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OJOS NEGROS, Mexico -- In
a valley south of Ensenada, thou-
sands of race fans wake at scrag-
gly campsites to the sight of rising
dust and feel of trembling earth. It's
the all-day plane crash, as one rac-
ing legend has dubbed it -- an off-
road armada of 300 bikes, buggies,
quads and trucks roaring this way.

The first motorcyclist flashes past
in an explosion of dirt. A chase he-
licopter swoops overhead. The
hordes spring from their campfires
toward the action. Despite speeds
of up to 100 mph, bystanders jam
the roadside, leaving bikers and
drivers millimeters for error.

"Have you ever been startled or
scared, really scared?" asks Dave
Ashley, a truck racer who's been
competing here since the '80s.
"Imagine that happening for a full
four, five hours. You get this incred-
ible adrenaline pump, and it just lasts
the whole time."

It's not only drivers who feel the
buzz. A thrill-seeking teenager
dashes out of the crowd and across
the course like a bull-dodger at
Pamplona, winning an ovation.
Then a civilian cycle takes the dare,
lurching across the track. Then a car.
This is no traffic cop's nightmare; it
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all materialized last June, at the run-
ning of the 2004 Tecate Score Baja
500. There was more of the same
when another 280 kidney-thump-
ing devotees lined up for the Baja
1,000, a.k.a. the Tecate Score Baja
1000, a.k.a. the Baja Mil, a.k.a. the
granddaddy of desert racing.

For 37 years, these races have
endured despite deaths and inju-
ries, despite prize money that's
pocket change next to NASCAR's
winnings, and despite perpetually
dodgy local politics.

Along the way, the races have
grown into a sort of a brand name
for manly challenge. Steve
McQueen, George Plimpton,
James Garner, Ted Nugent -- all
have skidded here. It was Parnelli
Jones, Baja repeater and India-
napolis 500 champion, who called
the Baja Mil "a 24-hour plane
crash."

But as Baja's population grows
and environmentalist sensibilities
edge south across the border, the
future of these races looks as clear
as the dust-choked route. Organiz-
ers have scheduled three races this
year.

"These races have little to no en-
vironmental oversight, and the
maximum speeds they encourage
result in maximum damage to the
landscape and wildlife . . . just so

gringo motorheads can rip it up,"
says Daniel Patterson, a biologist
at the Tucson, Ariz.-based Center
for Biological Diversity.

"The environmental matter is be-
coming very, very touchy," ac-
knowledges Oscar Ramos, the
Tijuana attorney who serves as race
promoter Sal Fish's right-hand man
in Mexico. "They want to put
tougher conditions on us."

Still, the roster of starters for last
year's Baja 500 was the longest in
15 years. If you ever need to talk
somebody out of entering a Baja
race, you can start with the motion
sickness and the money.

Dave Ashley once ran Baja wired
up to a machine that measures lat-
eral and vertical G-forces. The re-
sults showed G-loads that shifted
from positive 9 -- nine times the
usual pull of gravity -- to a heart-
in-throat negative 5.

"It's enough to where it knocks
the air out of you sometimes," he
says. Vomit happens.

Then there's the cost. The richest
teams, the ones fueled by personal
fortunes and big-time sponsors,
bring scores of crew members and
hire helicopters to trail overhead in
case of trouble. Some will spend
$1 million on a vehicle. Many will
spend $100,000 on one race. And
even the teams with the thinnest wal-
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lets pay $400 or so to fill a truck's
65-gallon tank.

Yet even when you add up purse
money and contingency prizes that
manufacturers give the winners who
used their products, the winner
winds up with less than $20,000.
So why put your cervical vertebrae
in peril?

"There's no feeling in the world
like hitting a rock at 50 mph, flying
over the handlebars, waiting to hit.
It seems like an eternity," says
Ashley, who raced motorcycles
before he switched to trucks. "It's
an adventure."

One of the things that keeps rac-
ing in Baja an adventure is its ragged
flavor. After all these years, it's still
an amateur affair. More than 95
percent of the drivers are weekend
warriors -- builders, small business-
men, teachers, Nevada casino ex-
ecutives, salesmen, mechanics.

Last year's Baja 500 route was
428 miles, an obstacle course of
silt-swamped, boulder-marred,
dust-cloaked tracks, the way
marked by stakes and ribbons
semi-visible through the clouds of
brown. The racers paralleled the
Baja California coast down to San
Quintin. Then, using a network of
old ranch roads, they looped inland
on the way back north, running
through blinding dust, sudden gul-
lies and neck-snapping turns, often
40 miles from the nearest blacktop,
sometimes at sea level, sometimes
3,000 feet above it. In parts, the
track narrowed to a single lane. The
route changes every year, and it's
never exactly 500 miles, just as the
Baja 1,000 is never 1,000. The
Baja 500 is scheduled for June 3-5
in Ensenada, Baja. The 38th annual
Baja 1000 is scheduled for Nov.

17-20.
The racing surface is not made up

entirely of dirt. To connect the
patchwork course of dirt roads and
trails, the organizers include about
35 highway miles, which racers will
share with whatever workaday traf-
fic happens along -- man, truck or
cow. In theory, the competitors
slow to 60 mph on these stretches
and nobody passes, lest they be
arrested and disqualified.

Baja's participant spectators
make the races an interactive event.

"You have to know what you're
doing," says Juan Espinoza, a 37-
year-old truck driver from Poway,
near San Diego, who has been both
racer and a bystander here for more
than a decade. Even in fatality-free
years, race opponents call them di-
nosaurs from an era of motorized
manifest destiny, land-bashing fests
that rearrange a delicate desert.
Even if the route isn't truly off-road
-- the organizers stick to crumbling
ranch roads and dirt paths, most of
them blazed decades before -- the
engines rattle every plant and ani-
mal in a usually silent territory. The
breeze scatters tons of spectator lit-
ter across a broader territory than
any cleanup crew is likely to reach.

"You could not do this in the U.S.
So why do we have to do it here?"
asks Horacio de la Cueva, a biolo-
gist who came to Ensenada 13 years
ago from Mexico City. "I don't think
these races are helping the land-
scape or helping people earn their
livelihoods -- not in an enduring,
meaningful way."

But plenty of people disagree,
pointing to the dollars left behind in
Baja's restaurants, bars, gas sta-
tions, grocery stores and hotels.


