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CHAPTER 5 

 

MASTER YOUR BRAKING – THE FIRST STEP IN 

BECOMING A GREAT KART DRIVER 
 
 
 

Braking technique is my NUMBER 1 for creating breakthroughs with 

drivers. I’ve worked with so many drivers who went from average to 

race winners overnight, just from working on braking alone! For 

them it was like somebody just switched on the lights, and boom, 

they are a member of the club. 

Braking is where you can SEE a driver, the style and the exuberance, the 

abandon and the self-trust.  

To drive at 70 mph and jump on the brake pedal so that the kart will snap 
sideways, knowing that you will not just react to it, but dance with this 
most elemental of racing machines in an elegant and magnificent manner, 
takes a special kind of self-belief. 
 
Further, to know that you are putting the kart into a risky situation, but that 
the reward will be an ever so slight advantage just adds to the precarious 
and beautiful art of braking in a kart.  To me it is real poetry in motion and 
mastering it feels absolutely wonderful. 
 
And if you think that is poetic enough already, take it into a race where you 
can run the kart sideways on the brake into a hairpin, alongside another 
driver doing the exact same, both karts at an extreme angle on a knife’s 
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edge, both drivers operating at a level unattainable to most spectators yet 
perfectly in sync with one another and in absolute opposition, not giving an 
inch but also trusting each other deeply.  To trust your own skill, and to 
add another layer of trust in the skill of another driver who you are trying to 
beat is probably the peak experience available in all of motor racing, and it 
is really only to be found in karting. 
 
However, I also understand that not all drivers like to drive that way and I 

have helped plenty to win races without allowing the rears to slide under 

braking at all.  It is a matter of preference and I describe both styles in this 

chapter.  I’ll distinguish the two braking styles as ‘lock up’ braking and 

‘stable’ braking. 

‘Lock up’ braking – Braking very hard and suddenly, so that the rear 

tyres almost lock up.  During braking they continue to rotate, but only just, 

and create scraping or chirpy sounds as the rubber slides across the track 

surface. ‘Lock up’ braking delivers a very predictable amount of 

deceleration, and is only useful for corners needing heavy braking. 

‘Stable’ braking – Braking without any locking of the brakes, so that the 

tyres don’t slide at all. Because ‘stable’ braking doesn’t create any sliding 

the kart stays in a nice straight line, creating a very stable approach to the 

corner. With ‘stable’ braking it is difficult to find maximum braking without 

locking up, so it is harder to deliver a predictable deceleration. It is useful 

for both heavy braking corners and light braking corners. 

Let’s start with how to develop the ‘lock up’ braking style, then move on to 

the stable braking technique later. 

 

The First ‘Lock Up’ Braking Barrier To Conquer - 

Mini Lock Ups 

 
The key to getting started in developing the ‘lock up braking’ style is to be 
able to lock the rear tyres in an instant, and most importantly unlock the 
rear tyres to regain the control. 
 
Most drivers have had an early learning experience of locking up the 
brakes and then immediately binning it, and some vow never to make that 
mistake again! But the mistake was not in locking up the brake but failing 
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to release the brake after they 
locked up.  From then on drivers 
can become very careful about how 
hard they brake and get into the 
habit of not pressing too hard, 
especially on a slippery track. 
 
This is an aversion you really need 
to get rid of if you want supreme 
braking confidence, and my 
favourite way to help a driver get 
over a fear of locking up on the 
brakes is to practice mini lock ups. 
 
Mini lock ups Step-by-step 
 
To do this use an empty track on a 
practice day, or at least a very quiet 
day. The idea is to get used to 

locking the rear tyres and immediately releasing the brake. 
 

1) Drive the kart in a straight line, reach about half of your maximum 
speed and suddenly release the throttle and hit the brake pedal hard 
so that the rear tyres lock up, just for an instant.   

 
2) Then immediately release the brake completely so that the rear tyres 

immediately regain grip.   
 

3) Repeat this over and over while you are going in a straight line, so 
that you accelerate, wham hit the brake, lock the tyres up 
immediately and then let the brake go again. 

