Now lets get into section 2.  No matter how many instructional or tutorial driving books you read, you will never become a good driver unless you actually drive. If a person can become a good driver by reading books, anyone will be able to become a professional racecar driver. At this point in time, I would like to say, “Play seriously with your car.” Sure, I really, really, like driving. That’s why I am as good as I am now. So I can’t tell you, “To become a good driver, I’ve repeated days and days of painful and distressing practice. So no matter how hard it may seem to you, deal with it.” That would be a lie. This is not something that I brag about, it’s embarrassing if anything, but I’ve been in many accidents. I’ve totaled two or three cars. My financial situation isn’t good; you know, because car parts aren’t cheap, right? But driving is so fun that these factors don’t bother me, and I still can’t stop driving. No matter what it’s about, you can’t keep going on unless you’re having fun. Many times when I teach people how to drive I say, “Try this, try that,” but I have never said, “Learn how to do it by a certain time.” After all, this isn’t school or work, is it? If driving is fun for you, then you will want to become a better driver, and driving will become more fun. On the other hand, you can just quit if you are not having fun. I’m not threatening you or anything; it’s just the way I feel. If you hate driving, you won’t improve no matter how much you practice. It’s funny how cars bring the inner you out. If you underestimate driving, you end up somewhere you don’t want to be, or the car won’t move the way you want it to. That’s why it’s important “to play with your car seriously.” That doesn’t mean thinking only, “That was so fun,” after driving is going to help you improve. The important thing is to think after you drive. Why does my car move this way? Why doesn’t it go the way I it to? That is something to remember, for it will come in handy as time passes. Okay, now drive, and think! This is important. Just drive, acknowledging that all this becomes experience, and it will be to your advantage. From this point on, I would like to move onto maniacal, detailed topics like “Cars are what?” It may be torture for those not interested in cars. If you’re not interested, please stop reading.

Do not get me wrong, but a good driver and a fast driver are two totally different things. On the track or on the street, it’s easy to encounter fast drivers, but good drivers are hard to come by. A good driver means that he has total control of his car. A good driver is not driven by the car, but drives the car, so he can recover from oversteer or understeer without panicking. On the other hand, a fast driver is only incidentally driving fast as a result of the performance of the car and tires, and his own misunderstanding. His “fast driving” has no firm ground, so you can’t tell when he’s going to screw up. “Reckless driving” are words that have been created for these drivers. It’s easy to tell the difference between the two types of drivers especially on a racetrack. No matter what condition the car is in, a good driver will get decent lap times, and lap times won’t vary much lap to lap. On top of this, a good driver puts minimal stress on the car and its tires. But this will not be the case for just a fast driver. In a previous lap, a fast driver might get a fast time due to permitting conditions and settings; if the conditions change for the worse, his lap times get worse and worse. Lap times won’t be consistent. Since he’s relying on the car and its equipment, the wear on both will be greater. The point that I want to get across is not only aim for faster lap times, but also aim to become a good driver. The difference is using your head instead of relying on feeling and “steel balls.”  Those who use their brains become good drivers. Drive, and think, and drive some more. If you repeat this process, then you will improve your skills. I guarantee you. 

What I would like to say at this point is that making more “buddies” is the key to improving. In other words, friends are very important. It’s tough to improve alone. If you have friends, you can drive with them, or ride with them and check out their techniques. If you follow better drivers, it is possible to trace their line or copy tricks; you can also ride in their cars to pick up things that they do. Even with parts, “I just got new suspension, try it out,” is something you can ask your friends to do. Since most of us don’t have much money, this is a great way to try out new parts without having to spend your own money. Among the new friends you make, you are bound to meet people that are more knowledgeable in many ways. For example: mechanical and technical stuff. These friends can help you with minor problems and repairs; you can have fun working on a car with everybody. Mechanically inclined friends can also look at your car and give you possible solutions for when your car has odd noises, odd smells, or vibrations. The secret to becoming a better driver is, “ having friends that know mechanics and friends that drive good.” When I say “friends,” I’m referring to guys you can hang out with on a regular basis, like for going out to eat, or to pick up some girls. However, basic etiquette and basic windy road/race track rules are some things that each person should abide by for the sake of the others. 

