


PARIS TO DAKAR

Auto racing is a dangerous sport where the slightest mis-
take or lapse in concentration can have a driver careen-
ing into a concrete wall or tire-barrier. The Paris-Dakar
Rally Raid is different— there are no walls or barriers to
cushion the blow should a mistake be made. In fact, the
accident itself might be the least of a driver's worries
should he or she find themselves in a tight spot on the
Dakar. Desert creatures hungry for dinner, bands of ruffi-
ans out for a quick buck (and a rally car or two) along
with the occassional decades-old land mine are all very
real fears for Dakar participants. Despite huge efforts
made each year to ensure the safety and physical well-
heing of the drivers, it is the element of danger which has
preserved the mystique and allure of the rally for 26
years.

Since its inception in 1979, the Paris-Dakar rally has
proven to be an irresistible challenge to the créeme de la
creme of desert racing who seek to pit themselves against
some of the most grueling terrain on the face of the earth.
Each year on January lst, competitors from around the
Locals were eager to greet drivers as the rally wound its way through tiny North African villoges,

where strict speed limits gave the rallyists o welcome respite from the heat of competition and the
desert itself.

world arrive at the race’s start in a dizzying array of vehi-
cles that range from dirt bikes and desert buggies to fac-
tory-backed sport-utility vehicles and monstrous highly-
modified tractor trailers. The vehicles are divided into
three main groups: motorcycles, cars, and large trucks.
The car class is the fastest in the field and featured strong
manufacturer support this year from BMW, Nissan,
Volkswagen and Mitsubishi. The rally itself was broken
down into 18 stages, with public road sections linking
the timed stages. These ..‘\Pk'k'itil .'\TH_L[L'.‘“ were the ones EIL‘H
counted towards victory and varied in length from as lit-
tle as 27 kilometers to as many as 700km. per day.

The 2004 Paris-Dakar provided the latest chaprer in
the classic duel of man versus machine as the race wound
its way from Clermont-Ferrand, France, south through
Spain, across the Strait of Gibraltar via ferryboat and
into Africa. The rally then snaked through Morocco,
Mauritania, Burkina-Faso, Mali and Senegal — passing
through exotically-named towns like Tan-Tan, Bobo-
Dioulasso and Bamako. Oftentimes, it was the elements
and unforgiving desert landscape — which included tow-
ering dunes, deceptively shallow-looking creeks or sus-

pension-mangling rocks and ruts — that got the best of







