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Fe a t u r e s

Aloud hiss rips through the stillness of
southern Africa’s Kalahari Desert. It
sounds like a fighter jet flying low over

the Hakskeen Pan, an isolated dry lake bed in
South Africa’s Northern Cape province, near
the Namibian border. Then a thick cloud of
sand appears on the horizon, growing
steadily as it draws near. In the blink of an
eye, a racing car shoots by with a deafening
screech and pelts towards the opposite end
of the salt pan. The “Bloodhound” is gearing
up to try to break the current land speed
record, which stands at 760 miles per hour
(1,223.657 kilometres per hour). There’s still
a way to go before the super racer is ready
for that attempt, but today driver Andy
Green is pleased.

“We have reached 904 kph (561.72
mph),” he says, beaming as he lifts himself
out of the cockpit, helmet in hand. “First
thing in the morning, plenty of thrust, nice
calm wind, so the car ran absolutely
straight.” The British-built Bloodhound
stands sleekly behind him, dust still hovering
in its wake. The white parachute that helps it
brake lies crumpled on the cracked ochre
soil. “Good parachute deployment,” adds the
Briton, as the vehicle is towed into a large
air-conditioned tent nearby. “That’s pretty
much the perfect run,” he says. 

‘Jet engine with wheels’ 
The Bloodhound was designed exclusive-

ly for speed - the team hopes, if possible, to
get up to 1,000 mph. The vehicle resembles
a wingless jet on aluminium wheels, with a
long white body topped by an engine and a
stabiliser. Its design is miles ahead of the
bullet-shaped electric car in which French
aristocrat Gaston de Chasseloup-Laubat set
the first land speed record on December 18,
1898 — pushing the vehicle’s spoke wheels
to 63.15 kph. “You can call it that, a jet
engine with wheels, but it’s far more sophis-
ticated than that,” said Stuart Edmondson,
head of Bloodhound operations. 

Chief engineer Mark Chapman described
the racer as “part Formula 1” and “part jet
fighter”. “The car, as it is a car, has a steer-
ing wheel, has a throttle pedal, has a brake
pedal,” he told AFP. The engine, built by
Rolls Royce, once powered a Royal Air
Force (RAF) Eurofighter Typhoon fighter
jet. It was recycled from three decommis-
sioned versions of the Typhoon’s engine,
released by Britain’s defence ministry,
“without the handbooks”, chuckles a
Bloodhound team member.

“It’s a car designed to go at 1,600 kph,”
said Chapman, adding that at top speed it
would be almost 400 kph faster than a

Typhoon at the same altitude. “The big
issues were aerodynamics, keeping it on the
ground,” he said. “You don’t want it to be a
plane.” As the engine’s nine tons of thrust are
still unable to break the sound barrier,
Chapman and his team plan to give it a boost
with... a rocket engine. Green is not intimi-
dated by the prospect. The 57-year RAF
pilot has held the current land speed record
since 1997.  

Skating
“It’s a very different sensation,” to flying a

fighter jet, Green told AFP. “A very different
environment... (and) vehicle.” But the skills
and the “second by second” decisions need-
ed to stay in control are like flying a jet fight-
er “at the limits of its performance”, he
added. Green said the main difficulty was
keeping the land vehicle steady. “The car
starts to move around at about 300 kph, at
350 kph it starts to almost skate on the sur-
face,” he said.  “It’s like driving on hard
packed snow in a normal car.” At such high
speed, the slightest mistake or technical
glitch can be fatal.

In August, the American professional rac-
er Jessi Combs was killed during a test-run
for a land-speed record attempt in Oregon’s
Alvord Desert in the United States.   In the
Kalahari, safety is managed by the

Bloodhound team’s only female member,
Jessica Kinsman. The 39-year-old air traffic
controller makes sure to minimise any source
of danger along the 16-kilometre desert
track. Nothing escapes her eagle eyes, be it
the wind factor, obstacles or a slight anomaly
in the vehicle’s motion.  

“Here, it’s almost an airfield, there is a
runway, there is an aircraft, more or less,”
said Kinsman comparing the car to a plane,
from her viewpoint overlooking the desert in
the elevated glass-faced control station. “We
have the final say on a number of things,” she
added, with a smile. Meanwhile, a man dis-
creetly oversees the mechanics as the team
busies itself around the Bloodhound in the
cool-aired tent. Ian Warhurst is the racer’s
proud owner. He saved the failing project
last year by buying the Bloodhound, which
was on the verge of being dismantled and
sold as spare parts. 

‘Inspiration’ 
“I have certainly spent sums of seven fig-

ures (in pounds) to get here,” Warhurst told
AFP. Ex-owner of a turbocharger manufac-
turer in Britain, he said that amount was
“nothing” compared to money “you need to
spend for projects like, say, Formula 1 teams”.
Warhurst, 50, who retired last year after

making his fortune, defended his new car-
bon-intensive hobby as a source of “inspira-
tion”. Breaking the record “would obviously
be an amazing thing”, he said. 

