through to ensure no cars remained on the stage, we moved on to our next time control, again at the finish of an off road stage.

This provided us with a slight navigational challenge as the point was down a small overgrown track off to the side of a B road. Once we had found it we settled in to wait for the Chief Marshal’s car to come through to open our point for business. 

Again we got into the rhythm of recording and transferring times as the cars came through. By now the field was rather depleted, such is the punishing nature of The Preston. Once more we clocked the OUMF Corsa and sent it on its way. Unfortunately this was the last time that night we would see it on four wheels! We recorded the remainder of the field that was still running – about half those who had started, and even then often missing large parts of their bodywork! - and headed to the finish, that having been our last time control.
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After dozing through a welcome full English breakfast we were alerted to the plight of the Corsa at about 6:15. Once Ding had got a lift back to the van at the start with Ingo Jahn and Adam Gardener who had also retired their BMW earlier, he picked us and the trailer up so we could gently wake a sleeping Zip who had stayed with the Corsa, and help with shovelling the car onto the trailer from its resting place at the end of Foxpin 2. This done we made our weary way back to the HQ in Oxford.
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All in all, marshalling the Preston was an excellent experience, on a rally that’s notoriously tough on cars and crews and so provides plenty of excellent opportunities for spectators. Thanks to all the people we met who were extremely friendly and willing to show us the ropes. I would definitely recommend marshalling to anyone as it is a great way to see the sport at the closest quarters, while at the same time giving something back to it too - as without marshals and timekeepers, great events such as this just couldn’t happen.
Tom Maitland