 
You should feel the rear tyres want to just slide and you might feel some 
alarm bells going off in your head saying ‘Oh this is no good!’.  But each 
time you let go of the brake you will also get a sudden feeling of relief like 
‘Oh good, I feel back in control’. 
 
I recommend you repeat this over and over until you’re 100% certain of 
how the kart behaves and you feel totally at ease.  At this point you are 
now not at all afraid that the kart will automatically spin when you lock the 
rear tyres, and you have made progress in re-programming your mind. 

Locking up and holding on the brake can make a 
driver vow never to lock the brakes again 
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Before, your brain would say, 
‘Emergency brake brake 
brake!!’ 
 
Now it will say, ‘We locked up, 
just let the brake go to get the 
control back - no problem’. 
 
That’s the fundamental 
difference between a road driver 
and a racing driver by the way. 
 
* Some brakes need to be hit 
harder than others, by now you 
have calibrated how hard you 
need to brake to reach the limit 

of the tyres and go over it.  But if you can’t lock despite hitting the pedal 
really hard you might have bad brakes, and they will need a service.  It 
shouldn’t require all that much effort to lock them up. 
 
**As you do more laps the tyres get stickier and it gets harder to lock up, 
be prepared to brake a bit harder as the grip increases. 
 

 

Taking ‘Lock Up’ Braking Into A Corner 

 
 
Once you are happy with your mini lock ups, the next stage is to practice 
using ‘lock up’ braking for a corner.  
 
The idea is to develop your capacity to happily allow the rear tyres to lock 
slightly on the brakes and control any resulting sliding, ready to make your 
way into a corner.   
 

Step-by-step of ‘lock up’ braking for a 
corner 
 
To practise ‘lock up’ braking, choose a tight 
corner with a fast approach.  
 
Identify your regular braking point for the 

corner.  Some mark on the track, usually 
something like the dark patch on track caused 

Practise mini lock ups in a straight line -see if you 
can leave rubber on the road! 

Will Dendy sideways on the brake 
for kicks - great fun and a super 
confidence builder 
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by the braking of karts will do. 
 
To give you a margin of error, it’s a good idea to brake a little earlier than 
that braking point when practising this method at first, and also to give 
yourself extra space to the edge of the track, in case the kart moves 
sideways more than you expect. 
 

1) Prepare yourself to brake hard - brace yourself so that when you 
brake hard your bodyweight won’t move forward and take away grip 
from the rear tyres.  

 
2) At your early braking point, in a flash lift off the power and hit 

the brake pedal hard.  Hit the pedal hard enough to get the small 
lock ups that you practised before. You should feel totally 
comfortable, because you learned that if the kart slides too much you 
just need to release the brake. 

 
3) When you hit the brake be prepared to get the tyres to lock, but 

instead of releasing the brake fully, you can instead release the brake 
just enough that the tyres are not locking fully.  Instead they will be 
fighting the road surface for maximum grip, possibly making some 
squeaking sounds. 

 
4) The kart may feel like it wants to step sideways.  You are in 

control of how much you allow the kart to move sideways by how 
hard you are pressing the brake.  If you are happy to let the kart slide, 
and you feel good with opposite lock then fine, have some fun. 

 
If you prefer to keep the kart pointing ahead, that's cool too.  Just 
release the brake pressure enough for the kart to straighten up. 

 
5) Avoid suddenly releasing all the brake pressure. At this stage 

that would cause the kart to snap back to straight ahead too violently. 
 

It is best to maintain the kart in a heavy braking condition for all of 
the braking zone, modulating the brake pressure to decelerate the 
kart and keep it at the angle you want. 

 
6) Release all the brake pressure gradually just before you reach 

the end of the braking zone.  This way when you do turn into the 
corner there is no risk from spinning with the brake pressed while the 
kart is trying to turn and brake all at once. 

 
You can practise this repeatedly, pushing your braking point closer and 
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closer to the corner as you get more comfortable. 
 

