Team Walbran’s European Tour 2007

It all started quite simply really.   Clive and Helen Holloway (resident UK tour guides, MG connoisseurs and NZ junkies, aka the Baldricks) had yet another cunning plan.   “How about,” they said, knowing our addiction for narrow winding roads “investigating some of the passes and rally roads in the Alps?”  

Once born, this thought just would not go away regardless of how much cold water of rational thought was applied.   And of course the concept grew.   By the time we had included a challenge for the California Cup autotests at Silverstone, it had evolved from a simple 2 car expedition with team Holloway to one involving our whole family while the cars and drivers were on that side of the world.   “Family” then took on a broader meaning to include both our Dutch exchange student Paul (who had lived with us for the last 12 months and become part of the family) and my sister Felicity and family.  Ironically, work commitments meant that Helen and Clive couldn’t make it in the end, but they continued to provide enthusiastic logistical support which was to prove absolutely invaluable.    

A key piece of the planning jigsaw fell into place when I was introduced early this year to Gerry Brown currently of Merton Motorsport in the UK, and one of the founders of Brown and Gammons.   Gerry was visiting his daughter who had recently moved to New Zealand and as it turned out is living virtually just around the corner from us.   Both of us being keen rally competitors we naturally started talking and one of the many products of the conversation was a suggested route drawn up by Gerry and one of his rally colleagues upon his return to the UK.   When it comes to finding good roads, there is nothing so helpful as a bit of local knowledge!  

We shipped two Midgets from New Zealand - Andrew’s K series Midget (aka Widget) and Hans, Cameron’s recently restored 1275 - to enter the California Cup along with Monty, our resident UK Midget.   To fit the 10 of us, we bought two more bringing the total to 5 Midgets, all suitably bedecked with kiwi logos and all but one being BRG.  In best tradition the new acquisitions were also given names (Harry and Maggie).   Very practical – no use saying merely “it’s in the Midget” when there are five of them! 
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Matt in action, California Cup, MGCC Silverstone 2007
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Matt Finds he is FTD 
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The winning team – Andrew, Matt, Paul
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California Cup team and supporters
Our objectives at Silverstone being very successfully achieved with 1st & 3rd teams and 1st,2nd,3rd & 5th individual placings in the California Cup - along with 1st and 2nd in class in the sprint - we headed across the English Channel to Holland.   A very hospitable couple of days with Paul’s family in Katwijk at the mouth of the Rhine gave us the opportunity to discover what happens if the radios are left behind (= get lost very comprehensively!) and vow not to repeat the mistake!  
After a similarly hospitable couple of days in Cuxhaven in the north of Germany visiting another exchange student with whom the guys became friendly in NZ and delivering her the promised ride on the Autobahn in an MG, we headed south for the Nurburgring with eager anticipation.

The plan was to get there for the (midweek) evening session from 5.30pm to 7.30.   However, it was not to be as simple as all that!    On the autobahn the lower hose failed in Cam’s car.  The heater take-off had blown clean out, dumping mucky cooling water all over the beautifully concours engine bay.   It was a new hose, so we were not very impressed.   We plugged the stub of the heater branch and headed off … wrong!   The clutch cable on the same car broke!  (Significant draw-back of 5 speed conversion: parts not so easily available.)   

Accommodation for 10 people and 5 cars is not easy to come by on a casual basis, so we had of course booked ahead for the whole trip.  The resulting lack of flexibility meant there was nothing else to do but dust off the clutchless driving skills of a misspent youth … on the autobahn (= should be easy) in the rush hour around Cologne (= not so easy after all!).   

By the time a new cable was found (thank you Clive and Ebay), forwarded and fitted, over 8 days were to pass, during which time we covered about 2500 km and more than 20 alpine passes without a clutch.   The navigator also got very fit from pushing the car to get it rolling to engage first gear.
Nurburgring!

