Two Racing Fans
Visit Macew

By Chris Hartman

y first experience with the
MMacau GP came nearly a

decade ago, when I caught
it on what was then called Speed-
vision TV. Never did I think I would
have an opportunity to attend this
famous event, but when a racing
buddy invited me to join him for
the 2009 edition, it was an easy
decision. Better yet, the oppor-
tunity to document our trip for
Roadracing World provided us with
nearly unlimited access.

While I admit your average rac-
ing fan couldn’t enjoy this same
type of access, much of what we
enjoyed in Macau can be appre-
ciated by a standard ticket holder.
The sights and sounds during the
four days of racing action in Macau
can actually be enjoyed by anyone
within earshot of the famous Guia
circuit, as the race circuit is liter-
ally made up of city streets that get
closed down at 7:00 a.m., and re-
opened at the end of each day’s rac-
ing activities.

After my initial excitement, I
immediately turned my attention
to the logistics of getting to Macau.
It proved far easier than expected,
thanks to the unique nature of
Macau’s location and history. While
Macau is considered part of China,
it was actually under Portuguese
control up until 1999, This pays
off big for the casual visitor, as gain-
ing access doesn't require a visa—
at least for Americans—and the
European feel of the city makes it
easy to get around.

Located just off the Guang-
dong Province of China, and a 45-
minute ferry ride from the Hong
Kong airport, most identifications
and markings around the city are
labeled in Chinese, Portuguese and
English, making it easy to iden-
tify major landmarks. This was
especially evident in airports and
ferry terminals, where international
travel can often prove daunting.
I was always able to find the right
ticket counter, make it through
customs without difficulty, and
even locate the hotel shuttle. When
in doubt, [ just mingled with a group
of gentlemen dressed in BMW jack-
ets, assuming they were heading

64—nRoadracing World, March 2010

First Person/Opinion: Macau Grand Prix 2009

in the same general direction I was.

After meeting up with my friend
Craig Swinehart at the hotel, we
immediately set out for race con-
trol to refrieve our press creden-
tials. Wearing our bright pink “Press
On Course”vests, we jumped right
into the action and headed for the
race pits. And that’s when the

unique nature of the Macau GP
first hits you. There arent many
events that have both motorcyeles
and automobiles headlining dur-
ing the same weekend. So for a pair
of well-rounded racing enthusiasts
like us, we had to wipe the drool
off our chins as we walked amongst
Superbikes, World Touring Cars,

lan Hutchinson (8) leads Rico Penzkofer (13] eventual race winner Stuart Easton (1), Simon Andrews (12 American
Jeremy Toye (57), Steve Mercer (17) and others during an on-course session in Macau. Photos by Chris Hartman.

1" I#H#

1$



{Above and Right] Two views of Californian Jeremy Toye (57]in action

aboard his Lee’s Cycles Honda CBRIDOORR Superbike on the sireet course
inMacau, leading a couple of other riders through a left-hander and
about fo scuffhis shoulder on a steel barier in a right-hander.

Formula 3 open-wheelers, and
even local support racers rang-
ing from Honda Civies to Lam-
borghinis.

The Macau GP is run over
four days, with Thursday and Fri-
day providing several practice ses-
sions for each class competing.
There is always some on-track
action during the day. The atmos-
phere is very casual during prac-
tice. making is much easier to get
within arm’s reach of both man
and machine. The support pit
area was essentially an under-
ground parking garage. so it was
great fun watching mechanics
bleed brakes, adjust dampers,
and in the case of the Bufori GT
team apparently assemble 50%
of a racecar during a mad dash
literally minutes before final tech
inspection.

The main pits—housing the
World Touring Cars, Formula 3,
and Superbike teams—provided
a bit less access, albeit with a
much calmer atmosphere. Pro-
fessional factory teams, hidden
behind stacks of race tires, were
calmly going about their typical
pre-race procedures. Most cars
were receiving minor shock or

spring changes, alignment checks,
or programming changes via lap-
top connections from ECU engi-
neers. The Superbike pits were
far less spacious, with four bikes
sharing a space about the size
of a single-car garage, making for
tight confines.

After the excitement of pit
action, we immediately set out on
course to snap some pictures.
Being total rookies, we just fol-
lowed the security barriers and
asked for directions from course
marshals. Despite the pink vests
and picture ID hanging around
our necks, we found the best form
of communication to be a bright
smile, and a “hello” and “thank
you.” More than a few times, a
course marshal would change his
mind and let us step over barri-
ers after a quick showing of appre-
ciation on our part.

Almost immediately, we found
ourselves scared out of our boots
thanks to the incredible site access
afforded us. We were hiking along
a section of course on the outside
of Curva R, the last corner lead-
ing onto the start/ finish straight.
Touring Cars were on track, and
we found ourselves frozen at cor-

and would point us to gaps in the
fence— where there was fence—
and even escorted us across the
actual track surface during red-
flag periods to get to better vantage
points.

Proving our biggest triumph
of the event, but not realizing it
at the time, a corner station chief
gave us directions to get from the
Curva Dona Maria to the famous
Hairpin corner. Instead of walk-
ing around the course through a
busy section of commercial build-
ings, he told us to simply jump the
guardrail and walk along the track
during a 10-minute red-flag ses-
sion. So we did just that, follow-
ing him down the track. After a
few hundred feet, he began to
motion to us to hurry up, as the
session was going to get started
sooner than later. As he ran back
up to his station at Maria, we began
sprinting down the racetrack with
cameras around our neck, hav-
ing our own little Grand Prix. We

ner exit, with Civics and Integras
running to within inches of a
guardrail that stood just less than
waist high. We of course were
standing immediately behind the
guardrail, at the absolute wrong
spot from a safety aspect. I'm not
sure we even managed to turn on
our cameras before we both
decided to get the hell out of there!

