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The weather was lousy and the roads were bad
just the way they like it. 

BY MICHAEL WARREN 
PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR 

utside the Holiday Inn in De 
Land, Florida, the rain descended 
on a Noahic scale-transforming 
the parking lot into a small lake 
and converting dusty logging 
roads in the nearby Ocala Nation
al Forest into thigh-deep mud pits 

the color of crude oil. Sketchy reports of a 
nearby tornado filtered into the hotel banquet 
room, where 32 off-road competitors were en
joying the free beer and one last evening of cli
mate-controlled comfort before the start of a 
grueling three-day competition. 

Event coordinator Bob Hazel steps up to 
the mike to lay down some ground rules. 

Someone in the crowd asks if bad weather will 
delay the race. 

Hazel responds, "We stop the event for hur
ricanes, more than four tornadoes and the in
vasion of the body snatchers." 

Lousy weather? Impassible roads? Sounds 
like a �erfect weekend for the Safari Triathlon.

Five years after the first event, the Safari 
Triathlon's weekend of navigation competi
tions, canoeing and skeet shooting has attract
ed teams from around the Southeast. Anyone 
with a street-legal 4-wheel-drive vehicle may 
enter, but contestants must be entirely self-suf
ficient. They're allowed only the equipment 
they can carry on their rigs, and events are run 



fully loaded with canoes on top. Although it's 
nominally sponsored by BFGoodrich (they 
tossed in a set of tires for the winner), the 
Triathlon is organized and staffed by volun
teers, all of whom seem to share a boyish en
thusiasm for messy fun. 

Add to that a gleeful streak of mischievous
ness. At the starting line the first day-with 
engines running-staffers place a folded note 
under the windshield wiper of each vehicle. At 
the word go, navigators fumble for the paper. 

Set to begin a GPS navigation course, 
they're thrown a special task instead. Remove 
your left front tire. Take down your canoe. 
Sprint about 150 yards to a nearby lake and 
paddle the tire around a buoy and back. 

Even at the starting line, the Georgia team 
of Mack Barber and Rusty Hill stood out. 
And it wasn't just that their matching Banana 
Republic outfits were out of place in a crowd 
clad in blue jeans and ball caps. ("No matter 
how we did, .we were going to look good," 
Barber said. "We were probably not your aver
age rednecks.") Or that in an event dominated 
by 20-somethings, Rusty sported a speckled 
gray beard. 

It was Barber and Hill's unmodified, 180-
bhp Land Rover Discovery that seemed most 
out of place among the high-powered Jeeps 
and pickups running on Super Swampers. 
\iVhen they pulled up to the obstacle course 
l3arber swears he heard snickers from fellow 
competitors and the handful of spectators. The 

punchline seemed to be that the exhaust note 
wasn't loud enough. 

But noise isn't everything. "After the first lap 
they all shut up," Barber said. "It felt great. I 
had a lot of confidence in the Land Rover." In 
1994, he placed fourth using a similar vehicle 
in the South American Camel Trophy. "I've 
driven that thing in some terrible terrain all 
over the world in just unreal situations." 

The navigation challenges and TSD rallies 
ran through Florida's Big Scrub country
endless miles of palmettos and slash pines 
growing out of ancient sand dunes. Navigation 
skill counted more than speed, and drivers 
logged between 400 and 500 miles depending 
on their map-reading abilities. Competitors 
located checkpoints using topographic maps 
and hand-held GPS instruments, which use 
global-positioning satellites to pinpoint lati
tude and longitude. Drivers had to photograph 
their vehicles next to the markers, which-as 
you'd imagine-were located in profoundly in
convenient locations. 

Within hours of starting, previous winners 
Jim MacDonald and Dale Erts were facing se
rious problems on the GPS course. Catching 
up with Erts after the morning event, he 
waved me off, 'Tm upset right now, I really 
can't think." A moment later, after cooling off, 
he explained, "We started the day by blowing 
an axle, then our winch blew up at the first 
checkpoint. We may be able to repair the axle 
at camp. We'll have to jerry-rig something." 

■ Run what ya brung, as
long as it's street-legal and
totes a canoe. Big-inch en
gines are not necessarily
the answer for the
Triathlon, but GPS naviga
tion and swamp-negotiating
skills are. A stock Land
Rover Discovery was the
eventual winner of the
three-day event.
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■ Getting down and dirty big time, where winching
yourself free, or helping a fellow competitor, is as much
fun as canoeing your left front wheel around a lake.

MacDonald and Erts weren't alone. "We 
were doing well, then all of a sudden we got 
stuck in a pit for an hour. It was so deep we 
were just pushing the mud forward like a bull
dozer," said Ed Lisowski. "Only two, teams 
made�it through. Everyone else had to winch 
their way out." 

In spite of the obvious messiness of playing 
in mud, a civilized attitude prevailed. Early on, 
Mike White and Randy Gant gave up several 
precious minutes to help another team out of a 
mud hole. It wasn't the only example of gen
erosity. "It's competition, but everyone stops to 
help others out. We had people helping us a 



lot," said Michael Wasiejko. (He broke a ra
dius arm on his Ford F-150 the first day.) 

By noon Friday, several teams had taken a 
pounding. "We had a 20 percent fallout in the 
first half of the first day," Hazel said. Some 
were able to make repairs at the campground 
at night, but only 12 of 16 vehicles would fin
ish the race. 

"Most of those guys are into their vehicles, 
their big 4-wheel-drive Jeeps and pickups, but 
this is a thinking game," Barber said. "I love 
the navigation part and the map reading and 
plotting points." 

Along with testing navigation and driving 
skills, the event also put a strain on relation
ships, "I told Rusty going into it that it was 
going to be intense, and we'd have our bitch 
sessions, but that's to be expected going into 

something like this. That's what I learned on 
the Camel." 

On Saturday morning, halfway through the 
canoe race on the Oklawaha River, a drizzle 
turned into a downpour that didn't let up until 
the next day. Barber and Hill didn't seem to 
mind. As they paddled by-their matching 
khakis soaked through with sweat and rain
you couldn't miss their big, cheesy grins. 

Were they smiling because �f the thou
sand-dollar prize they'd win later in the day 
(a fraction of what it cost them to enter)? Or 
maybe because of the free box of shotgun 
shells? Not likely. 

No, it's just that they got what they came 
for: The rain. The mud. The mess. "If it had 
been real pretty and mild and all," Barber said, 
"it wouldn't have been any fun." � 

"We stop the 
event for 

hurricanes, 
more than 

four 
tornadoes 
and the 

invasion of 
the body 

snatchers. "
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