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■ Even a Hummer's mas
sive 37x12.500R-16.6
Goodyear Wranglers aren't
invincible when the going is
really tough, despite the
Central Tire Inflation System
that matches rubber pres
sure to terrain.
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bout two hours north of Disney 
World, the folks at Off-Road 
America have created a new 
theme park that's unlike anything 
else in the country. Forget mono
rails and talking animals. This 
place is built around the obvious 

attraction of romping through the swamp at 
the wheel of an $85,000 vehicle. 

Here in the middle of an 830-acre swamp 
just south of Jacksonville, Baja 1000 veteran 
Rod Hall has opened a driving school de
signed exclusively for the Hummer. The facili
ty features a one-mile short track of the sort 
used by the Short-Course Off-Road Driver's 
Association, a Hummers-only obstacle course, 
as well as endless miles of swamp road, all of it 
unimproved-unless you consider 37 deceased 
water moccasins an improvement. 

Last October, Off-Road America joined 
with Hummer of Orlando to host a three-day 
competition that gave entrants the chance to 
see just how well their vehicles performed 
against some of Florida's most difficult off
road challenges. The event-patterned after 
the Safari Triathlon (Open Road, Winter 
1996/1997)-included a variety of short races 
as well as navigation stages and time-speed
distance (TSD) rallies. Oh yes, and let's not 
forget driving blindfolded. 

Twenty-two vehicles showed up at Off
Road America on that misty Friday morning, 
and few knew what to expect. "I've never done 
any rallying before, so we're learning as we go," 
said Bill Kame of North Canton, Ohio. "We're 
getting some hands-on experience so we can 
do better next time." 

Friday the competitors warmed up with a 
short barrel race, then headed out into the 
swamp for a TSD rally. I hopped a ride with 
three AM General guys who brought along 
enough navigation equipment to plot their 
way out of a raging battlefield at night. What 
looked like an Etch-A-Sketch actually plotted 
our course on a topographic map using GPS. 
Then there was the hood-mounted infrared 
camera with dual interior video displays for 

· prowling at night, and of course a cellular
phone for ordering take-out.

There was just one problem: All of this gad
getry was practically useless on a TSD, which
required only that we follow a sheet of direc-



tions very carefully. Inside of 10 minutes we 
were hopelessly off course. 

"I've never actually been lost," Bill Thompson 
explained as we bounced through the bog. "But 
I've often been misplaced." Two more U-turns 
and he offered the reason why he had not offi
cially entered the competition: "Because if we 
come and win, we look like the corporate bul
lies. If we do something like this, we look like 
the corporate idiots." But there was no shame 
in getting lost on this morning. It turned out 
that the directions themselves were flawed. 

By late afternoon the teams had left Off
Road America behind and scattered throughout 
the half-million-acre Ocala National Forest in 
search of nondescript points of no real interest: 
two palmettos in the sand, a mound of clay, a 
particular scrub oak bush by a particular pine 
tree. The drivers were given a list of 
latitude/longitude coordinates and a Polaroid 
photograph of each target. Their task was to lo
cate as many of the targets as possible and pro
vide a matching photo as proof of their visit. 

Throughout the weekend, competitors got 
the chance to push their Hummers to the lim
it. On Saturday's sand run in the Ocala Na
tional Forest, John Richard discovered the 
limitations of his Hummer's handy Central 
Tire Inflation System. "I was driving at about 
20 psi, and I didn't have enough traction," he 
explained afterward. "So I dropped it down to 
15 psi. I thought I was being safe." On the 

•bright side, he made it nearly a lap before he
noticed that his right front tire was missing.

Only 13 vehicles arrived at the final show
down Sunday afternoon in an abandoned clay
pit on the south side of the forest. A few had
suffered mechanical failures (including one
blown engine), but it appeared that several
competitors just weren't prepared to drive
blindfolded.

Little did they realize that far more dicey
than being at the wheel was standing too close
to the track during the Blind Man's Buff

event-a short, timed course that required the 
driver to rely on his navigator for verbal direc
tions. As the first vehicle approached, the spec
tators scattered. The fire and rescue guys brave
ly refused to abandon their position on a small 
hill overlooking the course-that is, until Team 
21 came barreling toward them with a blind 
driver. They scattered like a flock of pigeons. 

At the starting line of the final obstacle 
course, Safari Triathlon veterans Hal Johnson 
and Stefan Roth looked like they'd carve out an 
easy victory. On the trial lap, they found them
selves firmly planted in the mud hole and called 
for a tow. No matter, the lap didn't count. But 
the next time around they managed a repeat 
performance, which cost them the event. "This 
sucks," Johnson said, probably unaware of the 
pun, as he waited for a second tow. "We were 
number one up until now. The previous team 
had Swampers, and they'll take you right 
through this. We had just put on MTs." 

Team 16's Bill Meyer pulled ahead for the 
victory. And with exactly half of the Hummers 
crossing the finish line that afternoon, it was a 
victory well deserved. � 

Hummer 
Challenge 
Winners 

FIRST PLACE 
Bill Meyer, #16, New Brunswick, New Jersey 

SECOND PLACE 
Hal Johnson, #15, Wernersville, Pennsylvania 

THIRD PLACE 
Keith Farrand, #10, Kansas City, Missouri 

FOURTH PLACE 
Mark Sanders, #7, Clayton, Missouri 

FIFTH PLACE 
Craig Bernier, #4, Greenfield, Massachusetts 

sources 
For details about the 1998 Hummer Challenge, contact: 

Bob Hazel 
Sports-in-the-Rough 

1260 5th Street NE, #36 
Hickory, NC 28601 

704/261-0221 .. 

For information about Off-Road America, contact: 
Off-Road America 
2345 Harper Street 

Jacksonville, FL 32204 
904/359-8440 
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■ A hood-mounted infrared
camera (center, below) with
a dash-mounted screen (bot
tom) is a handy tool for
night driving but proved of
little use in Florida's swamp.
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