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Tom Kristensen’s exclusive Le Mans
Countdown – Part 13
Ingolstadt, May 31, 2010 – In a weekly column Le Mans record winner Tom
Kristensen gives some exclusive insights behind the scenes of the world’s most
famous endurance race and the preparation by Audi Sport Team Joest.
“Today I’d like to tell you a few things about the track where the fastest 24-hour
race of the world is held. Although the layout of this circuit has been repeatedly
modified with new elements since 1923, the length of the track and all of its
fascination has remained the same. Just once a year a race is held here and tests
aren’t possible either because part of the circuit is made up of public roads that are
only closed when the track is in use.
The biggest change arguably resulted from the two chicanes on the Hunaudières
straight. Without these chicanes the cars used to achieve speeds of over 400 km/h,
which really fills me with awe. Today’s speeds are ‘merely’ close to 340 km/h – but
we’re setting faster lap times now on the 13.629-kilometer track. That shows much
the technology has advanced over the past few decades.
Every part of the circuit has its own special character. It starts with the Dunlop
chicane which we brake into from about 300 km/h and where we run over the curbs
on the left and right. Through the famous Dunlop bend we run on a pretty steep
downhill stretch to ‘Esses’ and from there to Tertre Rouge. This is a very nice, fluid
and aggressive sector that provides a lot of grip but has some bumps as well, which
makes it a little tricky.
It’s also a very special passage with a corner dropping toward the outside behind a
hilltop. On the inside you can drive over the curbs with unweighted wheels but you
should avoid the curbs on the outside because they’re not good for the car.
At the exit of Tertre Rouge it’s important to take a lot of speed into the first part of
the Hunaudières straight. I usually drive on the right-hand side of the track and only
switch to the left about halfway through the straight. Because of the many ruts in
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the road there are just a few places on the straight where you can change sides
without bottoming.
At the 300-meter sign you start concentrating on the chicane. But in the R15 TDI
I only brake about 170 meters before the chicane. You arrive there flying at more
than 340 km/h and hit the brakes extremely hard at first. That produces almost 3 g,
which is quite a physical strain. Because of the ruts you’ve got to perfectly control
your braking power when turning in because otherwise the front wheels might lock.
Only after having crossed the ruts you can brake a little harder again – that’s a little
unusual, but very typical for Le Mans.
The second chicane is a little faster and inverse to the first one. You brake on the
right-hand side and then turn the wheel toward the left. At the entrance there are
not just ruts but there’s a compression, too, after which you’ve got to immediately
change directions. This is a key place. At the exit of the second chicane you go
straight all the way up to the curbs, but not any father, so that you won’t lose
traction.
At the end of Hunaudières you almost reach top speed again although you’re not
quite as fast as you were in front of the first chicane, which is the quickest place on
the circuit.
The famous hilltop at the end of the straight was almost completely removed a few
years ago. Still, Mulsanne is a place every Le Mans fan should visit some time,
particularly a night. You’ve got to brake extremely hard, in a slight right-hand turn.
The tarmac there is pretty bumpy, so the car becomes a little unstable when braking
into this turn. You get the feeling of driving into a trap because you’re heading
straight for the guard rails at 330 km/h and the distance to the gravel is very short.
Consequently, you need to be fully concentrated when braking here.
At Mulsanne you can use the flat curbs on either side. What follows is another
straight which is much narrower than Hunaudières, though. It almost feels like
driving on a freeway and you can also use the embankment on both sides. After
Mulsanne the road is so narrow that there’s just enough room for two cars side by
side – that is, if they give each other enough room. If a car is running in the middle
you can’t overtake.
Just before Indianapolis we’re just a little bit slower than we are in front of the first
chicane. You wouldn’t even notice the slight bend between Mulsanne and
Indianapolis in a road car. But in a race car at about 330 km/h this is a real bend.
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There is a famous hilltop here where you’ve got to be a bit careful in a duel with
another car. In the right-hander from Indianapolis you lift a bit and let the car coast
through the corner at high speed. By the way, with a diesel engine like the one we’ve
got in the R15 TDI this is a typical driving style. Afterwards you’ve got to brake very
hard for Indianapolis 2. I brake with my left foot here and accelerate a little with my
right foot to stabilize the car.