            Okay, now I’d like to cover the topic of tires. Tires can greatly affect the performance and capability of a car. No matter how high performance a car may be, a poor choice of tires won’t be able to transmit the car’s full potential to the road. You won’t be able to drive fast even if you have an excellent suspension system. On the other hand, high grip tires on a grandma car, a car with insufficient power, or with insufficient suspension capabilities is meaningless: the braking performance will improve, but body roll will increase and the cornering ability of car will drop. Furthermore, high grip tires are composed of a soft compound; they don’t last long. Until your skills improve, you would be better off buying cheaper tires. Spend the money you’ve saved on gas: go drive more! But remember, you are a driving enthusiast, so there is a common sense line of buying at least a so-so grade of tires; it can be dangerous otherwise. Basically, choose your tires based on both your car, and your driving level or skill. Some tires will gently and smoothly start sliding around the peak of its capacity; other tires will stick and stick, then give out with no warning. Ask around, and choose the tires that will best suit your preferences. No matter how high performance a tire may be, if it has a grip of 100%, it can’t do any more than that 100%. Which means, if 100% of the grip is being used for braking, even if you turn the steering wheel, the car will not turn. (Hey guys, does this sound familiar? Yup, it’s the famous, OH NO, understeer!) In a straight, the front tires are using 50% of their grip in the straight-line direction, but upon full braking into a turn, the number goes up to 100%. Since 100% is being used in the straight-line direction, no grip is left for the lateral direction. So, you ease up on the brakes to turn. Then what happens is the straight-line grip drops to 80%, which leaves 20% for turning. You change that ratio to 70:30, to 50:50, and eventually to 100:0 in the lateral direction. Yes, this is the method of “trailing” the brakes. It’s important to constantly feel the movement of the tires and picture the motion in your mind as you drive. Do you now understand why it’s meaningless to have high-grip tires when your skills are underdeveloped?

            Next, for people who actually read something like this, I’m sure you have heard the term “understeer” at least once. Understeer occurs when the car turns wider than the line you pictured in your mind. (Please note that this concept is different than turning with difficulty.) The majority of production cars are built to understeer. Remember what I wrote about tires. Suspension systems, tires, etc. have limits; past those limits, no matter how much you turn the steering wheel, the car will only veer outwards. Understeer occurs because the front tires are at a point where they can’t grip anymore. If the front tires properly grip the road surface, the car will turn in the direction it’s steered no matter how fast it’s going. However, centrifugal force overcomes the tires’ grip while cornering. What should you do when understeer occurs? In theory, leave the steering wheel where it is and release the accelerator a little. Centrifugal force decreases, the car’s center of gravity will move forward, and the grip of the front tires will recover, so the car will return to a more inside line. BUT, at this stage, don’t try it. The ideal handling characteristic is minor understeer.  A driver can recognize when the tires are close to their limit if the car steers neutrally into a turn, and then goes into mild understeer at the limit of the tires. However, in most cases, it is the driver himself that is making the car understeer. The cause of that comes down to the lack of weight on the front tires, turning the steering wheel too much, turning the steering wheel at the wrong time, or turning the steering wheel too slow. Take a closer look at your own driving before you blame the car. If the car still understeers even after improving your driving, then take a look at the setup of the car.

