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ANDY PRIAULX – THE BIGGEST CHAMPION YOU’VE NEVER HEARD OF?
While Lewis Hamilton mania continues to grab all the headlines and dominate the press, another British driver is currently going quietly about his business in an attempt to secure his third world title in succession. And, chances are, that most members of the general public wouldn't recognise him if they met him in the street.

Since giving up on his dream of launching a career in single-seaters, Guernseyman Andy Priaulx has firmly established himself as the man to beat in the world of touring cars, overcoming the odds to secure multiple championships at the wheel of his BMW. But it could have been oh-so different.

Like most young racers, Priaulx started his career in karting, but also tried his hand on two-wheels in Motocross and on water in powerboats, before really blasting onto the scene in the 1995 British Formula 1 Hill Climb Championship - where he won all ten rounds.

On the back of that success, he moved on to compete in Formula Renault, Formula Palmer Audi and Formula 3 before reaching a crossroads that would decide his future career.

"Like everything, it's all about funding," he explains. "I wanted to do my education in motorsport in single-seaters because I believe that is what makes you a world-class driver. That's what I did; I did my education in the lower formulae, including winning races in F3. But the next step was all about funding as, no matter how good you are, you need to make commitments to a team financially and I was unable to do that."

Luckily for Priaulx, his big breakthrough was just around the corner. As a front-runner in the British F3 Championship throughout the 2001 season, Andy received an unexpected opportunity in the British Touring Car Championship when Vauxhall driver Phil Bennett was suspended from the meeting at Oulton Park for reckless driving. Cue a call to Priaulx to see if he was available to drive the Egg-backed Astra Coupe for the weekend.

On what was his touring car debut, Priaulx put the car on pole for both races and then secured a podium finish on race day - putting himself firmly in the window for a drive in front of the watching teams.

A deal with Honda was signed for the 2002 campaign as the Japanese marque returned to the BTCC scene, with a win at Knockhill being the highlight of his year.

"At the time it was a difficult decision to turn my back on my single-seater aspirations," he admits, "but I've never looked back.

"You have to read the signs, and I was getting great signs in British Touring Cars with Vauxhall and with Honda and it was a case of 'Do I go out and try to find half a million pounds, or do I get paid a little bit of money?' I had to choose the second option, and I was actually really pleased with my choice. It was a good move for me, as there are many of my friends who tried to stick it out in the quest to reach Formula 1 but have ended up with nothing."

However, Priaulx's BTCC career would last for just a single season as Honda pondered its long-term plans at the end of 2002. At tha point, BMW - clearly impressed by what they had seen - stepped in to start a relationship that has flourished in the years since, while also allowing Andy to achieve one of his career dreams.

"I think my career had momentum at that stage," he says. "I'd come from F3, having done very well in the blue-riband events at the end of the season in Korea and Macau, and I'd put the car on the front row in my guest drive with Vauxhall in the BTCC. I then had a great season with Honda and won their first race [of the season], and I was in good shape to fight for the title in the second year. I was in Australia doing Bathurst and I got a call; Honda were't sure of their plans and BMW came in and offered me a deal. As every driver needs, I was in the right place at the right time.

"When you get offered a drive with BMW, it isn't a hard decision to make. They have a long-standing commitment to touring cars and have always gone about their motorsport in a highly professional way. Touring cars is important to them, and at that time, I was winning races for Honda and it wasn't enough. I had to make the move and I'm very pleased that I did.

"Ultimately, making the switch did lead to me getting the chance to test a Formula 1 car for both Williams and BMW. That would probably never have happened if I had stayed in F3 or tried to go to Formula 3000. I've raced so many good guys who have had to struggle through despite being quality drivers, so I have been lucky to be one of the few professional drivers in the country to be employed by a big manufacturer."

The move to what was then the European Touring Car Championship proved to be the making of Priaulx, who stepped up to the plate to secure three consecutive titles at the highest level. Indeed, it could have been four titles had an incident with Gabriele Tarquini in the closing stages of the season not see him forced to settle for third place in 2003.

