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What Happened?
Story Geoff Meyer images Monster Energy

When Team France walked away with the 2018 Monster 
Energy Motocross of Nations, many were left standing with 
their mouths wide open, and wondering how they did it. A 
little luck maybe, but under the conditions, with the team 
they had, it was more than luck that won them their fifth 
straight MXoN. So what happened, and what went wrong 
with heavy favourites Team USA? We asked around from 
some of the big industry people and this is what they told 
us.





What Happened to Team USA?
Ricky Johnson: They (Team USA) got their asses kicked. I 
mean, they didn’t adapt to the track, or the riding styles. 
When you can see somebody going much faster than you, 
and you don’t try and do what they are doing. I felt there 
was too much pressure on the American team, to me they 
rode stressed out. Plessinger to me was screaming the bike, 
he should have shifted. I know he is a big guy for a 250, but 
still he was screaming it really hard. All three were really 
hard on the berms, they were just hitting them really hard. 
The fact that track did suit the Europeans, and they brought 
in sand, but still, it’s a track, its dirt and it’s a competition 
and you have to adapt to what the conditions are, and the 
American riders didn’t. 

Giuseppe Luongo: For me the big emotion did not come by 
who won, because for us what is important is to organize 
the greatest event.  As always, the 2018 MXoN was full of 
emotion on the track, also the fans created an amazing 
atmosphere, and, as always, the racing was unpredictable 
right up until the last laps of the last heat.  What Herlings, 
Coldenhoff, Cairoli, Prado, Lawrence, Paulin and Lupino did 
was really remarkable - and yes, I am extremely proud of 
them!

Davey Coombs: I was concerned when I got there on 
Tuesday, because I looked at the track, and it was decidedly 
different. I know that there has been a lot of talk about the 
amount of sand brought in, but I knew Team USA had not 
gone back to do a trail run (at the circuit), like Team France 
do, which is an obvious recipe for success. I think they 
expected the same race track we had every July, when it is 
hot, and its hard-pack, and choppy. The combination with 
the rain and the sand, I think it threw everyone off. That 
said, having not brought in that sand, it would have been a 
mess.

Marc De Reuver: I have to be honest, on paper I had Ameri-
ca (winning it). I am Dutch, but I had America winning it, 
but I was completely wrong. The individual winners I almost 
had right. I had Prado, Herlings and Barcia, but could have 
expected Coldenhoff to ride like he did. I am sorry I didn’t 
make it, but what can I do.

Is Supercross Killing American Motocross 
techniques?
Johnson: Well, for safety reasons they don’t have the big 
bowl turns, where they used to get a lot of speed, and 
riders were going into the crowd, so they toned those 
down. That hurt the racing, because they can’t lean on the 
berms, the jumps the riders seem to be better at dealing 
with, but other than that, it is similar. Back when we did it, 
we guessed a lot, is this a double or a triple, are your balls 
big enough to jump it. In the defend of the American based 
riders, they did have four weeks off and you don’t have 
the intensity and the other guys came from Europe. The 
bottom line is, we got beat and for a lot of reasons, and not 
excuses, just it is what it is. If we want to beat these Euro-
pean riders, we need to change some stuff, because they 
are unbelievably fast. 





De Reuver: They (Team USA rider) were 
cutting from the inside into the berm and just 
go again, but that is the wrong way to ride 
a track like that. I don’t understand it, when 
riders like Ricky Carmichael, the best ever. 
He came to Ernee, and it isn’t an American 
track and he just killed everybody. Remember 
Tomac before he got his shoulder problems, 
he was a good outdoor rider, but this year he 
looked like a hobby rider. 

Luongo: No, clearly the SX is not THE reason.  
Supercross is a great show and it’s essential 
in US. As I said above the reason are many 
others, maybe the reason is that many people 
were pushing SX so much that they forgot 
that all the SX riders come from MX, and MX 
is crucial  for the health of the motorcycle 
market - so therefore it’s important to find the 
right compromise between the two. I believe 
MX has a huge potential in America, and the 
AMA Motocross Championship, which is very 
well organized by Davey Coombs, has great 
potential. 

