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If your big-ticket off-roader's not been anywhere more
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offroad than the mall parkinglot, go to Cougar Motorsport.
These guys are the real thing, says Chitra Subramanyam

g4 T WAS ONLY WHEN DR
Pramath Raj Sinha braved
Rajasthan’s sun, sand and rough
terrain at the Desert Dash car rally
last year that he realised he had
underestimated his Porsche

45 Cayenne. As he went flat out on

the dry Sambhar salt lake bed, 9.9 Media’s

founder and ISB’s founding dean was stunned.

The track was laid out across the bed and the

rallyists took the track one car at a time.

They had to put in their best time. “I didn’t
know I could go that fast,” Sinha recalls with a
laugh. He had taken the SUV on trips before.
But it was only as the Cayenne negotiated the
sand dunes and dusty roads that he “truly realised
the car’s potential, its sturdiness, and how safe it
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was”. He was equally stunned to discover he was
the fastest on that leg of the competition. But
this appreciation for his luxury SUV was just one
of the many things he took back with him.

The Desert Dash 2009 tapped into his
adventurous streak. For him, as for many other
participants, the rally was a great balance of
adventure and comfort, of pushing to the limit
and then, at the end of a long, dusty day, the
promise of luxury at a heritage hotel. It got him
hooked. Sinha says if time permits, he'll dive
back into the world of speed, this time for the
Desert Dash 2010, scheduled for November 25.

[t is exactly what Ashish Gupta, director,
Cougar Motorsport wanted. The idea of a luxury
SUV rally developed over many cups of coffee as
Gupta and his friends, keen motorsport

Cougar Motorsports
Ashish Gupta (left) and
aurav Mong:

Ships of the desert.
Speedy as hell but
don’t try milking them
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enthusiasts, often found themselves critiquing
the rallies they participated in. In 2009, Cougar
Motorsport was born and November last year,
they held the first Desert Dash, a car rally with a
twist. They followed it up with the Himalayan
Dash earlier this year. Now, as they gear up for
the second Desert Dash, it is clear this team has
put its money right where its passion is.

From the get go, Gupta and the other
organisers had a clear agenda. “We are offering
proper motorsport. It’s not a casual treasure
hunt,” he says. So, the company is registered
with the Federation of Motor Sports Clubs of
India (FMSCI). The rally is run in compliance
with the International Sporting Code of the FIA
and the National Competition Rules of the
FMSCI. It is a time-speed-distance rally, not a
race, where the driver works with the navigator,
following a specific route and speed.

There are penalties for travelling too fast or too
slow, and reaching a checkpoint too early or late.
The difference lies in the little details. It’s stuff
that Gupta and the other organisers picked up

‘First timerallyists
are welcome.No
special vehicle
prepisneeded. And
Cougar takescare |
of those essential
rally peripherals
including rally
licences, insurance
and safety gear’

when they participated in other rallies. Things
they wanted to fix or amend. So yes, first time
rallyists are welcome. And no, special vehicle
preparation isn't needed. And Cougar
Motorsport takes care of all those essential
peripherals that are part of car rallies, whether its
approvals, rally licences, insurance or safety gear.

It was this organised, professional attitude that
appealed to the adventure-loving MD of Elvy
Lifestyle, Lovy Khosla, who participated in and
won Desert Dash 2009 in his Toyota Prado. A
car and motorcycle enthusiast, Khosla heard
of the rally from a friend. As a first-timer, he
says, he didn’t know what to expect. From the
start, however, he was impressed — from the way
they organised the rally, their communications,
and arrangements.

“It was professional right from the beginning,”
he says. The experience was memorable and
Khosla enrolled for the second Desert Dash. But
after a bad motorcycle accident, he is now
waiting for a green light from his doctor. The
terrain, he says, was equally beautiful, the off-

road sections perhaps the best part. “We got 10

speed, drive in the sand, go over bumps, hitaig

all in a controlled environment. It was safe andi

needed, there was help at hand,” he says.

The off-road sections were perhaps the most

popular. And the organisers listened to their 3

participants’ feedback. This year, the route
has taken a slight detour. Gaurav Monga, also

an organiser at Cougar Motorsport says the

rally will run through northern Rajasthan. The

four-day event will flag off from Aman Resorts

in Delhi, move to Alsisar, Lallgarh Palace near
Bikaner, Khimsar Fort and then past Pushkar
Aman Bagh near Alwar.

The duration has also been reduced to ensure

minimum loss of working days, which is so

important for corporate professionals — this rdl

primary target audience. It is a demanding hig

end clientele, enough to keep the organisers on

their toes. It’s a combination of motorsports ai

hospitality, says Monga, and they can't afford

anything going wrong. It’s also one of the reast

why they've restricted the number of entries o

25 or 30 participants. It is to ensure quality, i
say. That, and lasting first impressions.

[t is perhaps why automobile columnist M
Ali Baig went back to participate in the first
Himalayan Dash earlier this year. “Many peo
who have high-end off-road vehicles seldom

have an opportunity to go rough driving,” he
says. But a rally like this one, with lowered

difficulty levels, allows them to do exactly

“It appeals to that streak of adventure weallk

somewhere inside us. It had all the fun ofag
as we frequently got lost... it was roughingi
in a soft way,” he laughs.

“Instead of driving to a holiday destination)

There was also a sense of bonding with othd
participants. “Very few of us knew each othd
beforehand. There were people like us, from
similar backgrounds, so it was a great bondi
experience,” he says. In a sense, he echoes K
who says the thrill of the rally lay in the “spif

sportsmanship, the fellowship and sense ofi
being among the competitors.” @