 
Lock up braking. Brake hard then gradually release pressure as you approach your turn in point. 
When you turn in you should release the brake entirely 

 
 
 
Difficulties of ‘lock up’ braking and how to fix them  
 

• Lifting off too soon before hitting the brake. This is the most 
common problem drivers have practising this technique.  Because 
it’s quite scary, it seems natural to lift off the power early, wait a while 
and then hit the brake hard. But lifting early takes weight away from 
the rear tyres, and means you have less grip on the rear when you 
first hit the brake, making the kart more likely to slide out. 
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If you feel you are going too fast to hit the brake hard, rather than 
lifting early, try accelerating later on the approach to the braking zone 
so that the kart has less time to build speed.   
 

• Failing to hit the brake hard enough. If you see me at a track 
working with a driver, you might see me jumping up and down 
hammering a clenched fist into the palm of my other hand.  This is 
not a threat to the driver I promise!  I will be giving feedback to the 
driver saying ‘hit the brake harder’. 
 
Sometimes drivers just don’t feel like they can hit the pedal so hard. 
Be prepared to really hit the brake very hard and very quickly. 
 

• Hitting the brake softly, then increasing pressure.  Very often a 
driver will hit the brake pedal quite hard, then realise that they didn’t 
hit hard enough.  So, to remedy the situation, they push a bit harder 
to get the tyres to lock.  However, in the time it takes to realise they 
should brake harder the kart has travelled towards the end of the 
braking zone and the driver finds they are pushing harder on the 
brake just when they need to be reducing the pressure.  
  
This is the most common cause of a spin, because they are still 
braking hard when entering the corner. Remember, the lock up 
braking technique requires a snappy movement from your feet.  
You hit the brake hard and fast. 
 

 
 

Advanced Trail Braking – Taking Your Braking 
Even Deeper 

 

 
When you get your ‘lock up’ braking very consistent, you might feel that 
getting fully off the brake just in time to turn into a bend is the limit.  The 
kart can make you feel like it is on the limit of grip too, so you might say: 
“This is it, enough”. 
 

However, you probably can brake later and get a better lap time out of the 
kart by overlapping the end of the braking zone with the beginning of the 
turn in.  Karting people call it trail braking, or ‘going in on the brake’. 
 
The benefit is that if you can carry on braking as you begin to make the 
turn in, then you can brake a tiny bit later than you thought possible with 
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standard ‘lock up’ braking. 
 
Advanced trail braking step-by-step 
 
Once you are able to take a kart to the limit of ‘lock up’ braking in a 
straight line, you are ready to explore staying on the brake as you take the 
kart into a bend. 
 
You can already control a kart that is going a little bit sideways under 
braking, and you can straighten the kart by releasing the brake pressure a 
little.  This fine control of the kart and superior feel is what is going to allow 
you to take the kart into the turn with some braking going on still. 
 
Of course you can’t brake as hard entering a corner as you can in a 
straight line, your tyres just aren’t able to cope with providing maximum 
braking plus cornering at the same time… 
 
BUT your tyres can provide below maximum braking, plus a bit of 
cornering force, together.   
 
To exploit this fact, we are going to combine some ‘lock up’ braking, a bit 
of sideways braking, and carry that braking into the beginning of the 
corner all in one beautiful harmonious motion. 
 
Let’s assume now you are able to hit the brake hard when you get to your 
braking point, and at the end of the braking you are able to release the 
brake pressure just about gradually enough that the kart doesn’t snap 
back hard. 
 
Now we are going to brake later, by at least 2 metres and compensate for 
that by continuing to brake after the turn in point, gradually releasing 
pressure as we approach the apex.   
 

1. Hit the brake hard at the later braking point. Stay on the brake 
hard as usual, but as you approach the end of the hard braking zone 
you can come off the brake pressure less quickly than before. 

 
2. As the kart starts to take itself into the turn, you go past the end 

of the old braking zone still holding some pressure on the brake 
pedal,  approximately 70% let's say, for argument’s sake.  Be ready 
to control any slides skilfully now. 

 
3. The kart is now building up cornering grip, the tyre is being 

asked to provide more and more side grip, so you have to 
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release brake pressure bit by bit as you go deeper into the 
corner - you are asking the tyre to provide less braking grip, and 
giving that to cornering grip. 

 
4. All this time you are still losing speed at just the right rate to keep the 

kart on line to make the apex.  Keep gradually releasing brake 
pressure, and increasing the grip available to provide cornering 
force.  Pretty soon you will be off the brake completely and have the 
kart fully devoted to providing corner grip as you begin to approach 
the apex. 

