LOMBARD REVIVAL RALLY

24th – 27th November 2005

Jason Turner and David Coggins

Car No. 62 Suzuki Swift GTi

Event Report
This year's Lombard Revival Rally featured 1200 miles, 52 locations and four days in typical British November weather; what a prospect to look forward to in a small 1300cc hatchback!

Our trusty steed for this event was to be a 1991 Suzuki Swift GTi purchased off Ebay in the summer.  The car is left hand drive having been prepared in Germany and has been a Rally Car all its life.  The first job was to completely strip the car down to a bare shell and weld up all the holes in the floor!  A second donor vehicle was also purchased off Ebay and over several weeks the car gradually started to take shape.  By August she was ready to go and although there was still work to be done we entered the 3rd Welsh Endurance Rally, finishing 22nd overall and 1st in class.  More work was undertaken before our second event in October the Trackrod Rally Yorkshire where we finished 27th overall and 3rd in class, not bad for an Endurance spec. car!  There was then a hectic schedule of work to be undertaken in the following few weeks to complete the transformation into an Endurance Rally Car for the Lombard Revival Rally!

The start for the event was to be the Kassam Stadium in Oxford and we set off on an overcast, cold, Thursday morning.  As we got down to the M40 the heavens opened and the car stated to misfire occasionally, was this a sign of things to come?  By the time we reached the football stadium the rain had stopped and the car was running beautifully.  The noise test and scrutineering were completed without any problems and it was off to signing on in the nearby hotel.  At signing on we were issued with the route books for each leg of the rally and there followed a few hours of checking and double checking that everything was OK with the information and final plotting onto the maps.

Leg 1

Leg 1 stated at 18:30 on Thursday and this part of the route was completely secret with route book issued 15 minutes before your due start time.  Once we were back in the car with the route book we discovered that we had 4 short 'selectifs' to complete starting just to the south of Abingdon.  The first two selectifs were very short, 0.9 and 1 mile respectively, consisting of concrete farm tracks with cattle grids and coned chicanes to slow the cars down.  The second cattle grid nearly caught us out as we chose to ignore a caution in the route book, taking the grid at racing speed and nearly standing the car on its nose on landing, some yards down the road!  The third selectif contained a split and merge and was very muddy, slippery and very rough in places around the edges of fields, it was the longest of the night at 2.3 miles.

There was a long drive to the fourth selectif along some classic green lanes which we would love to use on a road rally!  This selectif was a short one, it was back onto concrete with one or two chicanes and a ‘stop go lollipop’ to catch you out.  Then it was off to find the Time Control which proved to be a little tricky finding the entrance to yet another long green lane, some crews never found the lane or the TC which was at the end of it.

That was it for the night and it was back to the hotel for a well earned pint and a pizza.  As the results started to come in we found ourselves quite high up the leader board however following numerous protests and subsequent cancelling of road penalties we started to slip back finishing the night 43rd overall and 10th in class.

Leg 2
Friday morning was clear and bright and very frosty.  We were allowed into Parc Ferme 10 minutes before our due start time to clear the frost and ice from the windows.  The run out to the first selectif was a bit of a battle against the early morning traffic.  Finmere was the first selectif on a disused airfield; there were plenty of cones out on this one creating gates, chicanes and slaloms all over the old runway and incorporating a split and merge.  Then it was on to the Silverstone Rally School where the test was on gravel, here we met up with Shelly Taunt who was one of the early owners of our car when it was a greeny yellow colour!  The selectif started with a 90 right into 360 turn around a cone in full view of the waiting competitors and a small crowd.  No problems here Jason used plenty of hand brake and then it was off into a very slippery forest section with artificially tightened junctions.

The next two selectifs were billed as the Silverstone Circuit but actually they were on some waste ground and then onto the large shale car parks used for race meetings.  The selectif started off on some gravel and grass waste ground which still had a thick layer of ice on some of the puddles, consisting of chicanes and some slaloms containing a series of hairpin bends around cones again the handbrake was used continually.  This part of the selectif was used twice with a split and merge operating with a manned Passage Check just before the merge.  On the second lap we caught the car that had set off behind us but lost him at the split the remainder of the selectif was on the shale car parks with cones in the corners causing us to zig zag across the open space to go round the cones in the correct order.

