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Day 1 
Sunday 10 October 2004 

Derrick Rodgers, Andrew Lamb and David Fewchuk formed the Aurora team for Challenge Bibendum in 
Shanghai. After months of detailed preparations and administrative organisation we still were wondering what 
to expect in this exciting visit to Shanghai. This was the first visit for Derrick and David; Andrew was a veteran 
of many previous visits to China.  

Bibendum. A strange word in itself. It is the name of the Michelin Man, a character created in 1898. It is the 
strongest symbol of Michelin today. A man fashioned out of white tyre tubes. 

Challenge Bibendum first started in 1998, the 100 year anniversary of the Bibendum character. It is an event 
where the car companies of the world and research groups can demonstrate their best ‘green’ technologies. 
These technologies provide the world with both hope and vision of what the future of motoring holds as we 
reduce our dependence on the scarcer supplies of oil and take cars out of the equation for polluting the air. 

Up to now Challenge Bibendum has been held in Europe and USA. On this sixth occasion Michelin had the 
genius to stage Challenge Bibendum in China, where the auto industry is growing at a startling pace and where 
the sufficiency of energy supplies is a major question, hanging like a cloud over the economic expansion of 
China. 

Shanghai is a spectacular looking city, sprouting a non-stop progression of ultra modern buildings. It boasts the 
world’s fastest train, the Maglev. A seven and a half minute ride from the International Airport at Pudong to 
‘towards town’ sees a speed of 430 km/h achieved and held for 30 seconds. The adjacent superhighway with its 
100 km/h traffic demonstrates how fast this train feels. It’s a thrill! 

Aurora is not the first solar car to participate in Challenge Bibendum. In 2003 the event was held in San 
Francisco and the solar car team Solar Motions took part. In 1998 the famous solar car team from Biel in 
Switzerland participated. Based on reports from these two teams and the encouragement of Georg Brasseur 
(from the University of Graz in Austria and representative of FIA in alternative energies events) we expected 
something big. Finally event director Viktor Hanuska gave Aurora every encouragement to attend and that spirit 
was echoed in his staff as they patiently coached us through the preparations. 
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Some of the statistics made available to us were that 143 vehicles would participate, 87 being cars. Five hundred 
media personnel, three hundred from overseas, would attend. Fifty five exhibitors would be on display at the 
specially constructed Learning Centre. Special competitive drive events for the participants would include 
slalom, acceleration, braking, noise, track laps, fuel economy, emissions and public road rally. 

In addition there were to be press conferences and symposia on road safety and technology. Altogether a 
complex, jammed program over five non-stop days at the new Formula 1 Shanghai race track. 

Refer to http://www.challengebibendum.com/. 

And what about the track? A palace of a facility like no other track in the world. It’s the ’Maglev’ of race tracks. 
Complete with a private office for Mr Bernie Ecclestone, boss of Formula 1. Actually it’s not just the track; it’s 
the entire infrastructure of the facility. Huge. Stylish. Overwhelming. Derrick was just itching to try the course 
in the Aurora 101 solar car. Something to tell Aurora’s patron, Sir Jack Brabham about. 

Organisational proceedings had commenced on 9 October the first day that Derrick was available at the track. 
He bravely had the solar car unpacked from the 20’ shipping container that had been delivered to the track by 
Nippon Express. It had come directly from Suzuka in Japan where Aurora 101 had finished fifth in the 2004 
Suzuka ‘Dream Cup’ held at the end of July. That event had been held in the very worst weather for solar cars, a 
typhoon. The Aurora team had to pack a wet car in Suzuka and were to see it again only in Shanghai. It has 
been out of Australia since April. 

The preliminary documentation for registering the solar car for the event started including the delicate 
procedure of gaining Chinese driver’s licences for those entrants planning to participate in the public road rally. 
Sounds simple. Completely wrong. This issue of licences was unprecedented. The usual procedure is to first 
have training classes conducted in Chinese. Then some practice in the haphazard traffic conditions which mix 
slow moving pedalled vehicles with large trucks and buses. All this is enough to put most people off and 
generally if you have a car you also have a driver. Michelin succeeded in conquering this mountain. Juergen 
from Michelin was the ultimate diplomat in securing all the details and negotiating with the Chinese authorities. 
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Andrew and David were on deck on Sunday. Expecting a big day. Worried? Very much so. It was because we 
were not sure if the solar car would run. Had it suffered some sort of failure on the way from Japan? Was it too 
wet leaving Suzuka? Time to find out! 

We boarded the event dedicated shuttle bus from the Blue Palace hotel in Jiading heading for the race track. On 
the previous evening a shuttle bus transported us from the Pudong International Airport to the hotel. A long trip 
but the entire distance was along a freeway. Already this created a new impression of China. Jiading is 
northwest of Shanghai central and is aptly described as an outlying small city. Everything seems to be new. The 
wide multi lane roads are laid out in defined rectangles. New building projects seem to be a continuous part of 
the scenery. 