“But it’s the journey to get there that is
really exciting.” And he said that he hoped
the team’s work would inspire others to
advance new technologies, especially in
becoming carbon neutral. “So if we can help
to inspire engineers to do that, then we’re
doing our part,” Warhurst said. The million-
aire said that he hoped the tests in South
Africa would help attract other investors.

This desert tryout, which took place
between late October and mid-November,
has seen the Bloodhound’s speedometer
needle creep up to 1,010 kph. The car is now
headed back to its home base in Britain for
more tweaking and the new rocket engine,
before its expected return to the Kalahari by
mid-2021 for another attempt. Green is
already excited at the thought. “I’m very
confident there is nothing on the planet with
the capability that Bloodhound car has,” he
said. “I’m confident we are going to break
the record.” — AFP 

Jet-propelled British Bloodhound LSR (Land Speed Record) cars are pictured during preliminary tests
at Hakskeenpan in the Northern Cape Province. — AFP

A Thai instructor (centre left) trains her students from Chile (centre right), France
(front right) and a Thai (front left) at the Wat Po Thai traditional massage school.

Tourists get a massage at the Thai traditional massage centre
inside the Wat Po temple complex in Bangkok. 

A Thai instructor (left) trains his student from Hong Kong at the Wat Po Thai tra-
ditional massage school, outside the Wat Po temple complex in Bangkok. Widely
practiced across Thailand, from upscale Bangkok spas and Phuket beachfronts
to modest local businesses, ‘nuad’-meaning massage-is up for review for inclu-
sion by UNESCO’s committee during its December 9-14 meeting in Bogota.

At Bangkok’s Reclining Buddha temple Krairath
Chantrasri says he is a proud custodian of a 2,000-
year-old skill - the body-folding, sharp-elbowed

techniques of Thai massage, which this week could be
added to UNESCO’s prestigious heritage list. From
upscale Bangkok spas and Phuket beach fronts to modest
street-side shophouses, “nuad Thai”-or Thai massage-is
ubiquitous across the kingdom, where an hour of the
back-straightening discipline can cost as little as $5.

This week it may be added to UNESCO’s list of
“Intangible Cultural Heritage” when the body meets in the
Colombian capital of Bogota (December 9-14). Krairath,
who teaches at the Reclining Buddha School inside the
famed Wat Pho temple, helps thousands of Thai and for-
eign students who flock to the centre each year.

The son of a masseuse, he takes great pride in his role
sharing the ancient discipline at a temple whose certifica-
tion is a proud banner for any massage shop.  “I’m a con-
tinuation of our collective knowledge,” the 40-year-old
told AFP. At Wat Pho’s complex, trainees run through a
catalogue of moves targeting the body’s acupuncture
points with thumbs, elbows, knees and feet also incorpo-
rating deep stretches and contortions. 

Originating in India, doctors and monks were said to
have brought these methods 2,500 years ago to Thailand,
passing its secrets from master to disciple in temples and

later within families. Under Thailand’s King Rama III in the
nineteenth century, scholars engraved their knowledge of
the field onto the stones of Wat Pho. But the practice real-
ly took off in 1962 thanks to the formation of the school,
which has since trained more than 200,000 massage ther-
apists who practice in 145 countries. 

Turning the tables   
Massage employs tens of thousands of Thais. The

school’s director Preeda Tangtrongchitr says they usually
see an uptick of interest from Thais when the economy is
bad.  “For many people who are disabled or in debt, this
job is an opportunity because it requires no material-only

their hands and knowledge,” he says.
Today a therapist at a top-end spa can charge around

$100 an hour inside Thailand, two or three times more in
London, New York or Hong Kong where the Thai massage
brand is booming. But the training is “demanding”, says
Chilean Sari, a professional masseuse who travelled to
Bangkok to learn the discipline.  “The technique is very
precise, there are so many things to be aware of,” the 34-
year-old told AFP, as she made rotations with her palm on
a fellow student’s skull. 

The teachings focus on directing blood circulation
around problem areas to solve muscle aches-sometimes
drawing winces from clients unaccustomed to the force
applied.  Studies have shown it can help relieve back pain,
headaches, insomnia and even anxiety. For Matthieu
Rochefolle, a nurse from Lyon, France, adding Thai mas-
sage techniques to his repertoire of skills could help his
elderly patients aching for relief. “It could also allow me to
earn a little more,” he says. — AFP 

Tourists are massaged at the Wat Po
Thai traditional massage centre.

A tourist gets a massage at the Thai tra-
ditional massage centre inside the Wat
Po temple complex in Bangkok. 