The second Silverstone Stage was a repeat of the first this time we again caught the car starting behind us but on this occasion we caught and passed our minute man in a daring manoeuvre up the inside whilst breaking to go around a cone.  On the second run we stopped the clocks 30 seconds earlier than on the first run!

From Silverstone we joined the M1 and travelled north to junction 20 where we turned off for Bruntingthorpe arriving at the TC in the proving ground just on our minute.  It was beginning to dawn on us that the road section timing was very tight.  For anyone who has not been to Bruntingthorpe it’s a very interesting place with a high speed test track up and down the very wide and very long runway, a large display of very large aircraft, including a jumbo jet and hundreds of vehicles waiting to be tested.  Apparently the runway is still in use and can accommodate all the largest aircraft that require the longest runways and was secretly used as a refuelling point for the large military cargo planes flying from America to the Gulf during the Gulf War.

Back to the rallying!  The selectif was manly on the tar aprons at the side of the runway with an excursion into a wooded area with a ford and a split and merge.  We set off threading our way through the cones, at one point we had to stop abruptly as I got behind with the notes and we nearly went the wrong way.  We made our way into the wood and into the ford where the car just stopped and no matter how much we tried she wasn’t going to restart.  At least two cars past us as we kept trying to get the car started.  Eventually she did fire up and after a few more minutes was running on enough cylinders to get us up the slippery bank and out of the wood, the engine was misfiring badly and we were concerned that we had done some damage.  In the confusion I completely lost my place in the notes and sent us the wrong way at the split incurring a maximum time penalty, sorry Jason.

We limped out of Bruntingthorpe and set off for the next selectif 10 miles down the road.  The car was still misfiring and would not rev above 5,000 rpm therefore most of the route was driven in 2nd and 3rd gear.  When we arrived at the selectif Jason had a look under the bonnet and quickly noticed that when the engine was revved the air intake hose collapsed.  He took the air filter out and discovered that it was almost completely blocked with mud and grass picked up in the ford, however, apparently there were no fish in there!  Once the filter had been cleaned and a liberal coating of WD40 applied the engine was back on song.  The Selectif was mainly on farm tracks around the edges of fields with no cones required as the 90 degree bends certainly slowed competitors down.  Having successfully completed this selectif we set off for Corby and the first forest of the day.

The next selectif, Fermyn Woods, is just south of Corby and was to be the first all gravel test.  At the start line we were told that parts of the selectif had been changed as they were too slippery.  This was an excellent test with just a few tightened junctions and our time of 5:41 was only 13 seconds slower than the winners.  Then it was of to Duddington for lunch.  Here we discovered that the times for the rest of the day had been extended by 30 minutes.  After a very nice bowl of soup and a cheese sandwich we had time for some running repairs.  Whilst I amended the time cards Jason set about modifying the air filter so that the intake was moved from the wheel arch and into the engine bay.  The modification was completed in plenty of time and we set off for the next selectif going north on the A1.

Morkery Wood was the next test at the side of the A1 near South Witham.  At the stage start the marshals warned us that it was very slippery in the woods and that several cars had gone off.  We set off into the woods and early indications were that there was some grip on the moss covered concrete.  After junction 3 we set off for the next downhill left hand bend taking note of the caution slippery, after the bend the road continued downhill for 100 yards with a left hand bend at the bottom.  Unfortunately there was no grip here and the car sailed straight on into the undergrowth.  Although we were not going very fast all the wheels had gone off the concrete and dropped 3 or 4 inches into clayey mud.  It soon became obvious that the car was not going to come out by itself and we became concerned that the following cars may go straight into the back of us.  Jason got out but I was trapped as we were up against a large tree stump.  Eventually I was able to get over to the driver's side and get out.  We went back up the track to slow down the next competitors, over the next half hour or so Jason made several attempts to move the car using branches that got steadily bigger each time he returned from the woods!  But all his efforts were to no avail and we resigned ourselves to waiting for a tow.

Next up were the supporters; firstly I received a call from a good friend of mine, who was coming down from South Yorkshire to watch us in Wollaton Park.  Unfortunately they had been involved in an accident in heavy traffic just outside the park and were hoping to get in on foot and then sort the damage out later, that’s dedication!  Secondly I got a call from Ralph Jackson who was with Owen Morgan and others from Lindholme Motor Club at the following selectif, Twyford Wood.  Ralph had guessed that we had struck trouble and wanted to know where we were.  When I explained that we just down the road he and Owen returned to their car and set off to see if they could help.  Fortunately we had stopped close to the road and about 20 minutes later they appeared out of the undergrowth!  There were renewed efforts to get the car out now that we had 4 manpower but again there was no reward and she refused to budge, thanks for your efforts lads.

