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Famous motorbike racer Maria Costello, MBE, tells Ruth Supple
why she is so excited about landing a deal to ride one of the top bikes in
the sport and her mission to increase fellow women motorbikers’ confidence . . .

T

wenty-four broken bones, two
blood transfusions and being
knocked off her bike several
times haven’t dampened top
woman rider Maria Costello’s
determination and love of motorbike racing.
The Northamptonshire rider has an MBE
for her services to motorcycling and, until
recently, held the record for being the fastest
woman on two wheels, as well as being the
first woman to stand on the podium in a race
around the famous Isle of Man TT course.
Now the 40-year-old is embarking on
another season of racing, complete with
a brand new bike from BMW UK and is
continuing a series of track days for women
to help give them more confidence on their
motorbikes.

There isn’t a
word to describe
motorbiking and
the individuality,
speed and
freedom it
gives you
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Maria’s women’s-only motorbiking
track days are taking place on May
5, July 14 and October 15.
Visit
her
website
at
www.costellor acing.com
for more information and
bookings.

“It’s a big thing to be given a bike; it’s not
something which happens often, especially
for women,” she says. “It is £16,000 but we
have to modify it for racing with the exhaust
costing £2,500 alone. I can’t wait to ride it in
my first race.”
The former Isle of Man TT female record
holder is being backed by BMW Motorrad
UK to make 2015 a huge success as she
targets the leading international road races
on a new BMW S 1000 RR.
“I’m planning my best year yet.” she
enthuses. “This year I’m in the best shape
ever, I’ve got the latest BMW, new crew chief
from CMB Motorsport and a great team
ready to support my assault on the roads. I
must be one of the luckiest women on this
planet. Last year I was injured, so I’ve got
unfinished business at the NorthWest 200
and the Isle of Man TT.”
Maria takes part in 12 to 15 races a year,
more when counting ones Down Under. and
her new bike will be put through its paces
at them all, including the North-West
International 200 in Northern Ireland
in May, the Isle of Man TT in June
and the Ulster Grand Prix in
August. The season runs
from April to October in
Europe, but then she
can race all year
round by going
worldwide.