This delay saw us arrive at the Nurburgring with only enough time to do a single lap around the 13 miles+ of the classic old circuit.   There is only one word to describe it – brilliant!   Driving through the 70+ bends as they twist and turn their way through the Eiffel Mountains was an experience which surpassed the already high expectations we had.   An absolute must for any petrolhead.   

We put three Midgets around the circuit – Andrew in Widget, myself in Monty and Matt in Harry, Cam’s car being ruled out by the uphill start.   Andrew took off like a rocket, giving the K Midget its head …. some time later towards the end of the lap both Matt and I had the same thought as we came across a warning triangle:  “Oh dear, what’s Andrew done???”    O ye of little faith!   It was just a shortened BMW!  (Armco 1, BMW 0.)  On the contrary, Andrew finished the lap with no rearrangement of the bodywork and a large smile on his face, vowing to return.   

A small world!
South of Salzburg, we caught up to a motor home which kindly pulled over to let us pass just as a twisty hilly bit of road swung into sight.  Yippee!  Such joy was to be short lived as my navigator informed me firmly that she needed some bushes soon thank you very much.   Of course, these couldn’t be any old bushes – they had to be down hill (helps with getting a clutchless car moving) and with enough room for 5 cars to pull off.  Realising that the motor home would overtake us again, I spied a suitable place and a pit stop duly took place.

To our surprise, the motor home pulled up behind us.   The occupants walked along the queue of MG’s and announced to us that we’d just made their day – they hail from Abingdon and were they ever proud to see such a group of the town’s most famous products so far from home!    

The Alps at last
We left the main road and headed into the mountains and up the Dientner Sattel, at 1357m a suitable entrée for what was to follow.  After the top of the saddle, we returned to the main road via an even smaller road which wound steeply down hill for a few miles alongside a swiftly flowing alpine stream. Sunshine, good roads, lovely scenery … great stuff, this is what we came for!
This led us to Grossglockner, the first of the big passes. At 2504 metres (8200 feet in real numbers) the pass is about twice the altitude of the Crown Range road, NZ’s highest through road … with a 28 Euro toll per car (breathe deeply when paying for 4!),  but is a classic alpine staircase with lots of hairpin bends and a 1 in 8 gradient.

The latter proved a little problematic when we encountered roadworks/single lane/bus coming at us.  Remember the lack of a clutch? Once the bus passed, we discovered that 5 people can indeed push a Midget up a 1 in 8 hill fast enough to not only get it into first gear but also (on the second attempt thanks to the tweaked engine) on the cam.   The real challenge of all this was to get Matt back into the car without slowing down and falling under the cam.   Rising to the occasion, in great Indiana Jones style he caught up with the car and vaulted into the passengers seat. 
When in Rome …

Along the way, we did the odd bit of tourism, which included a day in Venice and the inevitable ritual of getting lost whist trying to find our accommodation.  If you ever want a bit of excitement, I can recommend driving a clutchless Midget leading 4 others through the traffic lights and heavy traffic of a strange city when nobody in the team has any idea of where you should be!    We bailed out into a quiet residential street to ring the hotel for directions.   
However, the usual group of interested locals turned up to admire the cars and chat.   One spoke English very well and could also help with directions.  “If you carry on that way you will get lost!” he said with much Latin expressiveness and gesturing.   “I will tell you an easy way! Go down this street – sure, it is one-way and you will be going the wrong way but never mind! This is Italia!!  It is 8pm and there is nobody there, so there is no problem!” Oh well, try anything once – and as they say, when in Rome …. 
Alps, Day 2 – Stelvio Pass
Returned to Cortina from Venice and continued on our trek, taking in half a dozen passes (all over 2000m) through the very spectacular Dolomites.   Top down in an MG through such amazing country is a perfect way to take it in (though chickened out for a while when it snowed lightly).   The route included a couple of large loops, and after Giau Pass I realized I had miscalculated on petrol (Midgets only hold 5-1/2 gallons) and returned to Cortina via the main road to top-up while the others continued on ahead.   Oh dear, what a shame, I’ll have to try and catch up now thought I and set about the task with great enthusiasm.   Along the way a grumpy bus objected to being overtaken and tried to run us off the road.   Apparently we were expected to sit behind him as he ground his way up the hill at 15 to 20km/h.
 Late in the day we approached the foot of the famed Stelvio Pass (2758m or 9070 feet).  Andrew informed me that Widget was intermittently dropping onto 3 cylinders at low speed, so could he go on ahead at a faster clip.   How convenient!!   I hate intermittent faults, difficult to trace.  (It eventually turned out to be a plug lead chaffed on the bell housing, but it took a week to find it)  