            After “understeer” let’s go over “oversteer.” This is the exact opposite of understeer. In other words, the car is travels further inside of the line imagined. At the extreme, it’s a spin out. As written earlier, most production cars are designed to understeer. If cars are made to oversteer, you won’t know when the car might spin out; you’ll get tired driving because you’ll have to be alert at all times. First of all, if cars spun out left and right, it’d be scary as hell. So, people that claim, “My car excessively oversteers,” may just be turning the steering wheel too much. This, like understeer, tends to happen due to a driver’s poor handling: in most cases, people lacking a soft touch in the right foot stomp on the accelerator in the middle of a turn. Turning the steering wheel too much in low-speed turns is out of the question. Stomping on the gas is fine if the person is doing so with good judgment and proper calculations because that will cause a power slide, a type of drifting. If the slide is unintentional, the driver will panic. Unnecessary things like traction control are developed for the sake of, and no thanks to, these unskilled morons, thus increasing car prices more and more.

            When car enthusiasts gather together, a topic that always comes up is maximum power, in other words, horsepower. “Car A has 200 horsepower and Car B has 120 horsepower, therefore Car A is superior.” This is a typical conversation that you would hear, but hold on one second. Cars are not that simple. Catalog/brochure numbers represent the engine’s output as tested on a bench. Once that engine is actually in the car, you won’t know if those numbers are true. Those numbers are based on units in optimum condition, and the numbers are recorded at wide open throttle (not the accelerator). So, for example, how much torque is being produced at 3000 rpm with the accelerator depressed a quarter of the way down? You can’t find that out. Don’t concern yourself with those numbers. Rather, when you actually drive the car, figure out at what rpm it feels comfortable to drive at, or where is has the most torque. Figure out how the car accelerates differently with different ways of stepping on the gas, and make your body learn the different ways. I see a lot of people who over-rev their engines. They seem to think they must rev all the way up to the redline no matter what. Sure, the peak power spot of your engine may be near the redline, but this is not the qualifying of an actual race, so I don’t really see a point in revving that much. Rather than that, upshifting smoothly at the peak of the torque band puts less stress on your car, and you can drive faster that way. On top of that, if you have a habit of shifting gears at the limit and miss a shift, you can put yourself in great danger. Especially on the downshift, a shift-miss will for sure result in a blown engine. If you are not fighting for that tenth or hundredth of a second, I recommend that you go ahead and upshift at the point you feel you’ve reached the peak of the power band. Don’t mind the people around you who rev their engines everywhere and anywhere. Drive in a comfortable rpm zone; then, if you can drive faster than the people around you that will be the best possible thing. What that comes down to is that you are using your skills to drive fast instead of relying on your car.

It’s said that for some mysterious reason, cars go in the direction you look. If you think about it, it’s not mysterious at all. It’s just that people unconsciously handle the car so it goes in the direction they’re looking. The driving of beginners is awkward because they don’t know where to look. They only look directly in front of themselves, so each action is an impromptu reaction to each situation. On mountain passes, unskilled drivers look only at what’s directly in front of them, so they tend to mess up on the next turn, or panic when obstacles, such as deer, suddenly appear. They make me break a cold sweat. While watching as far ahead as possible, and look hard at the point you want to go. By the time the car is heading to that point, and you know that the car is going to pass that point, you should already be looking at the next point. Otherwise, it’s too late. If you do spin, don’t give up. Look for a safe spot and fight to get your car there. Don’t pray to God as you look at the guardrails.

Once you’re able to drive at a decent level, start thinking about more than one turn. You should be thinking of at least the next 3 turns. Even if you can go through one turn really fast, if you mess up the next turn, you won’t be fast, and also it will be very dangerous. Don’t think it’s too complicated. You just have to try to drive rhythmically. It’s not too hard if you try it. The ground rule for sequential turns and compound turns that get tighter deeper into the turn is to not go all out on the first turn. Times vary greatly based on how early and fast you can step on the gas going into the next turn. In short, it’s important to have the car positioned correctly coming out of the second turn. Compared to this, the time you can save by waiting on braking is minimal. Even if your rival gets on your inside going into the turn, if you have your car positioned correctly coming out of the second turn, you can pass him up no problem in the straight. More complicated factors are involved in racing. The driver is continually thinking about which corner to attack in order to make the opponent running ahead of him see his tail. “I’m faster in any turn, but which turn is the best to pass him without putting too much stress on the brakes or tires?” “I’ll pass him up on the outside at his favorite corner to show him up.” These are a couple of many thoughts that may be going through a driver’s mind. To get back to the topic, on winding roads, don’t be looking at the turns coming up just for the sake of attacking the turns. It’s important to think ahead because road conditions change constantly, and thinking ahead helps you not only to drive rhythmically, but also to prevent panic in an emergency.

