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FOREWORD



In the rock ’n’ roll business, there is a slightly bitter acknowledgment of a universal rule about singers: they are the last people to arrive and the first people to leave. In F1, drivers are the singers in the band. They turn up last, take all the applause, and then jet off into the sunset with all the cash. I know this is true because I was one!


Perhaps this aphorism is a little harsh, but the principle holds in general. Racing drivers are there to put the finishing touches to a mountain of work that is laboriously and lovingly served up to them in almost perfect form so that they can fulfill their lifetime ambitions of competing at the pinnacle of motorsport. They sound pretty insufferable when you put it like that, but please know that drivers are not the monsters I have depicted. They are acutely aware of the efforts put in by the armies of professionals on their teams, each of whom has their own personal ambitions and dreams to fulfill.


F1 is not just a team sport, it is a system every bit as complex and fascinating as a termite colony. Actually, make that an entire ecosystem. For example, the guys and girls that do the logistics do not have the qualifications to design and build a racing car—they are another species entirely. But without their understanding of the sport and its complex and urgent needs, F1 simply could not function as it does. Every role in this multifaceted sport has a unique and valuable contribution to make to the whole. I have noticed in F1 that there are not a lot of people standing around doing nothing. Efficiency is the key.


When the cars cross the line on a Sunday they often have fireworks and a big celebration. The top three drivers climb the podium and spray champagne. But over the last few years it has been traditional for a member of the winning team to climb up there with them to be celebrated for their otherwise quiet contribution. They often look awkward, uncomfortable with the limelight. They just want to do their job well. And they have! But I always get a shiver of pride down my spine on these occasions because everyone works so hard for so long to get to that point. The celebrations are not just about the winner of the race or the winning team. They’re about the whole show. They’re about everyone, including the fans. We all do our bit, but the really hard work is done by the people in this book, who love their jobs and give that little bit extra because they care about doing something well. This book tells their stories.


And about time too!




Damon Hill, January 2024


















INTRODUCTION



There are within this book, what I hope the reader will agree, a series of some fascinating, some unusual, some intriguing and many unique stories of the lives behind the people in Formula One and what they do in the most technologically advanced but also, at its heart, very human sport in the world.


These are the stories in F1 that are rarely, if ever, told and are largely from behind the scenes. They describe lives defined by great personal effort, of determination and of dedication. It must be hoped that the generosity, honesty and openness of the participants will prove inspiring to another generation of the sport to come.


That they all agreed to share their stories was in itself a great gesture and one of no little pluck. With the obvious exceptions of the most high-profile characters in this book, almost all of the participants do not usually speak to the media and the teams as a rule try to avoid adding pressure to their already high-intensity jobs by keeping them well away from microphones.


They have no media training, as the drivers do, and their day jobs do not include any expectation of, or experience in, being subjected to extended interviews, much of which were quite personal.


However, their overwhelmingly positive reaction to the process changed the very nature of this book swiftly after it had begun. Originally, the intention had been to give an account of what all these F1 personnel did, to take what are vital roles about which little is often known and bring them to a wider audience.


Almost immediately, however, it became clear there was so much more here. The most striking realization was that even as a lifelong F1 fan I found myself drawn to their stories as much as what they actually did. From a range of truly diverse backgrounds, their childhoods, tales of how they came to love F1, the many, some quite extraordinary, routes into the sport and what it felt like to finally find themselves working in it were fascinating.


These were accounts almost completely devoid of cliché because they had not been told dozens of times before; they felt vibrant, fresh and they had not been rehearsed to take all the rough edges off.


The purpose of the book was to make F1 as accessible as possible, to explain as clearly as possible to anyone coming to the sport for the first time and indeed long-time fans what was behind the garage door. F1 is without doubt a sport which, from the lexicon, through the rule book, to the labyrinthine nature of race strategy, takes an almost unhealthy pleasure in its technical complexity, in the arcane and the obscure.


Explaining the roles of key personnel and how their race weeks worked or their part in ensuring the team goes racing remained a key objective then, but it was clear that this was all the more approachable to a reader if there was an affinity with the subject. Their lives very much made them relatable and made said jobs all the more understandable from a human perspective.


The other major shift in emphasis this prompted was that it all sounded so much better in their own voices. Rather than reams of descriptive text laying out what, for example, a race engineer does, so interesting and expressive was every participant that their own words were far better than any amount of keyboard bashing on my behalf. It was clear that to let them do the talking as much as possible was the way forward and I have endeavored to make sure that they are very much the voice of this book.


They seemed to enjoy this approach and a repeated refrain throughout all the interviews was a hope that their stories would encourage kids of all backgrounds to see F1 as something they could aspire to; itself indicative of how much they love the sport and how much they want it to be inclusive.


There was, without exception, not one interviewee that did not in the course of our conversations bring new insight, drawing back the curtain on many areas F1 has traditionally kept at arm’s length. Nor indeed was there one of them that did not make me laugh as they described their lives and their roles, such was the good humor with which they took the relentless questioning.


There are stories within then that have never been told and I am proud to have played a small part in doing so, particularly as F1 has always been part of my life, albeit given that my journey to this point has been far more prosaic than the subjects herein.