After climbing Stelvio steadily for a while we encountered a sign proclaiming bend number 47. Must be nearly there.   Funny, didn’t notice any of the earlier bends numbered.  When we saw the next hairpin was no 46 we realized that (contrary to the Austrians) the Italians number theirs from the top and there was still quite a way to go!  
Somewhere around turn 24, as we rounded the bend we saw what was ahead and gulped.   The road winds its way impressively straight up a seemingly vertical face to the top.   “This isn’t a pass, it’s a mountain!” Matt exclaimed.   And somewhere there Monty’s clutch decided it would misbehave and make it difficult to get first.   This is a distinct disadvantage when you are in the middle of a steeply climbing hairpin which needs first to pull out of it!    Fortunately Cam sorted it and all continued on their way.
Being late in the day, there had been no traffic for sometime so we were somewhat surprised to find a number of cars coming the other way, and rather rapidly at that.  New Minis and munted looking BMW’s …   Camouflaged BMW’s, Andrew realised and quickly reached for his camera!  Sure enough when we got to the top of the pass we found a Beamer with all sorts of test gear fitted inside.
The decent was as good as the climb, rapidly plunging 5000 feet into in the valley below.   By the time we got to our overnight stop in Valdidentro it was 10.30 (yep, got lost again) but the hotel proprietor kindly kept the kitchen team at the ready.   (Aren’t mobile phones wonderful sometimes?)   This was the hotel to which the new clutch cable was to be delivered, but there was no sign of it.   The following morning the proprietor spent over an hour on the phone calling every courier in the wider area, and wouldn’t give up until he located it – which he eventually did.  On top of that he refused to accept anything to compensate him for the expense of either that or the late meal of the night before.   Superb service.   Hotel San Carlo if you are ever in the area.
Alps, Day 3 – Gavia, Bernina, Rhine Valley
While the rest of the team chased the new clutch cable in Tirano, Andrew, Dutch Paul, Cam and I headed for the Gavia Pass in the two Kiwi cars.   Eventually.   On our third attempt we found the right road out of Bormio, but not till after we’d taken the wrong one just so we could U-turn in a tunnel.   No trip to Europe is complete without doing a U-turn in a tunnel.   Extra points if you have no clutch!  To do this sport, you need a lucky break in the traffic and either a Midget or a good handbrake.   Both is even better! (Quite a sinking feeling, thinking “oops, we shouldn’t be here” and simultaneously noticing the sign which proclaims that the tunnel you are entering is 8km long.) 
Gavia is another classic.   It has everything: height (nearly 9000 feet), hairpins,  narrow road (sometimes complete with cattle on it), armco in some places (much of it well used!), nothing between you and the edge in others.   Not a road for the faint hearted.  It got so narrow at one point that when we met a motorbike coming up the other way the Midgets only just fitted past … the car behind us (which had been trying hard to keep up) didn’t fit and had to back up.   Gerry tells me it was still unsealed in the early 1990’s so it would have been even more interesting then!  We reached the the other side with a respectable odour of brakes wafting out.
We followed Gavia up with three more passes along the ridge nearly a mile high above Tirano, over which they offered spectacular views.   Although not as high and dramatic as Gavia, these roads were just as narrow and almost traffic-free, making them a delight to drive on as they meandered in and out of the trees along the ridge.
We caught up with Bron just before the Swiss border control at the other side of Tirano.   She had the new clutch cable!!!  Being uphill, Matt lobbed my passport into the car as we drove past and into the border check.  Uphill, of course. Swiss border man expressed doubts over safety with a lack of clutch.  We assured him (a) it is only the clutch, not the brakes, (b) we’ve driven it for 6 days and 1500km like this, no worries!   He let us go.   
Bernina Pass was crowded and a bit of a motorway compared with what we’ve just done, on top of that the speed limit is 80km/h.    Well, at least the scenery was nice.   The rest of the day was spent traveling alongside swiftly flowing streams that feed the Rhine, and right through the Rhine Valley itself to the river’s source and finally over the Oberal Pass to overnight at Andermatt.    Good scenery again offset tedious driving conditions.    
Alps, Day 4 - Switzerland
The clutch cable didn’t quite fit!  The clevis pin in the new cable was riveted in place, obviously designed for a slot not a hole.   It was Saturday morning and nobody anywhere in Andermatt was interested in helping till Monday.  (All we needed was to drill the end off it)  So, another day with no clutch (. At least the weather was perfect.
Furka Pass (8000 feet) – another staircase of hairpins with patches of snow at the top - good for a play!   And for good measure the guys remove shoes and have a race through it barefoot.   On the way down the other side to the valley floor, we had a stunning view across the valley of the next climb we’d take up to Grimsel Pass.   Surreal!!   We took another break on reaching the top of Grimsel to soak it up.    Being the weekend, there were a huge number of motorbikes indulging in the same pastime as us, and they had a lot of interest in the cars and what we were doing.   
After descending Grimsel we found a garage open and persuaded them to drill out the rivet.   Yippee! The clutch could be fixed at last!  

