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It all started off with a phone call… Richard was rung by New Zealand Rally Championship sponsor 

and friend Brian Green and asked if he would drive for the Chinese Soueast Motor Team at the upcom-

ing Rally Whangarei.  After a bit of negotiation and  a lot of thought and consideration we took the team 

up on the offer. Richard and I have been lucky enough to have competed for two years in the Chinese 

championship already and the team were well known to us. Although they were not the team we drove 

for, they were the team that all drivers admired due to very well built cars and the best mechanics in 

China. The Wan Yu team in China is huge… it often consists of 6+ modern cars per rally.  They have 

employed some very quick drivers in the past, with the likes of Juha Salo, Mark and David Higgins and 

most recently Jari Ketomaa who is running a World Rally Car at the upcoming Rally Finland.  They 

used to provide David with a brand new car at every rally we went to in China. It all sounded too good 

to be true? Yes there was one catch…  We would be driving a Mitsubishi. 

 

This was a difficult decision to make because we have been very loyal to Subaru, only competing in 

Subaru’s  for the last 8 years in the New Zealand Rally Championship and various overseas events 

(China, Japan, Australia) and with our New Zealand Championship at stake we realized it was going to 

be a big ask to hop into a foreign car and set good times against very good drivers. 

 

Luckily, we love a challenge.  

 

We arrived Monday of rally week and met our interpreters for the first time. We would have three inter-

preters for this rally, these were three people we would really rely on over the week. Next we met  up 

with team boss, Fan Fan. He is an absolute pleasure to work with—he even told us to stop being so 

polite and demand what we wanted in order to achieve a good result. Next to meet was Fraser 

MacKeller, our engineer who was flown in from the UK to tune our car and provide on event support.  
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Richard and I were overwhelmed by how large the team was. We had 36 members staying at the 

Kingsgate, but couple this with both our families, sponsors and friends who were there with us it ended 

up being a massive group. 15 of those members were Journalists that the team had brought over from 

China. Both our team mates—Fan Fan and Hao Yuan are very famous in China. 

 

The mechanics did a very good job at preparing the car for us. We briefly watched them working and 

were surprised at their speed and attention to detail, preparing the car with new parts from practically 

a shell.  

 

Richard went testing on Tuesday with Ben Jagger to help him learn to better utilize his suspension.  

Ben seemed to grow in confidence with every run. They also invited us to go testing on Wednesday. 

This time we took our car too. The first run in it was very strange! I couldn’t believe how different it was 

to our Prodrive car. The engine revved differently, the Exe-tc suspension was very soft and the brakes 

were very grippy. Richard and I both struggled to know whether the car was fast as it felt stable. We 

had nothing to compare it to so after only two hours of skids we called it a day, equally as unsure of 

the competitiveness as before we tested. 

 

We didn’t have to wait long to find out. After a long and wet Recce on Thursday we started shakedown 

on Friday. Although this wasn’t a great indicator as the shakedown road is not very reflective of the 

rally roads, it was still good to get a feel for the car and the competition. We were pretty happy with our 

times and made some setup changes to better reflect Richard’s driving style.  

 

That evening came the Ceremonial Start and with it a lot of controversy over the Start List. Even 

though we were car 6, we were due to start car 7 on the road. Our team was very upset and after a lot 

of discussion some of their issues were resolved. Although not all and this was very disappointing. 

Hopefully it will be lesson learnt for the future. It really is quite something the amount of exposure and 

spending power that comes with the Asia Pacific Teams 

competing in New Zealand. Our team, amongst others were 

quite offended so I really hope that this hasn’t put them off 

New Zealand and we 

see them all back next 

year. 
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We thought long and hard on a game plan for today. We were still quite unsure of the car and really 

wanted to make a steady and mature approach to not force the pace. Stage one was a 2010 Rally 

New Zealand stage—Brooks. Although this is a stage we enjoy, it was also the one that ended our 

2010 Rally New Zealand. This was one stage it would be nice to get through.  Get through we did, and 

set not a bad stage time either… 7.9 seconds off the winner.   

 

Stage two… I hate to say it but this includes yet another accident spot of ours. At 40.63km long, we 

knew we had to start stepping up the speed or risk losing lots of time. A 4th placing on this stage was 

another step in the right direction. Cassidy was up next and we got another 4th placing.  

 

After a short blast around the Whangarei Su-

per Special stage we had 79km of Special 

Stage experience under our belts in the Evo. 

The plan was to gradually keep increasing the 

speed to ensure we made no mistakes. We 

set off to repeat the four stages from the morn-

ing. We were one of the very few to better our 

time through Brooks, this time only 2.6seconds 

off the winner.  Through Bull we again set 4th 

fastest, but reduced the difference to the winner from the first run. The second run through Cassidy 

was a disappointment for us, we lost a placing to Alister McRae in an S2000 Proton and so after the 

Whangarei Super Special we ended the day in 4th for the rally. But most importantly for our team 3rd 

in the Asia Pacific Class, behind two very quick S2000 Protons of Chris Atkinson and Alister McRae. 

And very importantly for us, 2nd in the NZ Rally Championship class. We were only 18.5seconds be-

hind Alister for the rally so we looked forward to the battle that Day Two would bring. 
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After a good nights sleep we headed off for another blast around the fast and high commitment stages 

of the Whangarei district. Up first was a stage not particularly  loved by either Richard or myself. 