I want to
celebrate the
fact that women
ride bikes
102
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“It’s really exciting. I’ve spent the last couple
of years racing in New Zealand, Australia,
South Africa and America, and have some
amazing opportunities coming up this year. My
parents always say ‘when are you going to get
a proper job?’ but this is what I do.”
Lee Nicholls, marketing and PR manager for
BMW Motorrad UK, says: “We are committed
to attracting more dynamic female riders to
the brand and Maria is the perfect ambassador
and inspiration for women in motorsports
and motorcycling. She will inspire new riders
and introduce them to BMW Motorrad, and
in turn the BMW S 1000 RR will be a fantastic
package for her to challenge at the North
West 200, Isle of Man TT and Ulster Grand
Prix. We wish her the very best of luck in the
coming season.”
Even though Maria competes in a mixed
field – and believes that is the way it should
stay as she likes racing against men on the
same level – she began running a series of
women’s-only track days in 2012 to mentor
others of her sex in the male-dominated
world of motorbiking.
“I was getting lots of messages from ladies
on my Woman on Motorcycle Facebook
page, saying they’d got this motorbike but
were afraid and nervous of how to ride it,” she
recalls. “I’ve never had that problem, perhaps
because I have a lot of ego and want to go
racing, but it gave me an idea to introduce
women’s-only track days to help increase
their confidence.
“I did my first one in Teesside and it was a
mega day. The women bring their own bikes
and the day really improves their riding skills
and confidence. That’s a big thing, particularly
in women’s biking . . . it’s a huge thing. I’ve run
days at Silverstone and Donington Park too
and had some really talented women go on
to take up racing bikes afterwards.
“It is a place for women to come together
and ride. I never used to be someone who
would hang out with lots of women because
I would be hanging around with boys all the
time because we had bikes, but I wish I had
done this sooner. I am not a feminist but do
think it is important for us women to work
together and not point fingers.”
Maria says she has come up against a lot
of prejudice from people who think she can’t
race motorbikes as well as the men.
“There are people who think women can’t
ride bikes and I’ve had all the comments over
the years from men saying ‘isn’t that bike a bit
big for you love?’ and stuff like that,” she says.
“And at the Moto GP, this guy came up to me
saying ‘Jesus mate, you really nailed that lap
so smoothly; you killed it’ and was speechless
when I took my helmet off as he wasn’t
expecting it to be a woman underneath!
“You cannot go racing unless you race
against men and I don’t want all-female races.
I like being able to compete against guys on
equal terms; it’s one of the best things about
my sport.”
Maria is an adviser for the Women in
Motorcycling Commission.
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“I want to celebrate the fact that women
can ride bikes and there are lots of us doing
it,” she adds.
“It has improved and things like the
clothing are getting better too for women
motorbikers. It is all positive.”
It is older rather than younger women who
are learning to ride motorbikes, says Maria:
“We are definitely seeing a big rise in this age
group of women taking up motorbiking and
it’s great.”
Maria, who is single, juggles her racing time
with her new job in PR for a motorcycle
clothing company and has sponsorship to
participate in what is a costly sport from
several Northamptonshire firms, including
the European Shoe Machinery Company in
Kettering, and Hol-tag in Earls Barton, where
she lives and has her office.
“I am my own brand and have to organise
all my own racing. I have mechanics who help
with the bike, but it’s me doing all the day-today stuff.”
She first started riding a moped when she
was around 16 from her home in Spratton to
her work as a trainee veterinary nurse.
“It was lethal really because I had to ride it
in the gutter. I used to ride it flat out.”
Maria turned to motorbikes through a
family friend.
“Their son had a motorbike. I quite fancied
him – and we are still friends today – but
instantly fell in love with motorbiking and
bought my first bike, a Yamaha TZR 125, when
I was 18,” she recalls. “It was fantastic and I
absolutely loved the freedom of motorbiking.
I used to razz about on it. You’re out in the
elements and really feel it.
“I love the sense of freedom and
independence you get when you are on a
motorbike. You are much more vulnerable on
the roads when you’re on a bike than in a
car. You have no protection whatsoever. But I
think it makes you a better road user because
you are much more alert and awake because
you have to be. You can be in a car and reach
your destination without really knowing or
thinking about how you got there, but you
cannot do that on a motorbike.”
Being in accidents hasn’t put Maria off
riding and her first one happened when she
was in her teens and was knocked off her bike
by a man with a dodgy eye.
“I got knocked off on my way to work,
in Spratton, outside Saul’s the butchers and
what used to be the post office. People came
running over to me saying, ‘oh my God, it’s
Eileen’s daughter’ and I remember lying on the
floor – I was conscious but had broken a few
bones and my pelvis – and there was petrol
everywhere. My mum, who must have been in
shock, was stood over me and I shouted ‘put
that cigarette out!’
Maria’s mum didn’t want her riding a
motorbike ever again, but she had other ideas.
“I’d just come out of X-ray at the hospital
and a group of biker guys I hung out with were
there waiting for me with a bunch of flowers.
They used to come in every day to visit me and
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ever y
time
my
mum left
the hospital
room
we
would talk about
bikes.
“I
used
my
compensation money
from the accident to buy
my first race bike.”
By now working at Midlands
Motorcycles in Northampton,
Maria was introduced to Dave
Weston, who would become her
mentor in the world of motorbike
racing.
“I would watch Sandra Barnett, who
used to be the fastest woman in the TT, and
think ‘I can do that’. Sandra and her husband
supported me in my first year of racing, back
in 1995, and I was asked to be in an all-girl
team the next year at the Manx GP, which is
an amateur race on the Isle of Man.”
Maria, who has taken part in nine TTs, then
moved to Sheffield with her then-boyfriend
and was racing more and more.
“I started off as a circuit racer which
opened my eyes to road racing and have
done it in Ireland and now all over the world.
Road racing opened up the world to me. I fell
in love with the road.
“I did have a really nasty crash at the TT in
1999 and lost so much weight after it – I went
down to seven-and-a-half stone – because
such a lot happened at the same time,
including breaking up with my boyfriend.”
In 2012, she had another bad accident
while racing.
“I was racing at Mallory Park in
Leicestershire, and two guys knocked me off
my bike on the first lap in an incident. I had a
broken femur, and had broken the same one
in 2006 at the Manx GP, and had to have a
blood transfusion because I was so white I
was almost see-through.
“My mum wasn’t told until after I had had
the operation. I remember saying ‘don’t tell
my mum what’s happened’. She must think I
am an awful daughter but it’s just what I do.”
Getting back on the bike after an
accident like that isn’t easy though.
“I have to work really hard to get
my fitness back after an accident and
it can be daunting getting back on
the bike again, especially in a
race. In my first race after one
accident I was threatening
to get off the bike after
two laps, but I finished
the race – in one of
my worse times
ever – and it
got rid of my
demons. It’s
really a
case of
having
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to get your mojo back.”
Maria has a gruelling cross-fit campaign to
keep in shape with an ex-Marine named Jack
Fleckney.
“Cross-fitness is functional movement done
at high intensity,” she explains. “Jack has told
me what to do to get me stronger and fitter
than ever and I work out five times a week,
sometimes with him and a lot on my own.
After my session with him and a 500-metre
run I was so exhausted I had to go and have a
nap, but now I can do four lots of 500-metre
runs plus weights in the same day.
“Motorbike racing is a young man’s sport
but I have found my place in it and intend to
carry on as long as I can and believe there’s
still space for me, even though I am in my 40s
now. I feel rejuventated when I am on a bike
and don’t want to get off. Motorcycling keeps
me young.”
She has no idea what else she could do in
life if she wasn’t a motorbike racer.
“I do wonder what I would be without it;
I want to race forever; it is a big part of me
and I love my life. There isn’t a word that’s
been invented in the dictionary to describe
motorbiking and the individuality, speed and
freedom it gives you.”
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