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Bell gets advice from boss Dean (l)

...and Bell’s now upgraded to McLaren
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Matt Bell has had a rapid rise through  
the ranks of sportscar racing

OUT Of nOwhere

b
ack in 2008 Matt 
Bell was just one 
of  the 250,000  
spectators that 
piled into the La 
Sarthe Circuit in 
France for the Le 

Mans 24 Hours. Fast-forward four 
years and the Newcastle man is  
gearing up to share a factory assisted 
McLaren GT car with one of  the  
drivers who starred in that race.

This year Bell will join Australian  
sportscar star David Brabham and 
McLaren factory racer Alvaro Parente to 
campaign one of  the Woking firm’s MP4-
12C GT3 machines in the Blancpain 
Endurance Series. The car will be run by 
the United Autosports team, which has 
supported Bell throughout his short 
career so far.

The past four years have been a  
whirlwind for Bell, the 22-year-old brother 
of  Le Mans racer Rob, one he says that he 
never expected: “The last few years have 
been just amazing, it’s been like a dream. 
It was only at Le Mans in 2008 when I  
sat down with my brother and said ‘I  
want to be a sportscar driver, how  
should we do this?’ I never imagined that 
only a few years later that I’d be sharing a 
car with David Brabham. I was back in 
the crowd watching him win Le Mans for 
Peugeot in 2009, and now he’s my  
team-mate. It’s difficult to imagine how 
things could get much better.”

Bell made his racing bow in 2009 when 
he took to the wheel of  a Ginetta G20 at 
Donington Park. That race was set up by 
Richard Dean, then managing director of  
Ginetta. Dean had been influential in 
helping Rob Bell up through the  
sportscar ranks and was keen to give Matt 
his first step. Bell Jr’s first event didn’t go 
to plan. In two bruising outings he  
managed a best finish of  15th, but his raw 
pace had shown his potential. Bell was on 
the podium at the fifth attempt.

That prompted Dean to take him on as a 
junior driver for the fledgling United 
Autosports squad when it was formed in 
2010. Bell contested two events in the 
Ginetta G50 Cup before getting a shock 
call-up to international level.

“At the time [United Autosports  
co-founder] Zak Brown had his co-driver 
drop out so Richard offered me the chance 
to race one of  the team’s Audi R8 LMS 
GT3 cars in the FIA GT3 Championship 
rounds at Silverstone,” says Bell. “It was 
only my 15th ever car race!

“I turned up to the event and was  
completely daunted by it all. The team 
had told me not to worry because at the 
time FIA GT3 was more of  a gentleman’s 
class, but as soon as we got to the grid I 
realised that wasn’t the case. It was much 
more competitive than I was used to and it 
was a huge learning curve.”

Key to Bell’s rapid rise is the support 
that both the team and his brother have 
given him. Bell adds that he had the  
perfect infrastructure to learn quickly.

“My biggest strength is having Rob on 
the end of  the phone,” he says. “He’s 
achieved so much in his career and is one 
of  the best driver coaches out there. I’ve 

found myself  having a mini coaching  
session with him over a family dinner. His 
advice is invaluable. United Autosports 
has such a depth of  great engineers and 
coaching staff  and Richard has given me 
so much support.

“It was a big step up to the Audi but the 
team does a lot of  testing and simulator 
work, which really helps you to get to 
grips with a car, track or set-up quickly. 
From there it was all about getting my 
head straight and gaining confidence. 
The team has guided me the entire way. I 
couldn’t have wished for anything better.”

Bell’s maturity as a driver showed  
during an early British GT race last year 
where he led the team to its first outright 
victory in the two-hour event at 
Snetterton. The race counted for double 
points and handed Bell and co-driver 
Mike Guasch the championship lead, 
which they retained for much of  the year 
before slipping to sixth behind the faster 
Ferrari 458s in the final races.

“Getting my first win was such a relief,” 
he says. “It paid the team back for all of  
the hard work and belief  that they’d had 
in me. British GT was great because I 
learned in a competitive environment 
with drivers that were on my level, and 
there was also some top guys at the front 
that I had to push to keep up with.”

That performance was also gratifying 
for Dean as it showed his belief  in Matt 
hadn’t been in vain. “Matt reminds me so 
much of  his brother it’s almost scary,” 
says Dean. “He is so quick to learn and so 
determined to improve every time he gets 
in the car. He’s naturally quick and a 
champion in the making. He has the 
potential to follow in Rob’s footsteps.”

Motorsport’s gain 
was rugby’s loss
While he’s now established 
as a sportscar racer, Bell 
came very close to quitting 
motorsport altogether back 
in 2008.

He started his racing 
career racing karts as a 
teenager and became the 
British ICA champion in 
2005 before stepping up to 
Formula A in 2006. He then 
quit to go to college and his 
passion for another sport 
nearly led him down a  
different career path.

“I used to play rugby for 
my school and my local team 
in Blaydon,” Bell says. “I 
ended up being quite good at 
it and I loved the game. In 
2007 I got an offer I couldn’t 
refuse from Guinness 
Premiership Rugby Union 
team Newcastle Falcons, 
which offered me a place at 
its academy. 

“The experience of   
working with the  
professional coaches was 
amazing but late in 2008 I 
suffered a nasty back injury 
which pretty much put an 
end to my dreams of  making 
the first team. Luckily, I had 
motorsport to fall back on 
after that.”
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This year though is a bigger chance for 
Bell. The Blancpain Endurance Series  
is shaping up to be one of  the most  
competitive series in the GT racing world 
with factory blessed entries from 
McLaren, Ferrari and Mercedes. His 
brother will also be on the grid in a Gulf  
Racing McLaren.

“This year is another jump forward for 
me,” says Bell Jr. “Before I was always the 
junior driver, but now I’ve got superstar 
team-mates and I’m in the big leagues. 
The McLaren is also a different animal. 
So far I’ve only had a few laps on a wet 
track but the technology behind the car is 
stunning and the responsiveness of  it is 
amazing. The Audi is a friendly car, but 
we’ll have to push the McLaren to get on 
top of  it. Having drivers like David and 
Alvaro around me will help me learn the 
ropes pretty quickly.

“My ultimate ambition is to share a car 
with Rob at Le Mans. This year I’ll be  
racing against him,which will be  
interesting. I wouldn’t be surprised if  the 
coaching and tips start to decrease if  I end 
up getting too close to him...” n
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Matt Bell is a key part of McLaren team