Waipu Caves is very fast, over crests that are unpredictable, off camber and with corners that really 

tighten. It also includes a very long tarmac straight where speeds of over 200kph would be reached. I 

was surprised to see we were 3rd on the stage. But we only took .5sec out of Alister. This 18seconds 

was going to be quite the challenge to get. 

 

Stage two for the day was Waipu Gorge. We were disappointed to give 

1.2seconds back to Alister in here. Next up was Batley, we changed the diff 

programme and approached it with more aggression. We were rewarded with 

an 8.9seconds win against Alister. This continued on to Wairere where we 

gained another 5seconds. This took us down to now only a 5.3second gap 

with 4 afternoon stages remaining.  

 

A repeat of the difficult stage Waipu Caves saw us take only 1 second out of 

Alister. This was turning out to be a great battle... Now the difference was re-

duced to 4.3seconds. We were also running second for the day in the New Zealand Championship. 

This made it quite interesting from a co-driving point of view—keeping times for  the overall rally, the 

‘Asia Pacific’ rally, the Day for Asia Pacific (teams points) and the Day for New Zealand Champion-

ship. I was a busy lady! :)  

 

We were disappointed at our time through Waipu Gorge in the morning so we set that straight by set-

ting a time .2seconds behind Hayden Paddon and more importantly 2.6seconds quicker than Alister. 

Now the gap was down to 1.7seconds with two stages to go. Soooo exciting! 
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Then trouble started for Alister McRae in Batley. His engine started overheating and he in turn lost 

a lot of time. We were disappointed that our battle didn’t continue over the next two stages, how-

ever it also ensured we now sat 2nd Asia Pacific Car and were in a great position for our team. 

 

So it ended up being a relaxed last stage, Wairere. It was fantastic to have our friends and spon-

sors (Hopper’s) racing alongside us in their helicopter over this stage. They followed us through 

the whole 19km and it was quite a laugh to get a text at the end of the stage saying “you were a 

bit wide on that fast left hand corner”. 

 

Our team was absolutely ecstatic with the result. We returned the car to the team without any 

damage and ended the rally 2nd Asia Pacific Car, this elevated the team from third to second po-

sition in the Asia Pacific Teams Trophy and was a result they could all feel proud of.  We were 

also very happy to have achieved 3rd overall in our first attempt at driving a Mitsubishi for 8 years. 

We wished we could have had one more day of competition as we were starting to feel comfort-

able in the car. We did struggle through the slippery and damp patches during the rally, where 

trust and predictability in a new car wasn’t peak but it was growing with every stage. 
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We would like to thank Fan Fan and Soueast Motor Team for inviting us to drive for them. It was 

an honour to drive for a team as professional as theirs. The car ran faultlessly, with not one me-

chanical issue all weekend. Also a big thanks to Brian Green for believing in us and recommend-

ing us to Fan Fan.  Your on-event support with us and the team was also much appreciated. 

Thank you to Greg Horne from BNT for encouraging us to take the opportunity and supporting us 

in the venture.  Also Thanks to our other associate sponsors, who were very understanding and 

supportive. 

 

Thank you to Tom and Alison for adopting our son for the week, we knew he was in great hands 

and having lots of fun.  Thanks to Nicola and Robbie for excellent support during the week, Rob-

bie was a great help in flying up early to help with all sorts, always being an enthusiastic and pro-

active person to have around. 

 

Thanks Mum and Dad for coming up too. It was nice to have you up there, also lending a helping 

hand with Khalid. Thanks also to Chris for results. 

 

Thanks to The Ben’s for helping us with a test road. It was great to see some smiles after you 

achieved a setup in the car that worked well for you. 

 

Thank you also to all the marshals and timing crew who gave up their time over the weekend to 

help create a very well run event. 

 

There are many others to thank for this event, perhaps too many to continue listing. So THANKS! 
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There is only one Rally left in the New Zealand Rally Championship—Rally Hawkes Bay. This is 

currently ‘ in the air’ with problems over road closure. The event will go ahead but various op-

tions are currently being floated. It is scheduled for 20-21st August so watch this space... 

We are also busy considering the feasibility of some international events this year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only three people can now win the Championship. Our position in the championship is looking 

quite strong. 

 

 

TV1 Coverage (4-5pm): 

Rally Whangarei – Sun July 24 and July 31  

Rally Hawkes Bay – Sun Aug 28 and Sept 4  

        

        

We would  like to acknowledge our ongoing association with supporters BNT, Hopper Construction, 

Dunlop, B.W.O’Brien, MCA, Geartech, ScottSpeed Performance Engines, Pagid, Quality Foods and 

Tom’s Auto Services. 

 

 

Rich: 027 244 1401    

richard_and_sara@xtra.co.nz 

Sara: 027 224 9785 

www.richardmason.co.nz 

www.nzrallychampionship.co.nz  

www.chrissport.co.nz 
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Position Driver Points 

1 Richard Mason 410 

2 Hayden Paddon 384 

3 Emma Gilmour 322 

4 Chris West 280 

5 Glenn Inkster 247 

6 Dean Sumner 235 
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