
Full throttle for the 
Top Gear fall guy

Ben Collins – AKA Top Gear’s ‘Stig’ – has stepped
out of the white suit and made his way straight to the
Southern Hemisphere. And not just to get as far away

from Jeremy Clarkson as possible, as National
Collision Repairer reveals.

specialReport
TAKING TIME-OUT WITH THE STIG – BEN COLLINS

Much of Ben Collins’ career over the past 10 years has been built on the
fact that he’s a safe driver. So as the $1million Koenigsegg CCX he had
been granted special permission to test out was crashing through a wall,
he thought for sure that his days as Top Gear’s The Stig were numbered.

After climbing out of the 395kph supercar, he sheepishly headed back to
the garage expecting a dressing down. But instead, the production team

checked him over, jacked up the car, worked with him on addressing
the faulty power steering and crafted a new wing. He went on to

set a new blisteringly lap record.
Collins spent eight years as the mysterious Stig, but you

wouldn’t have known it at the time. He joined the Top
Gear crew after a blossoming racing career was
curtailed by finances.

“I have always had a natural affinity for racing,” he
says, speaking exclusively to National Collision
Repairer. “From the first time I got into a car, that’s all
I’ve wanted to do. I got a racing licence at 19 and
that was a dream come true, but it's a tough
career to rely on for income. You can be doing
extremely well, a champion one year but without
a job the next, so it’s not easy.”

He set his sights on the media, and using his
ability to throw even the clumsiest of MPVs
around a wet track, earned a role on the
globally popular Top Gear, hired to put a
variety of cars through their paces, from the
reasonably-priced to the millionaire’s
fantasy. He also coached the bevy of
celebrity drivers before they were let loose

TheNationalCOLLISION

REPAIRER10 SPECIAL REPORT – BEN COLLINS, THE STIG

THE STIG 
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on the test track. All of which was
undertaken whilst wearing a trademark
white race suit and helmet. His identity
was top secret. When he first signed up
for the role, only Collins, his boss and a
young producer at the BBC were in on it. 

“Being mysterious was the best part of
a job,” he admits. “It was very cloak and
dagger. Like being a spy, but without
being shot at, which is a bonus.”

And while many of the celebrities he
taught had no idea who was leading
their lessons, Collins certainly knew 
who they were.

“I had never worked in television before
Top Gear and I was a bit star struck early
on. Meeting Christian Slater was a big
one, because I loved True Romance. But
then we got into my environment, the car,
where I was teaching him how to drive
and how to drive well. That broke the ice
and we were away.”

Collins was particularly impressed by
the female stars as, unlike the men, they
were able to leave their egos behind.
Joanna Lumley stands out as his
favourite. “She was lovely – you could see
she had some fight in her and she was
perhaps a bit fearful of the car at first, but
what a person.”

Tom Cruise, too, made a good
impression. Collins says: “He’s nothing like
the character you hear about in the news.
He's very down to earth and very fast in a
car. He learnt quickly. If ever his film work
dries up...” he laughs.

It may not surprise you who, when asked,
Collins feels was his most difficult pupil.

“Jeremy Clarkson,” he says. “He was
very difficult to teach anything to, he's the
epitome of a know-it-all!”

But one thing The Stig did achieve was

teaching Clarkson how to master the
Silverstone circuit, and the duo competed
together in a 24-hour endurance race.
Though they had some good arguments
over the years, Collins eventually earned
the presenter’s begrudging respect.

That was until, of course, The Stig
wrote his autobiography. Collins’ allure
was built on his anonymity. Viewers the
world over were kept guessing, and even
multiple Formula One world champion

Michael Schumacher was the hottest tip
for a while. And so the producers weren’t
overly happy with the big reveal; the BBC
headed to court in an attempt to stop
publication of The Man in the White Suit,
as well as hiring a new Stig.

But Collins says that, by that point, it was
an open secret anyway, and believes his time
as one arguably the most unrecognisable
famous person on our TV screens was likely
already drawing to a close. 
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After all, as much fun as it was keeping
one of the world’s most sought after
secrets alive, it would have been
impossible to maintain forever. First of all,
he had to let his wife and closest friends
in on the secret. “They had to help me
come up with good excuses as to why I
was away all the time. That helped build a
smokescreen, but by the end of it, there
were about 130 people at the BBC who
knew and that created a lot of leakage.”