In the slightly elevated right-hand turn of Indianapolis 2 you mustn’t make any
mistakes. If a wheel locks here you get thrown out of the corner and end up in the
gravel trap – and in that case you will have been lucky because the guard rails aren’t
far away.
You then briefly accelerate before the slowest corner of the circuit starts: Arnage.
This is another place where it’s easy to make a mistake. For one, you’ve got to switch
gears mentally because such a slow bend follows the long, fast straight. For the
other, the brakes are still pretty hot from the last corner so that they tend to fade.
That’s why you can often see stopped wheels here because in such a situation you
tend to hit the brake pedal even harder. And the problem is that the wall is just 50
centimeters from the curb.
Exiting Arnage is no problem – at least not when it’s dry. In rain, the track wouldn’t
have any grip here either.
Then, an almost romantic sector through a very beautiful landscape follows before
you hit the Porsche corners. And that’s a real challenge every time. You arrive here
with about 330 km/h as well and bottom at the place where the asphalt of the
country road changes to the permanent part of the track. This place determines ride
height for the set-up, so you shouldn’t bottom too hard because you go through the
corner at about 280 km/h.
In the Porsche corners and in Maison Blanche, which comes next, you almost feel
like you’re inside a tunnel. You drive at over 240 km/h almost the whole time, and
it’s practically a blind run, which goes up and down a little as well. The last left-hand
turn drops toward the outside a little. At this place the car can understeer. It’s very
important to choose the right line here and to have confidence in your car.
In traffic you can lose a lot of time in the Porsche corners because you’ve got to
leave the line and there’s an extreme amount of rubber next to the line. That makes
things very tricky lap after lap.
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For the Porsche corners you actually need massive downforce. But that would mean
that you’re not fast enough on the straights. At Le Mans it’s crucial to find the right
compromise.
In front of the last chicane there’s another little right-left bend that you take flatout but which can be quite a challenge. In front of the chicane you’ve got to brake
extremely late but the braking maneuver must be finished before you run over the
curbs. You’ve got to take this short-cut but mustn’t damage the car. Then you can
really throw the car into the second part of the chicane.
When driving at night all the lights at the start and finish are a little confusing.
That’s hard on the eyes. Even when you return to the dark side of the track after the
Dunlop chicane, it’s still a big strain on the eyes.
So much for a lap at Le Mans. There’s one more thing I should mention and that’s
the many marshals who work at Le Mans. They not only come from France but from
everywhere and they do a fantastic job. They’re very professional and try to interfere
with the action on the track as little as possible. All the drivers at Le Mans
appreciate the work of the marshals.
There’s also a group of Danish marshals but I don’t know exactly where they work on
the Hunaudières straioght. Maybe they’ll come by to visit me at the paddock during
the Le Mans week. I’d be pleased to see them.”
Yours
Tom Kristensen

The Audi Group sold around 950,000 cars of the Audi brand in 2009. The Company posted revenue of
€29.8 billion and an operating profit of €1.6 billion. Audi produces vehicles in Ingolstadt and
Neckarsulm (Germany), Györ (Hungary), Changchun (China) and Brussels (Belgium). Aurangabad in India
saw the start of CKD production of the Audi A6 at the end of 2007 and of the Audi A4 in early October
2008. Production of the new Audi A1 has been running at the Brussels plant since May 2010. The
Company is active in more than 100 markets worldwide. AUDI AG’s wholly owned subsidiaries include
AUDI HUNGARIA MOTOR Kft., Automobili Lamborghini Holding S.p.A. in Sant’Agata Bolognese (Italy)
and quattro GmbH in Neckarsulm. Audi currently employs around 58,000 people worldwide, including
45,500 in Germany. Between 2010 and 2012 the Audi Group is planning to invest around €5.5 billion,
mainly in new products, in order to sustain the Company’s technological lead embodied in its “Vorsprung
durch Technik” slogan. By 2015, Audi plans to increase the number of models in its portfolio to 42.
Audi has long been fulfilling its social responsibility on many levels – with the aim of making the future
worth living for generations to come. The basis for Audi’s lasting success is therefore formed by
environmental protection, the conservation of resources, international competitiveness and a forwardlooking human resources policy. One example of AUDI AG’s commitment to environmental issues is the
newly established Audi Environmental Foundation.
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