After reaching Interlarken we left the main road again and explored some more delightful roads and a couple more passes en route to our overnight stop just before the Italian border at Col Gd St Bernard.

Alps, Day 5 – Italy, France, Italy … and we find a dirt road!
A clutch at last!  Cameron was very happy to be back in the driver’s seat of Hans.   As soon as we crossed the border into Italy at Col Gd St Bernard (8100 feet, more amazing roads) the rain started.   And stayed for most of the day.  

Col du Petit San Bernard at the Italy/France border is a mere 7200 feet, but the next one, Col de l’Iseran was the highest yet, just topping Stelvio by a few metres.   However, while a very interesting road, it wasn’t as dramatic (or scary) as Stelvio.  It was notable for causing Widget’s handbrake to lock on when a clevis pin tried to escape and snagged on the wheel.   Easy to fix, but of course it was raining, and a steep road up a mountain is not exactly the most reassuring place to jack up a car!  Windy, wet and freezing at the top, time for a few photos and then crawl gratefully back into the car.   
Nearly all of these high passes involve climbing 4000 - 5000 feet from the valley below and then going all the way back down again on the other side, so it is quite a roller coaster.    

The road took us over a couple more passes including Col de Mont Cenis, back into Italy, then down, down, down until we reached the town of Susa.    From here the plotted route showed a tiny road heading direct for Finestrelle, but the maps were misleading and try as me might we couldn’t find it for a while.   (Turned out we were looking at the wrong maps!  It was perfectly clear on one of the other maps.)  Bron and I went searching while the others waited and found a local who pointed us in the right direction.    While we waited for the rest of the team, a local truck driver enquired where we were headed and got very excited and agitated when we said where.   He pointed up the mountain which rose over a mile straight up behind us, pointed under the car and indicated with his hands that car was too low, rolled his eyes, shook his head, etc.   This just made it all the more interesting!     