 

 
Carry on braking as you make the turn. You should find you can still brake softly as you turn. 
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Stable Braking - If Locking Brakes Isn’t Your Thing 

 
 
You might not be into sliding the kart around, and if you are the kind of 
driver who gets his kicks from being deadly accurate and being fast by 
being smart and smooth, then there is another way to brake that is just as 
fast, and potentially faster. 
 
Braking without getting any locking from the rear tyre or any 
movement at the rear of the kart at all can be the fastest way around 
the track, but in my experience it requires incredible sensitivity from 
the driver to make the most of it. 
 
Why stable braking requires superior feel 
 
It is very easy to brake relatively softly, so that the kart is nice and stable.  
That is how almost all novice drivers start out - But to brake right on the 
limit, judging when the tyres are very close to the lock up point without 
ever reaching it, calls for terrific sensitivity from the driver. 
 
For the majority of drivers, to get maximum deceleration from the braking 
requires us to hit the brake hard enough so we go to 100% braking 
causing the wheels to begin to lock, or even more.  You can be a bit 
indelicate, it doesn’t matter if you go a bit too hard because you can 
release the brake pressure a bit and keep the wheels from locking too 
much. So long as you adjust quickly you’ll be alright.   
 
But if you are a driver who wants to brake without getting any locking, you 
don’t have the luxury of the margin of error.  You have to hit the brake, 
and get to exactly the right pressure straight away. 
 
For example, if the tyres fully lock at 100% brake pressure, and they begin 
to semi-lock at 98% pressure, then your aim will be to hit the brake and 
get to 97.9%.  That way you get maximum braking without the tyres 
locking and causing the rear to slide. 
 
If you brake too far below that, at say 92%, you just won’t be able to make 
a good job of the corner, if you go above that you get the locking that you 
dislike.  So, if you can’t get your braking just right you’ll be needing to 
choose an earlier braking point, to compensate. 
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Stable braking is mega-consistent 
 
The great benefit of braking this way is that if you are skilful enough to do 
it at the limit, the kart is totally stable and predictable.  You can be the 
most consistent guy on track because the chances of you making a 
mistake are greatly reduced.  This means you can put together lap after 
lap hitting the same points, and getting into a rhythm that delivers constant 
improvements. 
 
When I work with drivers who prefer this style of braking, I like them to 
experience where the limit is still. So I recommend you do some locking 
up and then adjust your braking pressure so you get close to that point.  
This way you can brake without locking, but also be ready to control the 
kart without fear if the tyres do lock.  
 

Braking Super-Deep To Keep The Kart On Its Nose 

 
 
 
Braking hard doesn’t just slow the kart down. It also has a drastic effect on 
the way the kart handles.  When you brake, the kart goes light at the rear, 
and the front tyres are pushed into the ground more.  This means the kart 
is pitched forward, pushing the front tyres into the ground. 
 
This is great for helping the kart to turn in, and if you are really skilful with 
the brake you can keep taking advantage of that extra grip from the front 
tyres all the way to the apex of the corner. 
 
It also makes it much easier for the kart to lift the inside rear wheel going 
into the bend, so the kart will feel responsive.  When you get this 
technique right, you can also get a faster exit! 
 
How to keep the kart pitched forward all the way to the apex: 
 

1) Brake hard and late just like with advanced trail braking. 
2) As you reach the turn in point, begin to gradually release the brake 

pressure just the same as with advanced trail braking. 
3) Just at the point where you would have fully released the brake 

before, instead keep a small amount of pressure on the brake.   
4) Keep that small amount of brake pressure all the way to your apex 

point. 
5) As you reach the apex, release the brake fully. 
6) Be ready to get on the power steadily as soon as you release the 
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brake. 
7) If you are going too fast to get straight on the power, allow the kart 

to roll along without power or brake (coasting), then get on the 
power. 