Did The weather Ruin It?
Coombs: You are obviously always disappoint-
ed when it rains, if you are the promoter, the 
fan or the racer, because it’s such a fun race 
track and such a fun event. We all rallied to-
gether, but it would have been so much better 
if the weather cooperated, but when you 
run an event that far north, in the country, 
we have seen mud and rain in England and 
mud and rain in Belgium, and now in Redbud. 
When everyone pulled in there, it looked like 
a golf course or a city park. The promoter can 
be really proud of that, and they did the one 
thing we thought impossible to do, they im-
proved on the Redbud facility, it was truly well 
organized and looked like a million bucks.

Luongo: Clearly, I was very worried about the 
weather conditions, but in the mean time I 
know our staff, the FIM staff and the Red Bud 
staff had worked very hard and very well on 
the preparation of the track, and I knew the 
track was prepared for all kinds of weath-
er conditions for all the participants.  Right 
from the free practice I saw there was quite 
a big difference between the top Grand Prix 
riders and the American riders- when I say 
‘American’ riders I don’t want to say American 
Nationality but I want to say riders racing in 
the American Championships- then, the races 
on Saturday confirmed this observation.

Where to Now for Team USA?
Luongo: I was confident that these improve-
ments (to the MXGP structure) would pay-off 





since day one, when we decided to organize 
the European Championship with the GP, to 
make our tracks more technical, and naturally 
to continue with the two-day format.  I was 
heavily criticized about that at the time, but it 
was just a question of time, and the evolution 
slowly, but surely, came.  I felt we were seeing 
the fruit ripen when riders like Febvre, Gajser 
and Herlings came up into the MXGP class and 
gave an extra boost to the big boys.

Johnson: I stood with Roger during some of 
the races, watching the rider’s styles, Herlings, 
Cairoli, and he was telling our guys (Team 
USA) the same thing he used to tell me, and 
our guys back in the 80s. We listened and I am 
not sure if these guys are listening to Roger. If 
Roger told me to sit on the bike backwards, I 
was going to do it, he was my hero. Everybody 
now has their crew, trainer and stuff and even 
if somebody is giving them great information, 
if they are not from their camp, maybe they 
don’t listen. I don’t know. What I do know, 
when Wardy, Lechien and I raced and fought 
hard throughout the season, we were team-
mates at the MXoN and we did everything for 
each other. Bottom line, would I entertain it if 
they asked me, not while Roger is in charge, 
he is the Moses of American motocross and 
he has led more American motocross riders to 
the promised land than anyone else has.

Coombs: If you can point a finger to anything 
and that six-week period, you know Tomac 
was practicing for supercross and Outdoors 
too, and Plessinger was riding a 450 getting 
ready for supercross, and Barcia was practicing 
trying and win a million dollars last weekend. I 
will give you another point, Villopoto when he 
went over and did that year of MXGP, his first 
race he almost got lapped and second race 
he won and then he was back to his normal 
self, and then unfortunately got injured in 
the fourth race. If the Eli Tomac who rode the 
Monster Cup last weekend, rode like that a 
week earlier, we might have had a different 
result. I think the time off hurts our guys more 
than we realize, especially when its run on Oc-
tober 7. I think Assen will be the last weekend 
of September, so they are pulling it back a bit. 
I asked our US teams, do you want me to pull 
back the schedule and race into September, 
they are like no. The teams want to get off the 
road and that won’t change, because the des 
Nations is important for the five or six guys 
who go, but it isn’t important for the industry 
and race teams and other riders. They want 
to heal up, spend some time at home and get 
ready for 2019.
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A New Start
Story \Geoff meyer images Yamaha
Shaun Simpson is very much the Mister Nice guy of 
motocross. Always time for his fans, media, and spon-
sors, and always with a smile and a very cordial man-
ner. The Scotsman has been around for a long time, 
making his GP debut in 2004 and racing 15 years on 
the Grand Prix circus. With four MXGP wins, it might 
be a surprise to many that outside a handful of riders, 
he is the most successful in that period. Only names 
like Herlings, Cairoli, Desalle, Paulin, Gajser, Febvre 
and Nagl are ahead of him in that last 15 years. 