We had now been stuck for over an hour and we had to decide if we could get to the overnight halt in Chester before we were OTL.  As the time dragged on we realised that Chester was becoming more remote.  I phoned my friend at Wollaton Park and suggested that they made their way home as we would definitely not be coming to that selectif, which was disappointing to say the least.  Eventually after 2 hours and the last of the 140 cars had gone through, a Range Rover appeared out of the gloom!  Within 5 minutes we were back on the track, strapped in and off to complete the selectif.  The rest of the selectif was reasonably OK and we reached the end without incident.

As we left Morkery Wood I discovered a major flaw in my pre-event planning!  I had spent hours pouring over the maps and had carefully dissected the Philips Navigator Road Atlas, which weighs a ton, and had only brought the relevant pages with me.  So how do we get to Chester from here then?  I quickly phoned Ralph and we met up on the road section to look at his road atlas, we quickly decided that we would go to Nottingham and then try to get across to the M6.  We screamed off up the A1 and across on the A52 towards Nottingham.  As we got nearer to the city the traffic started to get really heavy and we were down to less than 30 mph and Chester was looking a dim and distant hope.

I looked at my watch several times trying to get a fix on what time we would arrive in the North West and to my horror I suddenly realised that my watch had stopped, probably during the off!  A quick glance at my stop watch confirmed that we had less than two hours to get to Chester and we were stood in traffic.  Jason had a brainwave and phoned Maurice his colleague at TBM Cutters and asked him to look at a road atlas for us and give us the quickest route.  He went away and came back about 5 minutes later with a confident reply; get on the A50 to Stoke and then up the M6 to junction 18 and across on the A54 to Chester.  Just one small problem we were heading north and the A50 was to the south!

We eventually made it to the outskirts of Wollaton Park where we were able to change direction and head for a junction on the M1 to take us south to the A50.  The traffic was horrendous and we crawled our way to a set of traffic lights where we could turn to the south and as we got to the lights we turned left and the traffic suddenly eased.  We went about 150 yards down the road when I realised that this was not the right road and that we needed to turn round.  At that very moment there was no traffic on the road and Jason made the decision to turn round on the handbrake!  Unfortunately there was just a bit too much grip and we ended up across the road at 90 degrees to the kerb.  In the blinking of an eye Jason had whipped the car into reverse when it stalled!  The car fired up again straightaway but wouldn’t move and Jason quickly realised that he couldn’t select any gears.  By now the traffic had reappeared and we were blocking the road much to the annoyance of the rush hour commuters.  I jumped out of the car and tried to push it onto the footpath but she wasn’t going anywhere.  Jason got out and eventually we managed to get the front wheels onto the path and there was enough room for cars to pass behind us.

So it was up with the bonnet and torches out to see what the problem was.  At this point a film crew arrived on the scene and started filming!  I think that they were from the rally and were asking what the problem was and couldn’t understand why we were where we were.  After a few minutes the film crew disappeared and shortly afterwards Philip Young the organiser of the Lombard Rally arrived on the scene.  I think that Philip was nervous that we might be causing traffic problems and he didn’t want any adverse publicity.  He suggested that we pushed the car about 50 yards to a side road.  Jason jumped in and Philip and I pushed the car half on the footpath and half on the road into the side street.  Jason suddenly jumped out of the car very excited!  Apparently whilst we had been pushing the car the gear linkage had freed off and he was able to select gears!  I guess that we must have selected two gears in the gearbox and moving the transmission must have freed it off.  Chester was on again!

Eventually we made our way out of Nottingham and headed south on the M1.  We crossed over to Stoke on the A50 without much problem and started to head north on the M6.  Almost immediately the motorway ground to halt, Chester was starting to look a long way off again.  We crawled up the M6 for mile after mile rarely getting above 30mph.  However eventually we made it to our junction and set off down the A54.  As we neared the outskirts of Chester we came back onto the maps that I had, we were about 5 miles from the time control and we had 15 minutes to get there.  The traffic had started to thin out now as it was nearly 19:30.  As we arrived at the time control we noticed that the was a fuel station next door so we decided to fill up ready for tomorrow.  When we got to the time control we had 5 minutes to spare!

