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GQut sy women in 4WD chal | enge

Pang Yin Fong

RECENTLY, two young wonen fromJapan had to cope with butterflies in their
stomachs. Probably they weren't the only conpetitors inthe Third
Silverstone Asian Rally to feel nervous.

Says Aki ko Ckabe, 21: "I'mfeeling nervous but I'mlooking forward to
the rally. | want to enjoy it."
Her co-driver/navigator, Mam Kurihara, 29, comments: "I'mvery excited

as my dreamof taking part intherally is being realised!"

Just over two nonths ago, Ckabe, a beautician, and Kurihara, a high-
school teacher, had answered an adverti senent pl aced by Saitanma Ni ssan
one of the largest distributors of Nissan vehicles in Japan, to represent
t he conpany at the Asian rally. Both had no previ ous experience in off-
road 4WD ral |l yi ng.

Okabe and Kuri hara were selected froma total of 170 applicants that
i ncl uded not her - and- daught er teans, and sisters.

Sai tama Ni ssan, which is sponsoring the team figured that having a pair
of amat eur wonen drivers handl e their vehicle woul d have nore public
appeal than choosing professional drivers. True to their assunption, it
generated a | ot of publicity in Japan.

The duo is one of only two all-female teans taking part in the
gruelling, eight-day, 4,000kmoff-road rally that was flagged off from
Kual a Lunmpur on Aug 8. There are a total of six fenal e partici pants anong
the 106 conpetitors fromover six countries conpeting for the Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Chall enge Trophy.

Says their team manager, T. Wakabayashi: "As far as driving techniqueis
concerned, there are ot hers who may be better than Ckabe and Kuri hara. But
inrallies, it is stamnathat is inportant. Last year, we al so had two
womren from Japan who took part in the rally but they didn't conplete the
event."

So how confident are Kuri hara and Ckabe about fini shing the course which
takes partici pants fromKL to Caneron Hi ghl ands before journeying up north
to Penang and onwards to the Mal aysi a- Thai border? (Anong the cities and
towns covered in Thail and are Surat Thani, Hua H n, Ayut haya, Sukhot hai
Mae Hong Song and Chi angmai . )

"About 50 per cent chance, " their teammanager reckons, neaning that an
estimated half of the 53 teans will get to conplete the tough course that
offers stiff challenges |ike rocks, slippery nmud and cervi ces.

In fact, this year's rally made it conpul sory for all vehicles to be
fitted with a winch as there are nunmerous near-inpassabl e obstacl es
present along the journey. This is in addition to the mandatory rally
specs like full roll cage and four-point harness.

Strangers when they first nmet, Kurihara and Ckabe work wel | together and
have | earnt howto handl e a wi nch and ot her equi pnent shoul d they need to
haul their factory-specification N ssan Terrano out of a river or through
sone obst acl e.

Besi des | earning howto handl e a 4WD and read naps, the gutsy and
advent urous pair went through three weeks of rigorous physical trainingto
increase their fitness | evel. Both were active sportswonen while in
school . Ckabe used to represent her school in softball and Kuri hara was a
javelin thrower. Includedintherally progranme is a special project. The
Ri bbon Project of Japan, a non-profit organi sation dedicated to the anti-
Al DS campaign, will be one of the main features in the event.



Nori o Maruhashi of Ri bbon Project will spearhead the canpai gn al ong with
a very special participant, Yoko Fukuzawa, who coul d not speak or hear
frombirth.

Fukuzawa has teamed up with co-driver Toshi haru Urabe, a two-tinme Canel
Trophy finalist. Driving a Suzuki Vitara, Fukuzawa is proving to the world
t hat bei ng physical |l y-chal | enged does not deter her fromleadi ng an active
lifestyle.

The Third Silverstone Asian Rally is organi sed by Persatuan Penotoran
Mal aysi a (Mot oring Associ ati on of Mal aysia) and i s designed to be Asia's
answer to the world-class Paris-Dakar and the Baja 3000 rallies.
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