 
When you are braking softly toward the apex, it can help to imagine that 
the brake pads are just rubbing on the disc rather than squeezing hard to 
slow the kart down.  Remember the objective is to keep the kart pitched 
forward, not to drastically decelerate.`     
 
With this technique it can help to use a slightly early apex line at first, and 
as you master it you can use a later and later apex.  The later you go with 
the apex, the earlier you can get on the power. 
 
(You can use ‘stable braking’ or ‘lock up’ braking).  
 

 
It is possible to carry on braking almost all the way to the apex, holding the brake very lightly as you 
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approach the apex keeps the kart pitched forward and stable. 

 
 

Beware Using The Front Tyres For Brakes And 
Killing Your Tyres 

 
If you drive in a class with very grippy tyres, tyre life becomes a critically 
important factor in your racing performance, especially the life of the front 
tyres. 
 
It can be relatively easy to produce competitive lap times when the front 
tyres are new, but over the course of a race meeting you can find yourself 
mysteriously losing pace by the time the most important race comes 
around…. The final! 
 
Looking after your front tyres means being deadly accurate 
 
The front tyres on a kart are relatively narrow compared to the rears, 
therefore they can very easily overheat if you ask them to do too much 
work.   
 
If you go into a corner a tiny bit wide, or too fast, you can steer a little bit 
more and still take a good line.  The extra steering angle will slow the kart 
down like brakes, and tighten the line of the kart.  
 
However, that tiny extra bit of steering you used, puts the poor little 
front tyres through hell.  The extra work needed to slow down the kart 
and tighten the line overheats the tyre and rips away rubber from the 
surface. When you line up for the final race you can find that your tyres 
have already been used up, making you way slower than you feel you 
should be. 
 
Master the ‘Super-Deep Braking’ Technique to preserve your front 
tyres 
 
You will use your front tyres up too fast if your braking isn’t spot on: 
 

• Braking too softly 
If you don’t brake hard enough you will enter the corner with too 
much speed. This will tempt you to steer more to stay on the correct 
line and cook those poor front tyres.  
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• Braking too late 
Braking too late means you are bound to work the front tyres too hard 
as you struggle to make the turn. 
 

• Releasing the brake too early 
If you release your braking pressure early, then you will need more 
steering angle to get the kart into the corner, and make the apex.   

 
If you really focus on mastering the ‘super-deep braking’ technique above 

(page 54), you will cure any braking issues and look after your front tyres 

beautifully.  

Remember: Your rear tyres are way wider than your fronts. Make 

them do as much of the work as possible during braking. Use your 

front tyres sparingly, steer as little as you possibly can and don’t use 

them to slow the kart down with extra steering angle. 

 

Power Braking: Fast But Can Kill Brakes and 

Engines 

 

“He’s power braking, he’s power braking again - I told him he’s going 

to cook another motor!! Hey, that’s enough!!”. Picture a dad waving 

his arms around and screaming at his son from trackside. 

 

That was the first time I heard the term power braking, and  I’ll never 

forget the distress that the dad was suffering knowing his son could find 

time using this technique but that it drastically cut the chance of him 

finishing the race! 
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At Whilton Mill there is a fast left 

right following the start line, and it 

is almost flat… almost.  And the 

thing is, if you can keep the kart 

stable through the left it would 

reward you with a fantastic exit 

from the next right hander into a 

long uphill straight. 

 

And that is what this kid was 

trying to do, while his dad despaired from track side knowing he would 

have another huge engine rebuild invoice coming his way soon! 

 

The standard approach to this corner is to have a slight lift through turn 1 

in order to set you up for turn 2 and the long run uphill.  Now, lifting off is 

an effective way to slow the kart down, but it is quite tricky to predict how 

well the kart will slow down without unloading the rear tyres and producing 

an oversteer moment. 

 

So, what this particular driver preferred to do was stay flat out on the 

power, and use the brake pedal to check the speed just enough.  If you 

watched him that day you would have seen that his kart tracked around 

turn 1 just sweetly, whereas the rest of the karts around him were having 

to deal with slides before they could get back on the power. 

 

With power braking he was making enough profit from this technique 

(which I’ll explain in a moment) to pull alongside his opponents on 

the next straight and make a position every lap. 

 

So why was this driver’s dad freaking out? 