A veteran of the sport, but still 
young and fresh, Simpson signed 
a great deal with the RFX KTM 
team for the 2019 MXGP series 
and will also race back home in 
Great Britain for the Maxxis cham-
pionship.

Feeling excited and ready to get 
more GP victories, we caught up 
with him and asked him about 
his new team, and the chances of 
success next year.

MXlarge: First up, obviously you 
have a ride for 2019. You must be 
relieved about that. Can you tell 
me how that came about?

Simpson: Yes, there was a mo-
ment during this season, where 
I got the most nervous I have 
been in my career. I have never 
been a guy who is signing deals 
in June and July. I had to work for 
my results, work for my rides and 
work for pretty much everything 
I have done in my motocross 

career. This year and last year 
didn’t go to plan with injures 
and everything else, so I never 
put myself on the board to get 
signed up. To be honest, the way 
the motocross paddock is going 
at the moment, there seems to 
be a lot more good riders than 
teams, which everyone is talking 
about. There was a point in the 
season, that I thought, you know 
what, this is going to be tough to 
come back and do GPs in 2019. I 
am 30 years old, the main goal is 
to support my family and make 
money, its my job, but I still have 
this deep sense that I want to 
achieve more in MXGP. Tony is 
33 now and he is still riding at a 
top level, and I have always been 
a slow burner, and still feel, 
somehow, my best years are still 
in there. I just need to find the 
correct environment to get that 
out. At one point I even toyed 
with the idea of starting my own 
team, because I could call my 







own shots and run it on a low scale. JK Yamaha, 
who I have worked for before, they have a big 
UK sponsor, and they have been together for 
a few years and the guys from the team ap-
proached me, and I sort of got sidetracked onto 
the UK sponsor. They are guys I know inside the 
paddock and that was coming on fast and they 
wanted to detach themselves from JK Yamaha 
and start up a new team, with me leading the 
whole thing. From that side of things, I felt like 
my dream had come true, with the fact I had my 
own team with people behind me and funding 
it at the same time, so I didn’t need to go out 
and find sponsors to fund the whole thing. I was 
looking at around 250,000 and 300,000, just 
for a team for myself, with mechanic, fly away 
costs, engine tuning, suspension, that type of 
thing. For me to do that in four or five months, 
to put my money into it, that just wasn’t going 
to happen. When these guys said we want to do 
it with you, I said let’s go for it. I have to say, for 
a brand-new team, we are on a really good way 
forward. Come December or January we will 
have a good package together. 

MXlarge: So it is obviously with RaceFX in the 
UK, do they supply everything for the team?

Simpson: RFX or RaceFX is a massive distribution 
company in the UK, and they have been upping 
their game in recent years. They started with 
two or three brands and its just gotten bigger 
and bigger. FLY racing is involved, Bell helmets, 
so some big brands. On the other side they 
do levers, parts and so much other stock. It’s 
a place you will be able to just go in, get your 
parts, like a motorcycle supermarket. They have 
a British based team with Yamaha, but they have 
come on as main sponsor with our effort, and 
we have another sponsor, but I am not sure he 
wants his name mentioned, but he likes spon-
soring motocross and likes to be involved. It is 
nice to have these two main guys behind us and 
there will be a lot of things used through RFX but 
things they don’t do we will source and pick and 
choose what we want on the bike.

MXlarge: Paul from RacFX actually advertises 
on MXlarge, and I know he is a good guy and 
seems to be really working hard to make the 
sport better in the UK. Obviously very passionate 
about the sport, but what I wanted to ask is how 
it went as far as what you will wear and use. Is 
that something you went through with them, or 
you decided?

Simpson: To be honest, that was going to be up 
to them, they have the brands they want to push 
and that is what we will go with. From my side, 
I am still on contract for a few days, so I need 
to be slightly careful what I say at the moment. 
The brands we will be wearing are good quality 

brand and there isn’t some new Chinese brand 
they want pushed. So on that side of it, we will 
be protected and looking good at the same 
time. Part and parcel to get media coverage is 
you need to also look good.