Collins says: “I don't watch Top Gear
that much these days, maybe
occasionally. I really enjoyed it when I was
working there. I had an absolutely
fantastic time, I absolutely loved it, I
wouldn't have changed a thing but I've
been very busy with my own TV shows
and working in films and racing, so for me
things have moved on. I love what I do
and whether it’s a white helmet or my own
racing helmet, it all feels the same. Just
being involved in the motor industry is a
dream for me – it’s such an exciting place
as I think we all know.”

Collins has been hitting the track a lot
recently, having competed in British and
European GT3 championships, the
NASCAR Nextel Cup, Australian V8
supercars and the 24 Hour Le Mans.

And in 2015, he plans to return to
Australia to tackle once more the Bathurst
1000, which he last undertook in 2009,
partnering with Nathan Pretty in a Kelly
Racing Holden VE Commodore.

“I think it’s great that the Aussies still
produce these V8 monsters and I'm quite
jealous of that; we should have a few
more of those in the UK,” he says. “I’ve
driven the Holden Commodore and it’s
fantastic, I love it. It’s got a lot of power,

but is quite refined these days because
the chassis has been honed over a
period of time.

“The Bathurst 1000 is arguably the
toughest race in the world because the
V8 supercar is a very unusual car to drive.
It's very powerful but sits on extremely
skinny tires that don't have much grip and
give very little feedback so, for people
who don't race them all the time, it takes
some getting used to.

“The track itself, the Mount Panorama
Circuit, is fire and brimstone; it’s completely
wild. It’s an amazing track and it really has
every kind of corner: off camber, on
camber; you're brushing past walls at high
speed, 300kph through the Conrod
Straight section. It’s an amazing place.”

He’ll just have to keep an eye out for
the Aussie drivers.

“I raced with Mark Webber in Formula 3
and he recently rejoined my Le Mans
racing series. In fact, he ripped my wing

mirror off at Silverstone. I was racing a
Ferrari GT car and he came past in a
Porsche LMP1 and amputated my right
side mirror!

“I saw him at Austin in Texas so we had
a good laugh about that, but that's the
way it is. LMP cars have to overtake GT
cars about 25 times a lap and you can
expect a little bit of bump and grind
occasionally. Mark’s a great guy and I've
always enjoyed racing with him.”

In addition to his competitive work,
Collins has also earned some of the
coolest credits in the movie industry, with
his work as a stunt driver seeing him take
the wheel of not only the Batmobile, but
also James Bond's car in Quantum of
Solace and Casino Royale, as well as
Moneypenny's car in Skyfall.

He says: “Stunt driving and racing are
very different. In racing your result is
absolutely defined - you either win or lose,
the lap time speaks for itself and there's

specialReport
TAKING TIME-OUT WITH THE STIG – BEN COLLINS



very intense competition.
“But with filming it’s much more of a

collaboration between all the different
departments that make a movie, from the
camera teams to the special effects to the
stunts and the bits that I get involved with,
and the result on the screen is a lot more
timeless than what you get with racing,
which is very much in the moment and
then its history. With movies, especially
like James Bond films, they're timeless
and it’s the sort of thing you can share
with your grandchildren, and that gives
me a very different satisfaction.”

And if that wasn’t enough to keep the
racer busy, he also picked up his pen
once more recently to compile a book
that lays out everything he has learned
about safe driving over the years, from his
early, more clumsy efforts, through racing,
coaching celebrities as The Stig, and
working with the army and police.

‘How to Drive’ mixes stories from Top
Gear, stunt driving and racing, and is
intended to show that with just a little
effort, anybody can improve. 

“Everybody can drive better, smoother,
whilst saving fuel. It’s just that we just
don't get taught that much after we pass

our test,” he says, explaining that he’s
aimed to write the book he wished he’d
read when he was 16.

“I'm just like anybody else; I never want
to read the manual and the Highway Code
– it’s pretty dry stuff, which is largely why
none of us bother to do any more training
after we finish the driving test. So I've tried
to make ‘How to Drive’ as funny as I can
and I think that was an important part of
the mission, to try to make it entertaining.”

Can it make lead us to performing jaw-

dropping clutch and handbrake
manoeuvres on greasy tracks?

“Only if you wear a white suit and
helmet,” he laughs. 
This interview commissioned by 
The National Collision Repairer and
written by Tim Aldred.
Editor: We thought that you would all
enjoy hearing from The Stig, his
background and what he is now
doing. Hopefully we will see him in
Australia in 2015.
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