We booked in and proceeded to the service area.  We changed the front wheels with the spares which were brand new and had a quick check round the car.  Whilst we were in the service park we noticed that the other cars coming in were the first cars on the road therefore there must have been some severe delays elsewhere on the route.  Having finished service we booked into the hotel and went up to our room.  After a quick wash and brush up we went down to the restaurant for a well earned meal, we hadn’t done much rallying but it had been a very stressful day.  After the meal the restart times had been published so it was off to our room to mark up the time cards and route for leg 3.  In the middle of all this Jason came up to the room and went to bed, he had been suffering for most of the afternoon with something in his eye, he went to sleep almost instantly leaving me to get on with the paperwork.

Leg 3
On Saturday morning we were ‘up with the larks’ and enjoyed a leisurely breakfast before going out to the car to scrape the frost off it.  We set off on our due time and made our way due south crossing the boarder into Wales.  We found our way to the first selectif, Llandegla Forest, with out any problems.  We hadn’t been hanging around on the road section but we arrived at the selectif on our minute.  It was apparent that the road section timing was very tight and that we would need to get a move on if were to avoid road penalties.

The marshal at the selectif start said that the forest tracks were covered in snow and ice and that they needed to amend the route as 4x4 vehicles could not get up some of the hills.  I quickly amended the road book and we set off into the test.  Initially the road was uphill with some tightened junctions on the way.  As we started to level out at the top we came across the first of many cars off the track in the undergrowth, fortunately they were all displaying OK boards.  Eventually we started to descend the hill and the track became treacherous with more cars parked up.  Finally we reached the stop line, safely!

The following road section took us over to Wrexham and then South West to Whitchurch.  The next selectif was at Combermere Abbey just to the east of Whitchurch on the A530.  We pulled of the main road into a field which was full of rally cars!  Apparently there was a problem with the local gentry who were shooting in the woods!  Eventually after about an hour the Marshals decided to cancel the test and let us drive slowly through the grounds of the Abbey slowly.

The next selectif was a couple of miles due south of Whitchurch at the junction of the A41 and A49 this was Twemlows Hall, also known as Shropshire Rally School.  The selectif was based on an old airfield and consisted of piles of tyres to create a slalom down one side of the runway and the same again down the other side with a split to repeat the lap and finally a run down another runway where we zig zaged across the tarmac.  At the end of the selectif we went round on the road to do it all again!  An overshoot on the first test cost us around 10 seconds but on the second test Jason was at his best threading his way through the gates to stop the clocks 10 seconds faster than the winner!

After the two tests there was a time control in the fuel station on the roundabout then it was off down the A41 towards Telford.  At the junction with the A5 we carried on south for a few miles and then came round to the east in a big loop to enter Weston Park from the east on the A5, this was avoid rally traffic turning across the A5.  There were two Selectif’s in Weston Park, both started from the same control but with the use of a split halfway through the finish controls we in different parts of the park.  The first selectif contained the famous Water Splash which has claimed many rally cars in the past!  Whilst I went and obtained an arrival time Jason lifted the bonnet and liberally sprayed the electrics with WD40.

The selectif’s were through the park on narrow tarmac roads with junctions artificially tightened and the use of long way round triangles etc.  The fifth junction nearly caught us out, we approached over a crest into a tightened junction to the left which we saw at the last minute.  If Jason hadn’t managed to scrub the speed off quickly there were high banks on either side waiting to stop rally cars quickly!  From here 6 more junctions brought us to the water splash, we had already decided that we go through the water slowly which we did successfully even though it was very deep.  We lost around 30 seconds to the leaders on this test but we survived!  On the second test the water splash was missed out and Jason was back on song dropping less than 10 seconds.

From Weston Park we had a very long run starting off due west via Telford and Shrewsbury and then south west back into Wales via a TC to Ceri Forest which is due south of the A489 near Newtown.  As we climbed up to the forest we encountered fog, ice and deepening snow.  Again the Marshals needed to amend the route as it was impassable in parts.  We set off into the unknown and found more grip than we expected, especially under the trees where the snow hadn’t got through.  There was a tricky finish to the test with a code board 20 yards before the stop line on a steep down hill section.  As we approached the code boards Jason applied the brakes but we skidded off to the right and started to go down a banking, fortunately we stopped just in time and were able to reverse out and finish the test.  We weren’t the first car to do this and the marshals were having a difficult time extracting cars which went further down the bank.  We were surprised to find that we completed the test 1/10th of a second slower than the winner!