MXlarge: Obviously an important part of the 
team is the bike. How is that going as far as 
having the right budget to get the bike work-
ing well and do you have any factory support?

Simpson: Yes, obviously we have done a deal 
with KTM and I am really happy to be back 
on board with KTM. It is the brand I have 
probably most enjoyed riding and the brand 
I have probably had the most success. KTM 
are a brand who don’t hold a grudge if you 
leave them and come back. I know a lot of the 
guys in Austria and the UK, and it feels like I 
am coming home. The Yamaha guys are great 
as well, don’t get me wrong, but KTM seem 
to understand and it’s a motocross minded 
company and you only need to look at their 
factory set-up and see the success they have 
had. If you want to start with a bike straight 
out of the crate and race, KTM is the one to 
start with. The engine is good, the suspension 
is pretty good out of the box and I know how 
to work with it, because I have been on them 
a lot. It just about making the bike and pow-
er useable. The 450 has enough power and 
you just need to mold it to the rider. I know 
enough people now in the sport than I can 
knock on doors and get things done, and the 
team has set aside enough budget to get the 
engine done and the suspension. These guys 
are willing to work seven days in the week to 
get it right and that is all I can ask. If I go to the 
first Grand Prix and don’t do well, then it will 
all be on me. It isn’t about anyone telling us 
you can’t do this or that and KTM have given 
us a bike and now it’s up to us.

MXlarge: Is the support from KTM Austria or 
KTM UK?

Simpson: It is a collaboration between the 
two, Austria and UK. Without going too much 
into detail, they put a package together for us 
and both are involved and we are more than 
delighted with it. 

MXlarge: It sounds really good. You must be 
feeling good for 2019:

Simpson: It is just nice to have a group of guys 
around me, that still believe in me, as much as 
I believe in myself. Even at the end of this year, 
or end of some other years, if you are not 
getting the result that the team feel they are 
putting the effort into and when I knew I was 
leaving Wilvo, I felt those guys had lost moti-



vation in me, or let’s say faith, because they were 
still motivated. If I go to the first round in 2019 
and get two tenths, our team will be ecstatic. 
Some teams just want top five, podium places, 
that type of thing. We are going to do those type 
of things, but they believe in me as much as I 
believe in myself and if that bit of faith might get 
me to where I want to be.

MXlarge: Will you just do GP or also MX Nation-
als and Maxxis in the UK?

Simpson: It will be GPs and Maxxis. If you look at 
the calendar, there are no possible dates outside 
that. I can’t see us doing any MX Nationals, but 
Paul runs that series, so if we can fit one in, that 
would be good, but with 28 races with MXGP and 
Maxxis, that is a long season and we will be at 
our limit at the end of the year.

MXlarge: I was thinking about you the other 
day, and how you always are good with media, 
sponsors and working with your team, and you 
get in a position, that for the first time you need 
support not through your results, but through 
somebody believing in you, and you were nearly 
let down. At a point when you thought you might 
not get a ride, did you think, what the f**k, I put 
all this effort in my career and it isn’t going to 
reward me?

Simpson: Absolutely, I kind of feel like I am mis-
ter nice guy, and I don’t want to say sitting on the 
fence, because I like to get my message across on 
something, unless it is something I really don’t 
want to get involved in, but I like to give a strong 
opinion and not slag anyone off. I do feel I have 
been too nice off the track and also on the track. 
My personality I don’t like conflict, I don’t wan to 
fight with anyone and that reflects in my racing, 
I want to race clean, and I also want to be seen 
as professional off the track. If I see how much 
effort and nobody noticed that. If somebody is 
horrible off the track, and improves by 10%, that 
is noticed, if I am running at 100% and drop off, 
then everyone will say Shaun has his eye off the 
ball. So for 10 years I have given it 100% on and 
off the track, then it is hard to take when people 
write you off. People saying Shaun is 30 years old 
now, its over for him. That is hard to take.

MXlarge: But in saying that, during the last 
couple of years, there must have been times you 
even doubted yourself and thought, is it nearly 
finished?

