A training adventure in Morocco - in the footsteps of the Paris-Dakar Rally with the BMW X5 and BMW instructor Jutta Kleinschmidt
Munich. Men kneeling in the desert sand. Kneeling down in front of a small fleet of X5s, the new BMW for nearly all roads, tracks and terrain the world over. They are however kneeling down not as a token of awe and deep respect (no matter how appropriate that might be!), but rather to let air out of the X5's mighty offroad tyres. "That gives you better grip", says BMW instructor Jutta Kleinschmidt, "and that's the only way to get through deep sand safe and sound."

Acknowledged as the best female rally driver in the world and a member of BMW's Driver Training Team for 10 years, Jutta knows the route on this five-day adventure trip like the pockets of her racing overall. After all, this is where year in and year out she stars in the Paris-Dakar Rally, consistently finishing in a leading position. And now she has put together a route made up of authentic sections of this legendary North African Rally for the adventure trip in the BMW X5. BMW itself is of course equally well-acquainted with the terrain, BMW motorcycles having won this extreme desert rally no less than six times, scoring their latest victory in this year's event.

This clearly is a great challenge for man and machine alike - a challenge which, however, is simply ideal for the new BMW X5 Sports Activity Vehicle. Unlike the "real" Paris-Dakar Rally, participants in this special experience do not have to forego exclusive driving comfort even in extreme situations - because the X5 combines driving and comfort benefits typical of BMW with the most advanced four-wheel-drive technology, the superior power of 286 horses developed by the 4.4-litre 8-cylinder taking the participants in equally superior style over the steepest mountain slopes and sand dunes.

Starting in Marrakech, the route takes the partici​pants across the High Atlas Mountains - the highest mountains in Africa - into the Erg Chebbi Desert, part of the Sahara extending into the south-east of Morocco near the Algerian border. Just to be on the safe side, each of the 10 cars has a team of two participants guided and backed up by Jutta Klein​schmidt and a BMW team of experienced specialists.

The first highlight is an evening spent together in the picturesque old town of Marrakech, followed by a night at a luxurious golf resort hotel. And the next highlight follows in the morning, when Jutta Kleinschmidt briefs the participants beneath palm-trees next to the pool, making them acquainted with the technical features of the BMW X5 such as permanent four-wheel drive with four-wheel brake management, Dynamic Stability Control (DSC) and "intelligent" Hill Descent Control (HDC). Focusing on every detail, Jutta tells the aspiring rally drivers all about the typical style of rally motoring following the roadbook and discusses the first leg of the journey to Ouarzazate, an oasis in the Atlas Mountains and a former garnison of the French Foreign Legion.

Enjoying the first 120 kilometres on overland roads, the drivers are able to make themselves acquainted with the BMW X5, which drives like a "regular" passenger car without the rather rustic character otherwise so typical of those rather bulky offroaders. The reason, quite simply, is that the X5 is an all-roader, not an off-roader. Responding smoothly and instantaneously to the accelerator, it easily leaves behind other cars, buses and donkey-drawn carts rambling along at a far slower pace.

Reaching the small town of Taddert, the participants are able to take some time out, in accordance with the roadbook, for a small snack before continuing into rough terrain. A rock desert now surrounds the small convoy of X5s, constantly changing in colour from ochre to brown and grey. Only rarely does a dry tree stick up into the air, only a few palms beckon from the valley, whilst snow-covered 4000-metre mountains greet the team from a distance - what a glorious scene!

The rocky terrain forces the team to drive beneath mighty cliffs rising up into the sky, across rivers without bridges, down steep gradients the drivers initially thought they could only skid down. But the BMW X5 remains cool, calm and collected wherever it goes, offering perfect handling without any problems even for the inexperienced offroad driver. Indeed, many a driver has to look out of the window time and again to appreciate that he is not driving on a road - simply because the X5 proceeds so smoothly and gently along even the roughest tracks, benefitting at all times from its perfect suspension.

This must be the most realistic and practical way to practice driving off the beaten track, at the same time giving the participants the opportunity to pursue their personal interests, either enjoying the beautiful countryside and the wonderful view or testing the car in extreme situations under expert guidance. At particularly interesting and difficult points, Jutta Kleinschmidt gets the group together to discuss the right style of offroad motoring: Pitholes? Take your foot off the brake just before you enter the hole to lift up the front end of the car! Crossing a river without any water damaging the engine? Drive slowly and steadily to avoid a "wall" of water building up in front of the radiator! Making sure that you do not drive straight over big rocks on the road? Because you would damage the oil sump! And what is particularly treacherous? Fine gravel that looks harmless but in reality is as sharp as a knife - watch out for punctures!

On the next day the word "road" has vanished from the roadbook - from now on there are only "tracks". Considering all the dust thrown up into the air, the drivers have no choice but to keep a long distance between their vehicles. Driving too close to the car in front would be like driving blindfold.

