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Racer Offroad revels in dust, and maybe glory

Driving through desert at 130 mph: 'Pure addiction'

Patricia Bathurst
Special for
May. 24, 2007 12:00 AM 

Roaring through the desert at speeds topping 130 mph can be dangerous, dusty and expensive. But for Tim Gendreau, owner of a new off-road vehicle emporium called Racer Offroad, "Ah, it's just really fun. . . . Once you do it, it's a pure addiction."

Gendreau, 46, began his addiction by racing on the Yuma sand dunes for about 15 years, but that "was just a hobby," he insists.

It wasn't until last year when he and Chad Ragland, 36, who hails from a racing family but was working in financial planning, began talking about developing a business. 
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Both were involved in off-road sports and racing and believed Phoenix was ripe for a business that would offer sand and distance off-road racers a one-stop shop for custom vehicles, repairs, parts and equipment. 

Racer Offroad, a 20,000-square-foot, five-bay garage with space for about 20 vehicles and equipment and a showroom for all types of off-road vehicles, including sand cars, pre-race vehicles, race cars, custom-designed parts and all types of accessories and equipment, opened this spring in north Phoenix. Ragland has since left the business to join a professional off-road race team.

The desert Southwest has been dubbed the sweet spot of off-road racing, and there's a huge market for the cars and all the equipment needed to race, Gendreau said. 

Custom-built business 

From families racing sand dunes to the pros running in various association-sponsored races, Gendreau estimated there are about 20 teams that compete regularly. And with little sponsorship or commercial funding available, "This is people spending their own money," he said.

And spend it they do. 

Off-road racecars are custom-designed from the ground up, and the tab for even the most basic sand cars starts around $10,000. Custom additions boost the total quickly, and race vehicles can easily top $100,000. They also require constant maintenance.

After every race, they're taken apart - dust penetrates every crevice and bolt - cleaned, inspected and repaired. Even the smallest crack can endanger a driver trying to squeeze every bit of performance out of a machine speeding through the desert in excess of 130 mph. 

Then there's the other equipment required to race successfully.

Before each competition, a pre-race team drives a truck loaded with a GPS mapping system over the course. Sharp turns, boulders and gullies are logged so that drivers can maneuver the course at top speeds.

It's a rigorous exercise, and those vehicles endure as much rugged terrain as the race vehicles themselves.

A team's annual investment can run from about $15,000 to $1 million plus, and that's beyond the initial vehicle investment.

"A lot of us have more money than sense," Ragland admitted.

It took a $1 million investment just to buy the parts and equipment Gendreau needed to open the business, and he says they are still stocking major parts and equipment that will allow aficionados to start with a chassis and build a car themselves. 

Eventually, the shop will engineer and build cars and parts, Gendreau said. He also intends to have vehicles available for purchase "out of the showroom." 

"We took a wild guess on most of the stock, but the cars have so many pieces, we're at literally thousands and thousands," he said. 

Racer Offroad had a four-month waiting list for parts and repairs even before it opened, and it has already expanded the staff to 11 employees. 

The waiting list isn't shrinking much, though. Even during the week, there's a steady stream of customers in and out of both the garage and showroom.

"You gotta start somewhere," said the lanky, laid-back, sandy-haired Gendreau. "The off-road community is everyone from construction workers to casino owners. All you need to get involved is a sense of adventure. I mean, this was just a hobby for me."

Racing into spotlight 

The documentary Dust to Glory calls the Baja 1000, a race among dune buggies, motorcycle and all forms of off-road vehicles through the rugged desert of Baja Mexico between Ensenada and La Paz, one of the most dangerous races in the world.

Run in one form or another since 1968, it now draws about 300 professional drivers and teams. In 2005, the year Dana Brown followed the race for his film, 130 finished.

Gendreau describes it as "a controlled train wreck powered by sheer terror." 

Perhaps this is why its profile has grown steadily over its 30-odd years of existence. 

Covered on NBC Sports, broadcast on ESPN, and with a live Webcast added for 2007, the race now draws hundreds of entrants, thousands of spectators, and even competition among Baja towns and cities to be included on the race route.

Pete Sohren, who owns Speedway Raceway in Phoenix, has been racing off-road since he was a teenager.

"It's totally different from NASCAR," he said. 

He stops just short of scorn for "roundy-round" racing, pointing out that in off-road, "It's you, your friends and the machine . . . against everyone else in the race and the road, besides."

But the challenge is in maintaining high speed and reading terrain at the same time, while avoiding other racers and untimely diversions (a rollover, for instance).

"It'd be really great if we could get the terrain into a computerized system," Sohren said. "(But) the thing is, even when it's mapped, anything can change." 

He's running in eight races this year, and is seeking sponsors to help meet some of the expenses of racing. 

"It takes a lot of money, a lot of time," he said. 

His advice for the uninitiated? "Don't go. You'll be addicted."