Simpson: Yes, totally, that thought comes into my 
mind and when the results are not that good, of 
course. I was in a good team, it wasn’t perfect, 
but there was a machine there for me, and at the 
end of the season I started getting inside the top 
ten. I was unlucky to not have a top five in the 
last race. It is just when you can ride in the top 
ten in that class in MXGP, then you should do an-
other season. If you are riding around 15th every 

weekend, then maybe you can say that maybe 
this is above my level. As I said, I have always 
been a slow burner and my father didn’t start 
riding GPs until he was like 29, and he rode until 
he was 40, so if I am anything like my old man, 
then the best races are still to come. Injuries and 
speed are ramped up, but I still feel pretty good 
when I get out of bed in the morning. If I give up 
on the dream when there are a lot of points still 
to be made, that would be a pity.

MXlarge: Speaking of MXGP, I mean obviously 
Jeffrey is on a level all by himself, and Antonio 
riding better than he ever has, and is also on 
his own level, but I think probably the top 15 in 
MXGP are all riding better than they ever have. 
The level is just ridiculous in that class.

Simpson: I would actually agree Geoff, those 
guys, raising the bar means we also have to raise 
the bar. If Herlings is three seconds quicker in 
timed practice, then I always think, well if he can 
do it, it’s the same track I am riding. Everyone 
wants to get closer, and in some ways, you look 
at Romain Febvre, he is willing to push it to the 
very limit, and whether that is lap times, free 
practice or whatever. He will go and try and give 
it to those guys and unfortunately it didn’t work 
out for him this year, but also Tim Gajser, those 
two still look at Herlings and think he is only 
human and they can still bring it to them. That 
filters down to everyone. On my day I think I can 
still beat Romain, so you start chasing that guy 
just in front of you and that guy is chasing the 
guy in front of him, and it pulls everyone along, 
that is how it works. 

MXLarge: Final question. What was your opinion 
of the MXoN performances by the GP guys? Did 
it surprise you how they dominated?

Simpson: Yes, I was surprised. We really handed 
it to them this year. What Glenn did was really 
impressive and I think for Jeffrey it was a sur-
prise. Standing on the podium with your team-
mate who just beat you is hard to take. On any 
given day, in Belgium or Holland or wherever, 
guys like Paulin, Glenn, Paulin, and myself, we 
are riding so hard, even in the National cham-
pionship races. In GP we do so many different 
types of tracks, and in America, everything seems 
to be perfect, you know big jumps and they got 
their hand off the ball a little bit. Their fields are 
not deep, and you see guys over there coming 
through the pack pretty easy, and apart from 
maybe Jeffrey, nobody can do that here, its hard 
enough to get back into the top ten. I just think 
what Youthstream have done in the last few 
years, they have raised the bar and you have to 
agree with that. On the other side, they might 
have teams who are struggling to keep going, but 
that is another question. I think Europe is defi-
nitely ahead of America now and I even wonder 
if they want to come to Assen in 2019, because 
that track won’t favour them at all.
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Tougher, more durable and featuring stitched-in tech to take the knocks and 
bounce back every time. Better ventilation, improved absorption. First Line 
Protection that redefi nes the aesthetics of the Thrill.Leatt’s pursuit of rider safety starts at layer one. 
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GOLD
Story Geoff Meyer images Ray Archer
When we look back on the 2018 FIM Motocross 
World Championships, there are many highlights, and 
very few lowlights. It truly was a season for the ages. 
Of course Jeffrey Herlings and Antonio Cairoli took 
the sport to a level that only those two can race at, 
not Eli Tomac the American 450 champion, not Tim 
Gajser a two-time World motocross champion, not 
2015 World MXGP champion Romain Febvre.





The MXGP class has shown the last two years, 
that the best riders in the World come from 
this series, it doesn’t matter if we race the 
American based riders in Europe, or on their 
home turf, the Grand Prix riders have the 
upper hand.