It is indeed a neat road, the Finestre Pass.  Whereas most passes head for an obvious gap through the mountains, this one went straight up it!   That we couldn’t see the top for clouds further enhanced this impression.   We counted over 30 very tight hairpins as the narrow little road weaved its way almost vertically skywards through the trees.   Maybe this is what inspired Led Zep’s Stairway to Heaven!      Being first car on roads like this is a bit of a minesweeper job, watching for oncoming locals who use all the width of the road and radioing back to those following when there is oncoming traffic. Eventually it leveled out for a bit … and the tarmac stopped! Woohoo!! A gravel road!
At this stage, Widget had got a bit tetchy and dropped to 3 cylinders most of the time, so while it had a rest and the boys kicked the ball around (yet again), I went ahead to investigate the gravel.   (It was tough, but someone had to do it!)  It was a superb little road, just kept on climbing, but 20mph was all I could do on it comfortably.   After about 20 minutes I emerged from the cloud, now well clear of vegetation so that meant over 2000 metres, and saw I was almost at the top.     I thought about Cam’s dodgy charging system (an ongoing tribulation) and what the time would be by the time I returned to the others, and had to make the hard call that given the imminent dusk and how long it would take to traverse the rest of the road, it would have to remain unfinished business. (
So we bailed out and took the main road into Claviere, right on the border with France, where we were staying for the night.   And the rain started again.

The Alps, day 5 – Route des Grande Alpes 
The following day, after repairing a puncture in Briancon,  we turned south to follow the Route des Grande Alpes which heads towards the coast at Menton, just east of Monaco and which covers a wide variety of terrain and a number of passes as it descends from the Alps to the Mediterranean.  Col d’Izoard  (7700 feet) was as bleak a Col de l’Iseran the previous day ... a quick few pics then back into the warm car to head back all the way down the other side of the mountain and then climb all the way up to the next pass, Col du Vars, a mere 7000 feet.   
The big one followed – la Bonnette.    There are two features here – Col de la Bonnette and Cime de la Bonnette.   Once upon a time, the French had the highest pass in the Alps.   Then the Italians made a higher road, so the French salved their wounded pride by building the Cime loop, from the pass around the mountain and back again reaching 9400 feet along the way.  That’s around the height of Ruapehu!  It remains the highest through road in the Alps.
The French were cheating, the boys reckoned, but cheating or not the view is impressive, and though nowhere near as steep as, say, Stelvio it still dished out the vertigo, particularly with the mountainside being covered in scree and looking much less stable.   Still windy and freezing, with showers passing through, we nevertheless spent the time there the occasion warranted, and for good measure the guys decided bravado was the order of the day and stripped to the waist for the team photo.    
After we descended from la Bonnette, the landscape changed to densely wooded, steep, rugged country with near vertical rocky bluffs abounding.   And the sun came out!  Though not as high in absolute altitude (the passes were “only” 5000 feet) the valley floors were lower too; those with a poor head for heights would find themselves even more challenged as the narrow road weaved its way round these bluffs, mostly hewn into the rock with the odd short tunnel.   Picturesque Mediterranean villages perched on promontories along the way.   Spectacular, amazing, incredible … we were running out of superlatives.     

We were now deep into traditional Monte Carlo territory (except that in the rally all these roads are driven in the depths of winter complete with snow and ice in parts!) and so a few iconic names popped up along the way.    The guys honoured Col de Turini with a game of soccer on the road …. 
Southern France (and it’s still sunny!)
We checked out Monaco then left Andrew at Nice airport (he had to return to Uni ahead of the others).  After a day’s break and also giving Monty two new tyres at the front, and a deformed rear (impatient local at traffic lights took off before we did), we continued on our way.
The rugged, densely vegetated topography continued unabated, better still we almost had the roads to ourselves.   Brilliant driving, all of this (   And the pretty villages just kept on turning up in all sorts of amazing places. The lack of parking for 5 cars proved a constraint on how often we could stop for icecream, beer or other ways of coping with the heat (probably a good thing!).  
All along the way, we got a lot of enthusiastic reaction as we cruised through villages, particularly in Italy and France.  People would wave enthusiastically when they saw the first car, then go really wild when they saw the rest following behind.   It happened in larger places too; even on the motorways as cars cruised past there were waves, thumbs up and quite a few cameras pointed at us.
The Grand Canyon du Verdun presented another dimension again, with vertical rocky bluffs plunging hundreds of metres to the aqua river which winds its way between them as it follows the narrow canyon floor.   A hard choice of road here:  the Corniche Sublime on the southern side of the canyon, or the high loop road on the north side.  Our route took us through the former, a brilliant road to drive on.    From it we could just discern the loop road on the other side, even higher up, with even more dramatic drops.   Unfinished business here; if you are ever there, allow time to do both!
The day finished (after a cooling-off swim in the lake at the canyon exit) at Moustiere St Marie, a stunningly beautiful village situated at the exit of a branch to the canyon.    
The real driving comes to and end.