Stopping over for noon in a Berber tent, in the middle of nowhere. The dark tent made of heavy wool offers pleasant shade in the burning heat the drivers are able to avoid in their X5s thanks to the air conditioning. Warm peppermint tea brewed out of green leaves, the Moroccan national beverage, provides much-welcomed refreshment. The only difficult point is learning how to pour in the tea, a true art here in Morocco: The Berbers hold the glass as low as possible, with the pot high above their head, pouring the now cool tea down into the glass with incredible precision. This comes with couscous and bread baked fresh in the open fire.

Approaching the evening, the team encounters more and more tracks on the road coming from all directions - a clear sign that there must be an important meeting place nearby: Tinerhir, a bustling oasis full of palm-trees, a meeting place of the past, present and future. Women in business clothes calling people on their mobile phones, other women wearing veils covering everything but their eyes. A modern photo shop with one-hour service right next to an age-old smithy's.

Reaching the small town of Erfoud on the fourth day, the drivers leave behind the mountains in their rear-view mirrors and are surrounded instead by camels accompanied by herdsmen riding flimsy bicycles. Although it is only a small part of the Sahara, the Erg Chebbi Desert appears like a never-ending ocean of huge dunes unmarked by even the faintest tracks and unmapped by mankind.

The team meets to discuss matters in an old fortress, Jutta telling the drivers now quite experienced at the wheel of the X5 how to handle their BMW in deep sand, warning them to be careful with the gas pedal: Too much gas would dig in the car, too little gas would leave the X5 sticking in the dunes. And braking inappropriately when driving downhill would bury the front end into the sand. 

In more than 20 years of BMW Driver Training there cannot have been a more unusual test track. Right in the middle of the desert blue and yellow banners mark the track the participants are required to manoevre time and again, demonstrating what they have learnt by carefully pressing down the gas pedal and moving the steering wheel with precision and refinement.

It certainly takes courage to simply let the X5 tumble down at the front when the driver, almost resting on his back at the top of the dunes, only sees the blue desert sky in front of the radiator. But while this looks spectacular, it's not really a difficult manoevre in a car with these qualities. Then, reaching the bottom of the dunes, the drivers have the impression that they are almost floating on the spot, without making any progress. The challenge here, therefore, is to use the superior power of the 8-cylinder and the equally superior traction of BMW's intelligent four-wheel drive, safely guiding the car through even the deepest sand.

Everybody agrees that driving through the dunes is incredible fun giving the drivers a wonderful impression of the "impossible" terrain a modern car like the BMW X5 is able to handle without the slightest effort.

Berbers wearing brilliant blue scarves to protect them from the eternal sand have set up a night camp for the group. One carpet on top of the other covers the desert ground between the tents, creating the illusion of a palace without a roof. After a festive meal with music and dancing - plus a bit of sand between their teeth - the participants gaze in awe at the pitch-black sky above this beautiful scene, the dark and the silence ensuring a simply majestic touch. 

At least until the thunder starts. With thunderstorms and rain being rare events here you will experience only every few years, the last part of the trip differs considerably from the roadbook. The X5 team sets out at the crack of dawn, while the rain showers are turning literally into walls of water. More and more of the track is already underwater, the dry river beds called wadis turning into tearing currents within a matter of minutes. But the air intake for the engine of the BMW X5 is so high up and protected so well at the front that even these adverse conditions present no risk. So the drivers only start to wonder what is going on when they notice that there has been no traffic coming their way for a long time. And then they see the reason: Where there was still a bridge yesterday there is a treacherous river full of clay and mud today. A long line of vehicles has already queued up, cars and even trucks and other offroaders having given up, their drivers waiting for hours. Nobody knows how deep the water is, how powerful the current. But that doesn't stop Jutta Kleinschmidt from getting out of her car, expressing a clear plan in her usual bold manner: "I'm walking across!" Not driving? No, Jutta intends to wade across the river following an old offroader rule that as long as you can walk a river from one side to another you can also cross it with a good offroad vehicle.

Soon she is standing in the water up to her waist, only to make the locals cheer with enthusiasm when she finally gets out of the river on the other side, giving the other members of her team the thumbs-up sign to get going: Keep on the track, hold the steering wheel slightly to the right, steer against the current with the water almost reaching the windows, trying without mercy to push the cars against the remains of the bridge. And don't for God's sake stall the engine, since even the most advanced BMW technology would not be able to cope with that kind of situation. 

Ultimately all the team members make it across the river dry and in good shape, without one single drop of water entering the passenger compartment. Indeed, the only vehicles to cross the river today are the 10 BMW X5s. Which perhaps justifies the clear slogan they proudly bear on their doors: "BMW Driver Training - An Initiative for Greater Superiority in Road Traffic." Also in Morocco.