There are lots of fast drivers. Thinking ahead while driving is the first step to adding skill to speed. I can say that’s the difference between beginning and intermediate drivers.

Those of you who have never bothered to read school textbooks may be getting stressed out reading this, and about ready to thrash someone; that’s dangerous so I’ll move on to some practical techniques. Before that, promise you absolutely won’t try the impossible. The basic line to cornering fast is an out-in-out line, using the fullest width of the road. You can turn in a 50-foot radius circle faster than you can a 10-foot radius circle, right? You can drive faster when the radius of the turn is larger. Using an out-in-out line increases the radius of the curve along which the car travels around the corner. But sticking to this theory all the time can actually slow your cornering speed. As I wrote before, an out-in-out line is a technique to increase the radius of the curve. In other words, it’s a technique to minimize turning the steering wheel. However, there are times when the driver waits too long to brake, thus turns into the bend too late, then has to turn the steering wheel more in an effort to get to the apex, resulting in a sharper line. On the opposite side, the driver may brake too early that his clip point moves to before the apex of the corner so he has to turn the steering wheel again exiting the corner. This is pointless, even if the driver thinks it’s effective. The challenge is hitting the clip point while minimizing turning the steering wheel. In other words, the important point is grasping the correct clip point and following a smooth line. On the downhill, a car picks up more speed than on the up hill so one strategy is to follow lines that emphasize exiting speed. Focus on the clip point and follow out-in-out lines. People lacking confidence in the car control skills should brake sufficiently before the corner, turn into the bend early, and accelerate in as straight a line as possible. In this case the clip point will be closer to the exit of the turn. It’s necessary to recognize that clip points change based on the situation. If you emphasize the out-in-out line too much, and try to get your car as close to the guardrails as possible, you may go into the corner too fast and end up running into the guardrails. You may also slow down your cornering speed so much that your acceleration from the clip point is insufficient. At that point, the practicing will no longer be a practice to corner fast. I’ll explain this later, but remember that out-in-out is a basic theory, and is not absolute.

I don’t think anyone is going to read all of this, thoroughly understand it, and then go out and drive. You’ve probably driven a lot up till now too. You’ve probably had some “Oh, shit!” type situations also. What I want to say is, “Experience is your asset.” Automobiles advance every year. Anyone can drive fast, perhaps thanks to the increasing ease of handling and safety features. Even if you’ve just gotten your license, you can drive a Porsche or GT-R, and just by stepping on the gas, 280 hp is at your disposal. If you do go to mountain passes and racetracks, remember, never be a daredevil and try something you’re not capable of. You drive at high speeds on these stages. Things that you can’t predict happen easily. Let’s say there’s a turn you exit accelerating full throttle in third gear. If your tail slides at that speed, it’s a whole different story than if you slid in first or second gear. Even small slides are much harder to control. If you underestimate this, you’ll get hurt for sure. A driver who can’t control drifts in first or second gear, for sure as hell, won’t be able to control a drift in third gear. Do you understand what I mean when I say that experience is important? In the beginning, practice at low speed corners that are within your controlling capabilities. Once you get those down, then gradually challenge higher speed turns. Practice, going step by step. If you follow a skilled driver, you feel as if you can keep up. But watching and doing is very different. The faster the car goes, the stronger the force of inertia (momentum) acting on the car. Inertia has a large effect on heavy cars. Even light cars can produce an equivalent amount of energy as they pick up speed. It’s really difficult to control a car under a situation where factors such as inertia, course topography, tire grip, etc. complexly interact. High speed driving is difficult because all of these affect the car in split seconds.