However, the 33-year-old made up for the disappointment of missing out on the laurels that year by winning the final ETCC title in 2004, beating fellow BMW driver Dirk Muller thanks to the fact that he had won more races than the German. Full works BMW status followed for the inaugural World Touring Car Championship season in 2005 as Priaulx continued to take the fight to his rivals, making the most of his consistent form to be crowned champion again despite winning just one race all season.

Into 2006, Priaulx was one of nine drivers still in with a shout of the title heading into the Macau finale, but once again the Guernseyman fought off all challengers to lift his second straight WTCC title and complete a hat-trick of championships.

His run of success is made all the more remarkable by looking at the fact that Priaulx has largely competed without a team-mate in the BMW Team UK squad, run by leading Belgian outfit RBM and its boss Bart Mampaey. The other works BMW teams run more than one driver, while rivals SEAT have been known to enter as many as seven drivers in the quest for glory - but none have so far been able to topple lone ranger Priaulx
"I think everyone thought I would fail pretty quickly on leading the BTCC," he reflects. "But I won three races in my first season in the ETCC and was fighting for the title at the end. Had I not been driven off the road by Gabriele Tarquini, then I might be a four-time champion now. It was tough, but I think my grounding in F3 and my hard years of finding money and working with teams to ground out results was what gave me the tools to do the job properly in European Touring Cars at that time. I didn't change my working method; I treated every lap as the most important of my life and worked with the team on set-up. We got some great results in the first year and it gave me the momentum for a long-term contract with BMW.
"I look back and for three seasons in a row we have lifted the title. We were the smallest team and the outsiders, and it has been an amazing time. I hope it can continue that way, as BMW have given me a great car and my team have been brilliant in the engineering of that car.

"Some of the teams have been running as many as seven cars trying to help one man win, so it has been tough. But it is like everything - you have to work hard and put the effort in. We did that and it paid off. You need all the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle in this game to be given even half a chance, and I have always said to myself that winning races would be hard and winning championships almost impossible. If you go about your racing in that way, then you are in with a chance."

Despite his success Priaulx remains something of an unknown figure outside the motorsport world, with the sports pages in the UK largely dominted by football and the main focus in a motor racing sense being on MotoGP and Formula 1 - thanks in no small part to the success of Hamilton this season.

His profile has certainly risen in recent years and an appearance on popular BBC television show A Question of Sport did Priaulx no harm at all - apart from the ribbing he received from friends and journalists alike for failing to answer a question linked to 2005 title rival Fabrizio Giovanardi. The question itself was repeated in countless interviews over the coming months to see if Andy had done his homework.

However, the fact he doesn't have the screaming fans that accompany the likes of Hamilton isn't something that concerns Priaulx, who instead is able to focus his attention on getting the best from his BMW 320si in the continuing quest for success.

"It used to frustrate me, but it is a question I have been asked so many times that my inner self is now at peace," he insists. "I feel that Lewis must be in a difficult place right now, as he has gone from being pretty unknown in the public eye to being a phenomenon overnight - and that will be shocking for me. I have had a very progressive increase in public exposure and it has been manageable. Lewis must have a position that is quite uncomfortable, as will the likes of Michael Schumacher and Valentino Rossi. Maybe that is the bad side of the job for them...

"I know myself that I have done a good job and I know I am a good driver, so I put all my energy into that. British Touring Cars has tremendous publicity in the UK, but that is changing if I am honest. The TV deal is not as strong as it was and the WTCC is the same as it has always had a weak TV deal in the UK with Eurosport being a European station. Everybody is watching in Europe.

"However, I have had great coverage here in the UK, and the British motorsport media have been very good to me and followed my races - so I have had top publicity from them for winning my three titles. I've been given various awards that I am very proud to have and I can't complain to be honest. Maybe the general public don't know who I am, but then again, some of them don't know who Michael Schumacher is either."