The following road section took us off the hillside and south east to the lunch halt in the village of Newcastle.  At the lunch halt we were given revised TC times to allow for the delays earlier in the morning, however to my mind the road section timing was far too tight, I daren’t tell you some of the speeds we got up to just to keep on time.  We took advantage of the lunch halt to nip down the road for some fuel in the village of Clun.  From the restart we went more or less south via Knighton, where we nearly took a wrong slot, back into Wales and on to Radnor Forest.  There were two selectif’s in this famous forest so we entered from the north and exited to the south east.

The first Radnor selectif had again been altered due to the weather conditions.  There were some tightened junctions, some code boards and some passage checks on this test but the main hazard were the tracks themselves!  According to the results we missed signatures from this point on but I think this must be because the results team didn’t receive our time card from the travelling marshal who we gave it to in Chepstow Park.  The second Radnor selectif was at lower altitude and was more muddy than icy.  One of the PC’s had been move on the grounds of safety, for the marshal of course!  Just before the stop line there was another deep ford but we negotiated this without a problem.  From Radnor we went south east to Hereford via a TC in a fuel station.

From Hereford the route went south west to the next selectif, The Vallets, just to the north west of the A465.  This test was on some narrow tracks through fields with a few hair pin bends along the way and some grass triangles to negotiate.  From here it was a short run to the next selectif at Athelstan’s Wood which is just off to the east of A49 south of King’s Thorn.  This selectif was based in a small wood where with the use of a split and merge we did two laps weaving in and out of the trees and finished only a few hundred yards from where we had started.  It was very slippery in the woods with steep drops cautioned at some points.

The next part of the route took us south to the A40 and on to Monmouth where we turned south again onto the B4293 which follows the course of the Wye Valley on the top of the hills.  The next selectif was called Trellech, this was an excellent test through a forest with flowing roads, the occasional tightened junction, a PC and a code board.  At the end of the test we carried on along the B4293 to the Chepstow Park selectif.

This selectif was like the previous one with flowing forest tracks.  We were really enjoying this 5 ½ mile test and Jason was throwing the car around well thought the chicanes.  3 miles into the test we caught our minute man at a PC, 150 yards after the PC we were right behind him at a tightened left hand bend. Jason hand braked the car round the bend and we were sat on his bumper.  On the up hill section following the bend the other car indicated and pulled over to the left, Jason immediately dived down the right hand side and we started to pass him quickly.  When we were along side the other car they started to pull over to the right which forced us further into the ditch on our right.  As we started to pull further ahead of the other car we came round a 30 degree right hand bend to find a log pile in the ditch!  There was nothing Jason could do and we hit the pile with the O/S/F wheel.  There was a loud bang and you could hear the wheel catching the wheel arch.  We kept going for another 200 yards before the drive shaft popped out and we lost drive.

When we came to a halt at the side of the road the other car came past and disappeared into the night!  When we got out of the car we discovered another vehicle 50 yards further up the track with a broken drive shaft.  We jacked up the front end and removed the damaged wheel a quick inspection revealed that the front mounting for the bottom suspension arm had broken allowing the wheel to move back into the wheel arch and the drive shaft to pop out.  This time it was terminal!  Jason tried to use a ratchet strap to hold the bottom arm but unfortunately it didn’t work and we were left to contemplate how we were going to get back to Yorkshire!

When all the cars had been through the test we were given a suspended tow to the end of the selectif.  We persuaded the rescue crew to take us about half a mile up the road to the nearest village.  Once the rally rescue crew had gone Jason phoned Green Flag Rescue to recover us home.  Green Flag took about 2 hours to arrive with a tilt bed lorry so at midnight we set off for Yorkshire arriving home early on Sunday morning.

Reflections
I still believe that Endurance rallying is the way forward for clubmen who want to go out and enjoy a rally on classic stages in inexpensive rally cars which are, more or less equally matched on performance.  Having taken part on the Revival Rally we have learnt an awful lot about what we need to carry and what we can leave at home.  The car behaved impeccably and I believe that Jason and I worked well together.  I do believe that the organisers will have to look at the road section timing and the distance of road sections compared with selectif distance.

Finally thanks to everyone who has helped and supported us on the Revival Rally 2005.