One other important element to fast driving is feeling the condition of the car. I mentioned this briefly in the driving position section: you must feel changes in the car’s condition instantaneously. As you drive, grasp the condition of the front tires from the steering wheel, and the condition of the rear tires with your hip and butt. As you control acceleration and deceleration with your right foot, support your left foot firmly on the footrest, and feel the car’s overall motion. With your whole body feel the changes in g forces. With your eyes, watch where you’re going; with your ears, listen to the squealing of the tires and the howling of the engine. Unlike jet planes, the speed, position, and posture of cars are not automatically controlled. The car’s movements are all based on the driver’s senses. Fore and aft motions are predictable because the driver controls them at will through the gas pedal and brakes. Motions that occur against the driver’s will, such as tail slides, are unpredictable. If the driver doesn’t feel the slight sliding of the rear and countersteer, the car will spin. The sound of squealing tires is very important. If the tires start squealing while cornering, that’s proof that the tires are starting to lose their grip. Unless the driver judges whether the front or rear tires are squealing, and makes the necessary adjustments, the car becomes uncontrollable and dangerous. As I wrote in the previous section, experience can play a major part here. If the driver knows that the car is going to understeer or that the tails is going to slide, the driver can react quickly without panicking. If you can feel the car’s movements with your whole body, you can predict what’s going to happen, so the car won’t get out of hand and you can drive safely and fast. This is another important element to becoming a fast driver.

Understand the characteristics of your car in order to drive fast. Which car, what tires or suspension? The same car can have very different characteristics depending on its tires and suspension. I can’t explain too much in detail, but I’ll explain the characteristics of FR, FF, MR, and 4WD cars. FR means front engine rear drive. In cornering, the front wheels steer and the rear wheels drive; under power, the lateral grip of the rear tires decrease so the car tends to oversteer. Conversely, in front engine front drive FF cars, under power, the lateral grip of the front tires decrease, so the car tends to understeer. While cornering in FF cars, if the car understeers, backing off on the gas just slightly will eliminate the understeer. If you try that in FR cars, you can suddenly spin. It’s the FR car’s privilege to utilize it’s characteristic to do drifts. On take offs in FF cars, wheelspin can occur easily because the weight on the front wheels, the drive wheels, decreases. FR cars have the advantage on take offs because the weight on the drive wheels increases. In MR, mid-engine (mid-ship) rear drive cars, the heavy engine is located near the car’s center of gravity, and the front to rear weight distribution is well balanced. Compared to the similarly rear drive FR cars, weight transfer and front-end inertia is smaller, so MR cars have superior turning capabilities. However, Toyota made the MR-2 to have an understeering characteristic so anyone can drive it safely; it’s thus not entirely MR-like. However, there’s more weight on the rear wheels so it’s less likely to slide; it therefore requires more speed to start a slide. Furthermore, since the heavy engine is toward the rear, the momentum is increased, making a slide harder to control. In 4WD cars, both front and rear wheels drive. Compared to FR cars, they have better straight-line stability, but understeer more into turns. Furthermore, while cornering under power the car understeers more. This occurs because, like in FF cars, the front tires lose their lateral grip, and on top of that, the driving force of the rear wheels is added. This describes your basic 4WD car. Many newer cars have torque distribution systems which aid the turning ability. The Skyline GT-R, for example, has a unique system in which it drives normally as an FR, but if rear wheel slippage is detected, drive force is transmitted to the front wheels. The car acts more like a FR car. A car’s characteristics differ based on drive system. Even with the same drive system, a different concept can change the car’s character. Instead of just driving, grasping these differences in characteristics through extensive driving is another factor in improving driving techniques.