The Blue Palace hotel is rated as a three star venue. Its layout is luxurious, the rooms right up to the minute. But 
check-in is an experience. Nothing is simple when there is a language difficulty. A deposit was asked for. This 
didn’t mean something like several room nights paid in advance; actually it was the entire full stay bill uplifted 
by a further 50% that was required. Reluctantly we signed the credit card authorisation only to have Westpac 
Bank call from Australia 30 minutes later to make sure we knew what we were doing. One observation was that 
in these difficulties the higher management is called for. These eminent personnel seem blessed with the ability 
to merely glance at the information and instantly speak authoritatively in a loud voice with expertise. That’s 
why check in took so long. 

The bus trip to the track gave us an opportunity to try to understand how traffic works in Shanghai. The streets 
are full of slow moving cyclists, of 3 wheel pedal carts, of small-engined motor scooters, of larger motor bikes, 
of some cars and of trucks and buses. The defining traffic speed seems to be set by the cyclists. Mostly the road 
users hate to come to a full stop even if the traffic lights demand it. They creep through intersections, shadow 
through turns at major intersections, cunningly anticipate the lesser agility of big vehicles and basically use 
position to meld every user’s objectives. 

All of this is conducted with zero expression. Inscrutable. What are traffic rights anyway. They are 
acknowledged only when you blink. Although it was Sunday the road users seemed to be going to work. A 
resolute air is evident. That relentless momentum of motion. And the dinking. Everybody is on the move. 

The race track itself is situated in a special automotive precinct where suppliers and car factories are expected to 
flourish. The automotive university of Tongji is also located in this precinct as is a national vehicle inspection 
centre. 

Getting the car ready meant unpacking all the things stored inside it. The spare batteries, helmet, spats, and so 
on. The battery used was the 15 kg half pack intended for the Australian Sunrace which had been so diligently 
organised by John Hoerner. 

In thirty minutes and without the solar array in place, Derrick climbed in for the test. The motor jumped to life, 
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the rusty brake discs scraped and the half solar car rumbled down pit lane, alive. What a relief. 

The sun was shining, the solar panel was fitted and the hard working Aurora 101 solar car just basked in the 
sunlight of Shanghai gently pushing energy into the battery.  

The great news for us was that we were authorised to take part in the rally on public roads. The temporary 
Victorian registration certificate and specially supplied Victorian number plate did the trick. Thank you Vic 
Roads. 

After receiving the official entrant package we stuck on the event signage and the assigned number #172. We 
had lunch, provided by the organisers and supplied from the Blue Palace hotel. It is worth pointing out that this 
lunch was a Chinese meal with great variety. Each plate was a new combination of ingredients. Not unheard of 
stuff but in unexpected combinations. By the peak day of Bibendum the lunch room would feed about 4000 
people. Dessert was a combination of sweet pastry, mini tomatoes and green mandarins. 

The afternoon’s proceedings required most of the entrants to be assembled in Parc Ferme for the technical 
checks of the vehicles and the design competition. This was the first time the competitors had a chance to 
mingle and quietly brag about what they were presenting. The Aurora 101 solar car was certainly the most 
photographed. It provided the backdrop for many personal pictures especially amongst the Chinese in 
attendance. They had never before seen a solar car or even heard of the concept of a car running on sunshine. 
Both Derrick and Andrew proudly developed their spiel in describing what the solar car could do. We met the 
Ford team, mainly from Detroit who had brought 6 different vehicles. The production hybrid SUV Escape was 
both refined and impressive. Carolyn Brown renewed our acquaintance after the meeting we had had with her in 
June in Detroit. Ford’s Cologne based External Affairs representative Monika Wagener tried the Aurora cock-
pit declaring a feeling of lack of space. 
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Eminent motoring journalist Paul Frere, just 87 years of age, was mingling with the entrants. Now a resident of 
Monaco, Paul began as a motoring journalist in 1945 and is still the European correspondent for the famous 
American magazine Road & Track. 

Volvo used Challenge Bibendum to launch a new show-car, the electric powered 3CC concept car. It had a 
sporting feel but retained the visual characteristics of recent Volvo creations. 

Peugeot startled everybody with a dominant 4 wheel drive quad cycle (?) named Quark. This had electric wheel 
motors on all 4 wheels. 

The French couturier Courreges presented 2 vehicles. A powerful unfinished electric car powered by AC 
Propulsion from Los Angeles and an egg shaped car on a short wheelbase complete with red Michelin tyres. 
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Then there were other hybrid cars, hydrogen fuel cell cars, electric cars, hydrogen peroxide cars and so on. 
Michelin had two cars demonstrating the novel uses for vehicle electronics. What a range of leading green 
technologies. What a setting. 

A start was made on setting up the Aurora display booth in the Learning Centre, featuring Aurora technologies 
and the Australian World Solar Challenge. A poster in Chinese describing the World Solar Challenge and 
Aurora’s historical achievements was available in part due to the support of Chris Selwood, Director of the 
World Solar Challenge event. The next one rolls out of Darwin late September 2005. 

We finished the day preparing the solar car for the start of competitive events from 8.30 AM the next day. It 
was feeling like a big event already. 
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