 

1) Power braking cooks your brakes. Naturally asking your brake to 
work against the power of the engine is going to create huge 
amounts of heat, compared to just lifting, which leaves the brakes 
completely alone. 

 

2) Power braking cooks motors. If you are running an engine that is 
temperature sensitive (like most engines are), then when you load 
your engine with resistance from the brake the temperature can rise 
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very quickly.  Sometimes this costs power, sometimes it costs you a 
dead motor! 

 

 

How to learn the power braking technique and use it wisely 

 

Power braking is a simple technique, but because for most drivers the left 

and right feet are used for totally opposite forces in a kart and never 

together (right means go fast, left means stop) then they develop a very 

powerful neural pathway that gets jolly upset when we try to mix the two. 

 

I have worked with drivers who appreciate the effect but just cannot deal 

with the strangeness of using both pedals at once -  including a world 

champion! 

 

Here is the step-by-step process I recommend for you, to get used to 

the effect of power braking, without it doing your head in: 

 

• When you are running on the straight, stay flat out on the gas as 
normal, but use your left foot on the brake to slow the kart a little.  
This is purely for you to get used to the sensation of using your left 
foot for braking, at the same time as your right foot is flat out on the 
power. 

 

• You will soon get a feel for how much you can slow the kart down 
that way. As you do this more and more you will reprogram how your 
feet can operate and pretty soon you’ll be comfortable to use this 
method during corners. 

 

• Choose a corner where you would normally lift off a little without 
braking, and instead start to use the brake to slow the kart down, 
without fully lifting off the power.  I recommend that you still do lift off 
the power a bit but not all the way.  Now you are feeling out how the 
kart behaves and you are using both feet. 

 

• Make an assessment for how much you need to brake and how much 
throttle you can use to get the maximum speed through the same 
corner, and challenge yourself to get closer and closer to not lifting 
at all. 
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• Soon you may find that with this new approach you can get through 
the same bend using less and less braking, and staying flat out on 
the power. 

 

Warning:  Be careful not to overheat your brakes and pay close attention 

to how this affects your engine reliability.  This is something you can use 

occasionally, but shouldn’t be your standard approach if you want your 

brakes and engine to last. 

 

Warning 2: Take it easy and in small steps. 

And if you don’t like it still, abandon it and move on, you can still win world 

titles! 

 

This is a free sample chapter from the book ‘How to Master the Art of kart 

Driving by Terence Dove.  Go here to purchase your copy: 

 

http://www.evenflow.co.uk/learn-how-to-master-the-art-of-kart-driving-

book/ 

 

 

 

Top Tips to Take Away 
 

• Step-by-step is the key to working on braking. Take your time and 
gradually build your confidence, then move on to the next step. 

• Choose a braking style that works for you.  You've got lots of 
options in this chapter! 

• Whichever style you choose, practise locking up your brakes and 
putting you kart sideways at will.  This will help you be unafraid of 
taking your kart to the limits, and beyond. 

http://www.evenflow.co.uk/learn-how-to-master-the-art-of-kart-driving-book/
http://www.evenflow.co.uk/learn-how-to-master-the-art-of-kart-driving-book/
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DISCLAIMER: The information in this book is meant to supplement, not replace, proper 

karting training. Like any sport involving speed, equipment and environmental factors, 

karting poses some inherent risk. The authors and publisher advise readers to take full 

responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Before practising the skills described in 

this book, be sure that your equipment is well maintained, and do not take risks beyond 

your level of experience, aptitude, training, and comfort level. 

This book is not intended as a beginners guide and is appropriate only for competent, 

experienced competitors in kart racing. Always use officially-sanctioned kart racing 

venues and always use the proper safety clothing.  The driving techniques in this book 

are intended for racing purposes only.   

Before beginning any new exercise program it is recommended that you seek medical 

advice from your personal physician. 

This book is not intended to be a substitute for the medical advice of a licensed 

physician. The reader should consult with their doctor in any matters relating to his/her 

health. 

The information in this book is true to the best knowledge of the author. All the 

recommendations within the book are without the guarantee of the author. The author 

disclaims any liability incurred in connection with the use of the information provided 

within this book. 

 

Copyright © 2016 Terence Dove 

All rights reserved. 

 