The normal driver’s consciousness goes as far as, “The car turns if I turn the steering wheel.” However, there are many factors involved in the turning process. I don’t want to get too difficult, but for example, tires deflect as they change the direction in which they advance, that’s why the car turns. Many factors that people never imagine are at work. That said, in the end, cars couldn’t do any more than allowed by the ability of the tires. Grip driving and drifting can be done because the tires try to go straight as they slide laterally. Stepping on and off the gas while drifting is the control to maintain the tires at their very limit. Just keeping this sort of knowledge in the back of your mind can change your driving. Whether you aim for fast driving or good driving, it all comes down to how efficiently you use the tires. The tires on your car right now may not be fit for your driving. The key to improving your skills is thinking about how your tires want to be driven, instead of how you want to drive. There are a lot of people who lower the limits of their tires through their driving. There are too many who yank on the steering wheel and say the car understeers, without thinking about weight transfer or road conditions. The driver’s mind and skills are at their limit, not the car. Try different maneuvers while thinking, “How do these tires want to be driven?” Think about how the car reacted to your maneuvers and why it did. Can you smoothly increase and decrease cornering force by utilizing the weight transfer caused by braking?  Like other things, keeping this constantly in mind is the trick to improving.

The car goes forward if you step on the gas, it slows down if you step on the brakes, and it turns in the direction you turn the steering wheel. This is common knowledge. However, this applies only when the tires are gripping the road surface. During high-speed runs when the tires are under much more stress, this common knowledge doesn’t always apply. Braking from ultra high speed may lack a sense of deceleration. Panicking, the driver may the floor the brake pedal, and cause the brakes to lock; thus the driver creates an uncontrollable situation for himself. As speed increases, the tires have to use their grip force to drive straight, so unless sufficient weight is transferred, the car won’t turn no matter how much the steering wheel is turned. This is one cause of understeer. Remember this: at a certain point, the steering wheel’s angle no longer affects the car’s turning force. The understeer example I just gave is a good illustration of this. Conversely, if you are too preoccupied with the steering wheel’s angle, it will be forever impossible to control the car at will. As dirt track and rally drivers often say, “The steering wheel is used only to initiate a turn.” Once in a turn, the accelerator is used much more to control the posture of the car. Accelerator control is most important in drifts. To understand the importance of accelerator work during cornering, vary how much you depress the accelerator pedal while driving in constant radius circles. Up to a certain point, the car will try to turn more, but after that, it will start to veer outwards. At this point, you can’t turn the steering wheel to correct, so you you’ll have to release the gas just slightly, decreasing the centrifugal force and increasing the weight on the front tires to recover grip. Otherwise, you’d screw up. In such a way, grasp how your car changes its posture according to accelerator input.






In a driving technique instructional book I read in the past, three techniques that were introduced besides heel-and-toeing were “double clutching,” “reverse steering wheel,” and “sewing.” Double clutching is done as follows: when changing gears, shift into neutral, engage the clutch, step on the gas to match rpm, disengage the clutch, shift into the next gear, and engage the clutch. This was effective with the older transmissions that didn’t have synchronizer rings. This technique’s unnecessary with today’s synchromesh transmissions. A similar technique is used in cars with transmissions and racecars, but you can consider it obsolete. “Reverse steering wheel” is what we call drifting. “Sewing” is, while cornering, turning the steering wheel just slightly in the opposite direction of how it was turned for an instant, and then turning it back to where it was. There were probably certain purposes to this technique. Older cars had more direct steering systems because they lacked power steering and unnecessary rubber bushings. This, in turn, caused stronger kickback from the road. Purpose #1 is to deflect this kickback. Older cars had recirculating-ball-and-nut steering systems whereas most today’s car have rack-and-pinion steering systems. Recirculating-ball-and-nut steering systems had more play than rack-and-pinion steering systems. Purpose #2 is getting rid of that play. Purpose #3 is to prevent the front tires from going over the limit of their grip by momentarily decreasing the g forces on the front tires. Purpose #3 is still valid today. I do this sewing a lot. However, if you turn the steering wheel too much that the car moves from side to side, all you’re doing is making the car unstable. Master the sense of just very slightly turning and returning the steering wheel.

