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INSIGHT: HELMET DESIGN

The tastest painter

How crash helmet artist Jason Fowler helps Lewis Hamilton

Classified Tel: 0208 267 5355

Fowler poses with a range
of helmets he’s painted

What do you get if you mix Ray Harroun, o ticket stub and a frophy? A truly mad helmet

One of Jason Fowler’smost
satisfyingjobs is working with
IndyCar star Dan Wheldon,
who givestheartist creative
carteblanche todesign helmets.
Fowler works in special features
and themes for each helmet that
he creates for Wheldon.

“Danlikestohaveadifferent
helmet foreveryrace,” says
Fowler. “He’s great to work for
andreally likestogomadon
some of hishelmets.”

“In Americatheytendtopick
up sponsorsonarace-to-race
basis, so it changes quite often.
Thavepretty much afreereign.
Dan’shelmetshave tohave the
sponsors’logos intheright
position, buttherearen’tas
many asfor F1drivers.

“Hehasaknightonhorseback
ontheback of thehelmetanda
UniondJack,and aslongasithas
those on there somewhere, the
sky’sthelimit.

“For the Indy 500 we do a special
helmetevery year. For the Indy
500 helmet, Inormally start three
months before therace. It’sjust
acaseof spendingafewhours
onthe Internet, researching
and printing out pages of images.
Then youpick outbits youlike
and startpiecingthe images
together.

“For the 2006 Indy, we did
awholehelmetthat was
chrome. We did one half like

the Borg-Warner Trophy, with
allthefaces of the Indy winners
ontheside. The othersidehad
aairbrushed image of Ray
Harroun, the guy who won the
first Indianapolis 500, and other
images from Indy history, such

asaticket stubfromthe 1950 race.

IThad quitealotof timetodothat
oneandIdidgoabitmad.Itwasa
one-off -Iwouldn’teventrytodo
itagain. It was probably the most
complicated oneI'vedone.”

Wheldon has different hel

"'___.mh ..._.--
ours for every IndyCar race




Classified Tel: 0208 267 5355

in the world

stand out from the Formuila One crowd

by Matt Burt
editor

ostmotorsport
fanspride
themselves
onbeingableto
identify aracing
| driverfromhiscrashhelmet
d designalone.If you’ve spent
the pastseasontryingto
distinguish your Lewis
Hamiltonsfrom your Heikki
Kovalainensassoonasthe
television camerafocuses
onthem, chancesare your
jobhasbeen awholelot
easierthankstothe Briton’s
trademark yellow lid.

Andforthat, you have to thank
anairbrushartist in Suffolk.
Jason Fowler istheman who
produces Hamilton’sdistinctive
crash helmetlivery. Through
his Bury St Edmunds-based
company, JLF Designs, hehas
madeanartform-nottomention
asuccessful career-out of
designinglids for top drivers.

Fowler, whohas competed in
kartingand motocross, first got
interested in crash helmet design
back in the 1980s.

“Iraced motocross from about
11yearsoldand evenback thenI
used to get American motocross
magazinesand getallthe
pictures of the helmets and paint
schemes,” hesays. “Then when
Ileftschoollstarted workasa
graphicdesigner and boughtan
airbrush and taught myself how
todoit. Overthe yearsIstarted
doing helmet designsfor friends,
but then the company I worked
for went out of business.Thad
quiteafew helmetsonthegoand
IthoughtI’d gofull-timeand see
howlongitwouldlast.”

Thatwasin 1993,and his
business quickly expanded after
hetook his warestoatrade show
inBristol and came away with
enough orderstokeep himbusy
for three months.

“It was pretty much all bike
helmets untilabout 1995, when I
did a helmet for Robbie Kerr, who
waskartingat the time. Robbie
had afriend who competed in
motocross whohad shownhima
magazine with my advert in.
Robbie was happy with his
helmet and told us we should go
down to Kimbolton, because
there was ameetingon that
weekend.