When we arrived in Argentina in early March, 
we expected something special, but we 
also expected a Jeffrey Herlings victory. The 
Dutchman had come of a stunning second half 
of 2017, winning most of the GPs, winning 
an AMA National, a USGP, and going 1-2 at 
the MXoN. Yet as early as the Saturday MXGP 
qualification race it was clear Antonio Cairoli 
wasn’t going anywhere. 

The two battled on that warm Saturday in Ar-
gentina, and with Herlings hitting the deck, we 
all started to wonder if the Sicilian had once 
again won the mind games. Sunday would 
similar, but this time it was Herlings who 
found the speed to win, and even if 37 of the 
38 laps on that Sunday, it was Herlings who 
got the GP win with 2-1 results, passing Cairoli 
on the very last lap of the weekend to clinch a 
GP victory.

If we thought the opening round was special, 
then we would see much of the same for the 
first half of the season. Herlings winning with 
1-1 in round two in the freezing conditions of 
Valkenswaard, then Cairoli doing the same in 
round three in Spain. 

Herlings would win in Trentino, Italy, and put 
some pressure on Cairoli to make his next 
move, but it was Clement Desalle who would 
win in Russia, and Herlings would also win in 
Portugal.

Herlings then really turned on the pressure 
going 1-1-1-1-1-1-1-1 in rounds seven, eight, 
nine and ten. The ninth round at Matterley Ba-
sin was a motocross classic and will go down 
as possibly the turning point of the season, 
or so it seemed. With the two colliding, it 
seemed the 23-year-old Dutchman had once 
again taken over the mantle as the big favou-
rite, but then the story-line changed once 
again.

Herlings crashed in practice and broke his 
collarbone. His 87-point lead was suddenly in 
big danger and he would miss the next round 
in Italy, and Cairoli would go 1-1, suddenly the 
points gap was just 37 points and an injured 
Herlings would fly to Indonesia for what would 
be the unknown.

“The goal is to make a win and make up some 
points,” Cairoli said. “Unfortunately, Jeffrey is 
not here, and I hope he can get better soon 







and we can have some battles in the future. 
Yes, for sure, yesterday was difficult with the 
bad start and I wanted to be top ten from the 
start and I had a good start. I am really happy 
with this win.”

Beaten in the opening moto it looked like Cai-
roli had the answers as the Dutchman limped 
around in second place, but great champions 
find something special, and while both these 
men are greats of the sport, it was Herlings 
who won the second moto and the GP. Anoth-
er turning point in favour of the three-time 
MX2 champion.

Making matters even worse, Cairoli crashed in 
that first Indonesian round and went to Sema-
rang, Indonesia with an injured hand. From 
this moment on, the championship was over 
for the nine-times World champion as Herlings 
won every single moto until the season was 
over. Sixteen race wins in a row and an extra 
eight GP victories to go with his other 78. 

The title finally decided in a massive party 
in Holland, the deep, white sand of Assen 
playing out one of the greatest Dutch GPs in 
history, as that man Herlings scored his fourth 
World motocross championship. Thousands 
and thousands of normally quiet and behaved 
Dutchmen arrived at Assen and turned it up-
side down.

After 40 races, 20 GPs and countless countries, 
long flights, and a huge variety of circuits, rock 
hard in Trentino, Italy or Loket, Czech Republic, 
deep sand in Lommel, Belgium and Assen, Hol-
land, or the sticky clay of Agueda in Portugal, it 
was Herlings who went into the winter with a 
big smile and a big KTM cheque.

But the work isn’t over for either of these leg-
ends. Both have already started working hard 
for 2019, yes, just a month after the season 
ended and they are trying to work out how to 
improve. 

While the American based riders are riding 
smooth as silk circuits in California for their 
supercross season, Herlings is out at Lommel, 
and as the harsh winter begins in a month or 
so, he will do thousands of laps in the deep, 
dark hell called Lommel. His goal isn’t just to 
win, but improve, and we all know that Cairoli 
isn’t sitting on the porch sipping tea and eat-
ing biscuits.

Bring on 2019, because if you thought 2018 
was good, then wait until we get the next 
version of these two. Added with a pinch of 
Jonass, a splash of re-born Paulin (on a new 
team), and a dozen or so guys who hate being 
pelted with KTM roost.
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