And that's how that first day
of practice treated us. We hiked
around the course, stopping at sev-
eral key corner stations that proved
great for taking pictures, absolutely
amazed at how close we were to the
racing action. We must have looked
dumb and happy, because all the
cornerworkers took a shine to us,

were helped back over the guardrail
at the Hairpin by a course flag-
ger, who greeted us with much
laughter to the sight of two crazy
Americans running down the track.

Showing just how green we
were at this type of work, we of
course packed no water, no food,
and wore no sunscreen. So we
ended day one thirsty, starving,
and a nice shade of red. This of
course called for dinner and a night
out on the town.

The European flair of Macau
really begins to shine when you
take in the sights and sounds of
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(Abovel Workers fied rudimentary foam pads onfo steel bariers before each
on-course session for motorcycle racers. Below, Rightl Spectators pack a
covered grandstand fo watch mulfiple races ot the Macau Grand Prix.

Macau Tourists
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the city, especially at night. There
is a fantastic fisherman's wharf
located just across from the main
pits, with a surprising selection
of restaurants. Macau is also prov-
ing a destination for well-known
casinos, so if you like to gamble
or take in any number of buffets,
youw'll be pleased. Luckily for
us, a beer garden was also open,
50 we got to sample several selec-
tions of European ales on draft.

One thing that caught us off
guard on several occasions was
the bizarre time schedule. I'm a
man of habit, so I'm used to eat-
ing at times only Westerners think
is normal. Pubs and restaurants
in Macau aren't open for lunch at
noon, nor are they typically open
for dinner at 6:00 p.m. Everything
opens much later, and stays open
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well into the night. The same thing
happened the following day when
we went on a hunt for AA bat-
teries. We found that a typical
drug or grocery store isn't open
before 10:00 a.m., yet a small shop
in a busy electronics row was open
at nearly midnight.

The following morning, we
packed up our gear, including sev-
eral bottles of water and two bags
of locally produced jerky, some-
thing Macau is apparently famous
for. We returned to the Hairpin
just in time for a Superbike prac-
tice session. The sound of three
dozen Superbikes ripping between
the tall buildings, slamming on
the binders, and leaning it over
through the Hairpin is simply
breathtaking. As the saying goes,
that’s when things got real.

Despite the Hairpin being the
slowest corner on track, the con-
trol necessary to maneuver around
this world-famous bend is some-
thing to admire. Preceding the

Hairpin is a short, fourth- gear
straight. The bikes simply appear
from nowhere, with their sharp
exhausts biting and echoing as
their riders blip down through the
gears. With mid-corner speed
under 30 mph, most riders pull
in the clutch and coast around,
and then feather it out on cor-
ner exit. Tracking right out to the
edge of the gnardrail, front wheels
lift as the riders change position
in their seats setting up for a blast
through a lefi-hand kink that does-
n't even appear on the course map.
Once again, we found ourselves
literally close enough to touch the
riders and bikes, and had to step
back on several occasions to keep
our sanity. A few sessions later,
a BMW World Touring Car broke
off a left-side mirror on the
guardrail at the very spot we were
standing!

Having made friends with the
cornerworkers the day before, we
had great access all around the
course, and that included actu-
ally helping them between ses-
sions or when a yellow or red-flag
condition was sounded. With
something like 50 cranes posi-
tioned around the course in key
areas, organizers were prepared
to remove damaged and aban-
doned vehicles without stopping
the on-course action. The crane
operators would swap out their
lifting depending on what type
of car would be on track next.
Formula cars required a strap
that hooks through the roll hoop,
while Touring Cars needed straps
that fit onto all four wheels.

Before the bikes took to the
track, cornerworkers would jump
over the guardrail with a series of
soft barriers that looked like twin-
sized foam mattresses. The pads

would get tied to the guardrail all
around the outside of the cor-
ner with a series of red nylon ropes.
Luckily, we never had the chance
to see how well these pads worked
during the course of the event.

The most frantic action would
take place when the red-flag horn
would sound, or worse yet when
a crash happened at our corner.
We witnessed several such inci-
dents during the weekend, includ-
ing a Formula 3 driver stuffing
it into the stone wall at Maria Bend
during practice. Before the driver
could even climb through the gap
in the fence—getting assistance
from Craig—a cornerworker was
on the car securing the lifting
straps. The crane lifted the car off
the racing surface and onto a
grassy area beyond the catch
fence, while the track remained
hot. Knowing what it's like to stand
around in the sun in three-layer
FIA driving suits, we quickly rum-
maged through our backpacks
and offered the young driver water,
and tried not to chat him silly with
open-wheel set-up tips.

The racing action started on
Saturday morning with races
scheduled for several of the Tour-
ing Car support classes. But the
real excitement came as the Super-
bike feature race came up on the
schedule late afternoon. By this
time we had made our way up
to Hospital Hill, with a great van-
tage point overlooking the course.
Perched atop a stone wall sit-
ting some 20 feet above the track,
we could hear the bikes leave the
starting grid despite being half-
way around the circuit. Out of
nowhere, the pack of bikes would
just launch out of San Francisco
Hill corner and drag race up
towards the Hospital Hill sequence.
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