“We walked around the pits
withacouple of helmetsand
gave out someflyers and gotloads
of orders. Atthetimethe
bikemarket was starting
todie off becausealotof
the helmets were coming
infrom China with the
graphicsand stickers
already applied, sopeople
didn’t want to pay to have
them painted. It wasreally
good timing-we went to
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Hamilton has worn Fowler’'s
lids since his karting days

akartmeetingand suddenly
realised there was abigneed for it
and went from there. That’s how
we got started in four-wheeled
motorsport.”

Fowler wasn’tthe only artist
doinghelmet designs, buthedid
bringsomethingnewtothetable:
“There were afew people doing it,
butthedesigns were quite simple
and quitereserved. Iwas coming
from a bike background where
really elaborate designs, special
effectsand airbrushed murals
were expected. We were quite
different to what all the other
painters weredoingatthetime.”

Itwasn’tlongbefore Fowler’s
increasingpresence inthe
kartpaddock brought him into
contact with apromisingfather-
and-son combonamed Anthony
and Lewis Hamilton.

“Westarted doingalotof the
kartracersand, asthey moved
into carracing, we started to get
more work from thereas well,”
hesays. “It wasabout thattime—
about 1999 or 2000— when we
started doing Lewis’s helmet,
when he wasstill inkarting.

“Heapproached usandsaid he
was getting hishelmets painted
somewhereelse, buthe’d seen
oursaround and said he quite
liked them. When hefirst cameto
ushehadadesign that was based
onhisfather’sdesigns. There
wasn’tany 3D work —it wasjust
quitesimple bands. Hesaid to
us: ‘That’smy basic design, can
youdosomethingtojazzitup
and make itlook a bitmore up
todate? Wedidn’tdo toomuch
toitbecauseIdidn’t want
togotoofarfrom whathe
originally had.”

The devil is in the details...

Thehelmet design evolved
subtly as Hamilton progressed
through theranks, buthis step
up to Formula One in 2007
necessitated somemore
significant changes.

“Ithad tochange quiteabit
whenhewenttoF1,” explains
Fowler. “The sponsors’logos have
tobeinacertainposition, sothe
helmet design hasto incorporate
thelogos without overpowering
them. The sponsors have to
behappy thatthelogosaren’t
being swamped by an over-fussy
design. Because Lewis has quite
asimpledesignitis quitedifficult
tochange. With areally complex
design you can move bits around
and you can’treally tell, but
when itsa couple of simple
bands, when they get moved you
canseeitisadifferent design.

“We’ve done the odd changeto
hishelmet, like for Monaco we
did alittle cartoon for the back.
Thisyear’she’srunalittle
cartoon ontheback too—you
don’treally notice, but the overall
footprint of the design hasto
stay the same.

“With Lewisitisreallyniceto
beasmallpartof it,” adds Fowler.
“Iremember when he gotthe F1
driveand it wasallinthenews,
itwasanicefeelingtohave been
there since the beginning. When
Lewisfirst wenttoF1andthe
design got changed, Igotareally
nice email from Anthony about
thehelmetswe’ddone. Flisa
cut-throat world withnotalot of
room for sentiment buthe’sbeen
really good tousover the years.
It’'squitenicetogetachallenge
and goaway and work itoutand
then goback and give the design
toacustomer andtheyare
happy withit.”

Fowler produced a special
design to give to Hamilton as
agift when the McLaren ace

~| wonthedriver’stitlein

2008. It featured Hamilton’s
contemporary design on one
side, and the simpler livery
heused atthe start of his

karting career on the other.

Hamilton getsthrough an
average of two helmetsfor
every three F1race weekends,
so Fowler always hasa couple
of newlids on the go. He also does
replica Hamilton helmets: “We
getthroughalotof yellow paint”.

Although Fowler gave up kart
racingacouple of yearsago
tofully focus on his work (he
paints around 450 helmets each
year) he gets tomeet plenty
of racingdrivers. Thelobby of
his company premises isfilled
with motorsport memorabilia.

Although most of the finished
helmets are couriered to their
destination, his Suffolk location
means that some drivers pop in
tocollect them in person if they
happen tobe headingeast to
gotestingat Snetterton. He
getstomeet with arange of
competitors from aspiring
young stars, established
names and seasoned amateur
enthusiasts who want to look
thepart.

