
Just before my deadline for this column, news was breaking about the Shell Advance team sacking Chris Walker hours before he left for the German GP at the Sachsenring. I don't know Chris Walker and I'm not a particular fan, so I feel I can comment on the situation quite objectively. It stinks.

Chris was riding the wheels off the Shell bike in qualifying at Donington, and given that he wasn't 100% fit at the time, it was a great performance that deserved a similar performance from the team. Obviously, he wasn't getting it.

Successful riders are usually part of teams where everyone  down to the tea-boy does a top-class job, wears a clean smart uniform, has enough sleep, and gets their salary paid on time. Happy racers are fast racers, and you find happy racers in happy teams.

Only a rider can win a race, but practically anyone in the team can lose one. Therefore, the best teams are generally partnerships of respect. I know, as an engineer, that it doesn't really matter if I particularly like a rider or not; but if I know that he'll be giving 100% effort all the time, then I make damned sure that's what I do, too. By the same token, I won't be doing any overtime for a rider who just cruises around to collect his start money, or who makes stupid mistakes.

The best teams get the best riders get the best bikes get the best tyres – success breeds success. It's called "professionalism" and it works the other way, too. When a mechanic turns up for work unshaven and doesn't get a bollocking because the team manager is late because he's still pissed from the night before, the gofer is grumbling because he hasn't been paid, the rider gets an uneasy feeling and doesn't feel confident, the rumours of bad feelings go up the pitlane and get to the sponsors, and so it goes on. I've been offered team manager jobs by teams, but each time I've walked away because the attitude wasn't right and I knew I wouldn't be given enough backing to go through the place like a dose of salts to change it.

It's easy for me to slap my gums without knowing the true inside facts of the Shell Advance team situation (hey, that's what journalists do) but on the face of it, if the team really did refuse to move the controls around as was reported, then Mr Walker should have gone home straight away. It would have taken a lot of bottle for a new rider to pull a stunt like that,  but in failing to do so, Mr Walker has allowed the team to treat him like an idiot. Even a numpty like me will flatly refuse to ride a bike if the controls aren't nicely positioned. What's the point in trying? At best, you're doing yourself no favours. At worst, you can be a danger to yourself and to others. Whatever, it all comes down to the same thing in the end – whether the rider can be confident that the team is 100% behind him. 

In my view, the best "how to" book ever written about bike racing was also one of the first. It's called "Techniques of motorcycle road racing" and was mostly written by Kenny Roberts Snr (he got other experts, like engineers and a physiotherapist, to write some chapters). There have been many other books trying to jump on the bandwagon since, but the KR book still stands out as the most thoughtful and interesting.

A phrase from that book which sticks in my mind is "If the rider wants to have pink handlebar grips, that's exactly what he should have." It's the most obvious and basic aspect to bike set-up, and getting the controls in the right places is much more important than making a rider's arms and legs comfortable. Looking after a rider makes him happy and relaxed in his mind, too. From comfort, comes confidence. With enough confidence, you can win things.

Professional bike racers do a very difficult and dangerous job. They have fragile characters and egos and they have to be looked after carefully. You might well put an old nag in a muddy field, and it'll be perfectly happy, but a thoroughbred racing gee-gee is worth millions of pounds, and it has to be molly-coddled to give of its best. You don't want a GP rider worrying about paying his mortgage or getting the right plane tickets. These people need looking after. Don't misunderstand me; many (if not, dare I say it, most) top racers are thoroughly unpleasant people and you wouldn't want to look after them because they're cute and cuddly. Generally, they aren't. However, if you want to win, you need to look after a GP rider in the same way as you'd look after a GP piston – wrap it in tissue paper, don't throw it into the bottom drawer of a filthy old toolbox.

When Stirling Moss had his first race for the Mercedes GP car team in the 1950s, he stuffed the pristine racer - at that time the best and most expensive car in the world - through a hedge and into a muddy field. As he trudged back to the pits, steeling himself for the kaiser and fuhrer of all bollockings from the legendary and much-feared team manager, Alfred Neubauer,   a member of the Mercedes team jogged up to him. This fellow was carrying a bowl of hot water, some soap, and a clean towel over his shoulder. When he reached Mr Moss, he stood to attention and bowed slightly. "From that moment," said Mr Moss, "I knew I was on to a winner."  How could he possibly lose with a team that took care of such little details, and was so good to its drivers?

By and large, if you look after people, they'll look after you. Shit on them, and………… 