The sun continued the next day, and southern France continued to present more of the same roads for the most part.  Motoring heaven!   For variety, early in the day we came across extensive fields of lavender, the smell readily drifting all around.   Bron chalked another plus for topless driving.   (That’s the car, not her – we had enough bits of us sunburnt). Then back into a few more mountain roads and passes, again traditional Monte Carlo territory.   Passing through one village, some late teen girls saw the cars and excitedly waved at us.    And those sons of ours didn’t respond!   Obviously they haven’t been brought up properly.      
Then finally we came to the Canyon des Ecouges.   At the risk of over using the word, absolutely stunning!   Start off by following a neat twisty road down into a rocky tree-lined gorge, cross and then run alongside the river with the sides of the gorge rising high above you on either side and small waterfalls tumbling out of them.    Then the piece de resistance – the gorge exits halfway up a mountain side and the whole lot – river, trees (and your stomach) disappear over the edge into the wide, deep valley that has opened up far below you.   For good measure, it’s another of those narrow roads cut into a vertical rock face.  Once you’ve recovered your composure, stop to soak it in and try to achieve mission impossible of capturing on film (or ones and zeros if you are into digitals).    
It was a great way to finish the serious driving part of the expedition.  All that remained now was the long haul back up through France, most of it on terminally boring and thoroughly unpleasant motorways, with only a bit of tourism and retail therapy to break the monotony.  What a contrast.
Altogether we covered about 6500 km in our 3 weeks in Europe, 2500 of which was through the Alps (it’s a long haul from the English Channel).  A bit more time to soak up the ambience would have been good but time was constrained by the boys’ uni holiday.  
We had to cover a fair amount of distance, about 300 km, each day in the mountains which made things a bit tight when there were delays (we got used to late nights) -    200 km/day would have been be a more relaxing pace.   One significant limitation was that with so many cars, it was hard to find parking in many of the small villages which would have been nice to stop at.   
Notwithstanding such minor deviations from the perfect itinerary, we had a fantastic drive. The route took us over about 50 mountain passes, half of which were over 7000 feet (10 were over 8000 feet) and most over 5000 feet.   (Driving at that altitude had interesting effects on the cars, being more sluggish than normal, and we had to double the idle speed at low altitude in order to get a normal idle at the top.)  The scenery was consistently stunning, and so varied it was impossible to tire of it, while the roads were just what MG’s were made for.     
Footnotes:

1.  We narrowly missed (by about an hour) the Tour de France which was coming south towards us, though we did pass enough of the service teams setting up, and expectant crowds to get a good flavour of it.   They were headed for many of the same roads we’d been on over the last few days, so seeing first hand what they were to tackle  gave us a lot of respect for those riders - we got tired just driving them!
2.  We stopped for lunch at the town of Beaune on the way north.   As we left the carpark the guys spotted a man with a picture of a Sprite on his T-shirt.  He saw the MG logo on ours and enquired “parlez vous Francais?”  “Un peu” replied Scott.  “Good, I don’t speak much either” he replied in best Aussie!  Which made chatting things-MG much simpler!