“We’vedonealot of wacky
ideas,” hesays. “Wedid one
where the whole helmet was
painted asa pumpkinand
another that was painted up
tolooklikeabowlof fruit.”

Fowler is passionate about
his work, and shudders tothink
howmuch time he spends with
airbrush in hand: “I'venever
timed it with a stopwatch and
wouldn’t want to, becauseI'll
probably find I'm working for
less than the minimum wage!
[IndyCar star] Dan Wheldon’s
helmet took about 80-100 hours
[seesidebar], butthe average
timeforaracedesignisabout
15-20hours.”

Hisfive-strong team-which
includes himself and his wife
Shirley, wholooks after the
website (jlfdesigns.com) and
organisation, has been busier
than ever during the past year
and the order book is already
starting tofill up for next
season. A new-for-2010 Snell
safety standard will prompt
many competitors to buy new
helmets, and there is anew kart
helmet for under-15s that will be
introduced in Europe. Fowler is
gettinglots of enquiries about
that, justashedid a couple of
yearsago when the sport’s
rule makers changed the
regulations concerningthe
positioning of the clipsfor
head and neck safety
(HANS) devices.

Fowler has beenrecently
commissioned to paint
Andy Green’s helmet for the
Bloodhound SSC assaulton
the Land Speed Record, where
aspeed of 1000mph is being
targeted. As well as working
with world champions and
Indy 500 winners, Fowler
could soon became the designer
of the fastesthelmet inthe
world. ®
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You can see Lewis’s helmets,
but what’s with the pumpkin?

S

1 GRAND DESIGNS
Competitors usually have a
vague idea for their helmet
design when they contact
Fowler, but he often has to
work hard to turn it into

reality: “They can seein their
head what they want but they

can'’t translate it into words.
We encourage people to find
images they like the look of.
We can look at that and see
what direction their style
goes in. For example, a lot of

young karters go for a similar

2 START STRIPPING
“When the helmets come in
we strip them down as faras
we're allowed to,” says

Fowler. “We prep the surfaces

and put a primer on so that

the paint adheres to the shell.

Then we spray the helmets
white. The prep work itself
can take a couple of hours.
The problem is not getting
paintinside the liner: it'sa
polystyrene liner and if the
paint gets in there it can eat
away at the polystyrene and

3 RACING LINES
Fowler: “Once the
helmet is all white,

the design gets laid ¢
up either with fine-line
tape or, if it's a complex
design, we have to
draw it on by hand.

You mask up each

area of the helmet.
Laying the design

out can take along
time, but once the
lines are down, the
colours go on quite

4 WATGHING PAINT DRY
“The paints we use are
custom paints from America
that are designed for the
job,” says Fowler. “They give
the best colours, they're
light-fast and they go on well
in very thin coats without
adding too much weight to
the helmet. Different colours
need a different amount

of coats on to get the same
coverage. For example, the
yellow that we use for Lewis

GREATING A HELMET DESIGN

design featuring a dayglo
colour so their parents can
spot it easily.” From there
Fowler and his team create a
simulation of how it will look.

cause damage. We have to
make sure the helmet is
sealed. You see stickers on
helmets saying ‘don’t paint
it’. They're put there more
for the liner than the shell.
It’s to stop people painting
itthemselves and getting
paintinside the helmet.”

quickly. Sometimes you get
complex things that take a
couple of hours to draw up,
another hour or two to cut it
all out by hand and then after
30 seconds of spraying
you're peeling it all off
again. Thereis an
awful lot of masking
up and preparation
workinvolved. Ina
helmet, 90 per cent
of the time we spend
" onitis getting it
ready to paint.”

goes onreally well in a small
amount of coats, but some
other colours you need to put
alot on to get the coverage.
We use one manufacturer for
alot of our paint, because
itis made for the job and is
veryreliable, but sometimes
we shop _
around

to find
the best
colours
forajob.”