There are moments surely for us all that remain indelibly etched in memory. For me, one was watching F1 in the mid to late 1970s as a six-year-old. Races coming in highlight form from impossibly exotic places; Brazil, yes, but also, well, Spain and Germany. At the time there were three TV channels and going to France was considered a major foreign trip. When James Hunt won the title at Fuji in Japan in 1976, he might well have won it on the moon as far as I was concerned. I knew Japan existed. The idea of ever going there was almost absurd.


After each race had concluded I would immediately try and recreate a new one using toy cars, a circuit defined by pieces of wooden toy train tracks and a die, each roll allocating a movement distance to the competitors based on their length. Roll a six and you moved six car lengths.


That the cars involved would vary from a little Mini Cooper to some extreme drag racing monster was irrelevant. On the carpet were toy cars of every size and shape. I recall Muttley and Dick Dastardly’s car from Wacky Races was in there, which the FIA would doubtless have had issues with, but it didn’t matter because in my mind it was F1 in all its glorious, exotic beauty.


The winner—and there never was a winner because bedtime always interrupted an absolutely classic battle and the track and competitors were back in the toy box by the next day—was irrelevant. What mattered was the racing and that was what I loved about F1.


Those moments have stayed with me ever since and they’re one reason why this book exists. The fascination I felt then never really left me; some things never do. I remember with equal clarity my first gig. The Damned at Portsmouth Guildhall on 14 June 1985. It too is seared in my brain—the noise, the sweat from a heaving crowd in front of the stage. I left with ears ringing and a lifelong love of music that has remained a constant, alongside F1.


I went on to play in a band and study political science, but all the time there was F1 still demanding attention every Sunday and when, years later, I ended up covering the sport it felt a little like I had come home. The kid on the carpet playing with cars was actually watching it happen. Every time I attend a race I go trackside to watch, and when on the grid the experience still feels a little unreal. I know it is an enormous privilege and one not taken for granted, but it has perhaps been an even greater honor to be able to share the stories of the people who make it all happen.















CHAPTER 1



THE TEAM PRINCIPALS


The team principal is surely the most complex, multi-faceted role in F1. Not only are they the team leader but also must choose and manage the drivers and the convoluted and antagonistic politics of F1, to be then if necessary a father figure, a diplomat, negotiator and defender of their corner. They represent and direct a workforce of between 800 and 1,500 people and a budget commensurate with that vast resource. They must motivate, delegate, manage morale and be business-minded enough to please sponsors, all the while keeping an eye on pleasing the fans. They are the public-facing figurehead of the team and thus responsible for handling the media and, of course, are where the buck stops in terms of responsibility in a sport where the pressure to succeed is intense and failure is given short shrift indeed.


It is a precarious balancing act of maintaining myriad balls in the air while also concurrently observing an expansive, long-term, strategic picture and it is a task suited to very few, hence usually attracting distinctive personalities. Mercedes’ Toto Wolff and Red Bull’s Christian Horner have mastered it like no others in the modern era. Since 2010, between them they have won every Drivers’ and Constructors’ Championship and have become the most scrutinized team leaders in the sport. They are charismatic personalities, and each has a distinctive story to tell, but both offer a unique insight into what it takes to be a successful team principal.















CHRISTIAN HORNER



TEAM PRINCIPAL—ORACLE RED BULL RACING


“I feel fortunate, very fortunate. I am grateful every day for the job that I have, the people I work with. I never, ever take it for granted; if you do, complacency sets in. There is a fear of failure that drives you, you know what success feels like and it almost becomes addictive. You just want to have that feeling again.”


There can be no doubting quite how driven Christian Horner is in pursuit of that success, such that it is all-consuming and as he says, positively compelling. If he truly does have any fears—and it is hard to imagine from someone who radiates a sense of quiet confidence and self-belief—then perhaps it really is only that of failure. As he speaks of the addictive nature of winning, he smiles, his eyes sparkle, as if the very thought of it delivers a Pavlovian pleasure response. Little wonder given his remarkable achievements with Red Bull as a team principal who still revels in his task.


Having joined Red Bull as principal in the team’s first season in F1 in 2005, at thirty-one years old Horner was the youngest ever team principal at the time. Almost two decades later he remains with the team and is now the longest-serving principal on the grid. From being the perceived upstart, the whippersnapper who had never worked in F1 before, to leading one of the biggest teams in modern F1, he has overseen one of the sport’s great success stories.


Horner is easily recognized, his still youthful face familiar to fans, as is his assured, assertive manner. They know Horner in place on the pit wall overseeing the race, his leg pumping on the perch with echoes of the same intense, nervous energy Joe Strummer displayed, pounding the stage with the Clash. His achievements with Red Bull make for a formidable record. They have now won thirteen titles—seven Drivers’ and six Constructors’ Championships—with Horner at the helm in a role he has learned from the seat of his pants as he went along, ever since he hung up his driving overalls.


He does not hesitate for a moment when asked to explain what he believes is the single most important consideration in successfully running an F1 team. “It’s a people business,” he says, emphatically. “It’s about understanding people and working with people; getting the best out of them, empowering people and working as a team. It’s about getting the right people around you and giving them the right direction. It is communicating, talking with them, recognizing their skills and trying to create the right environment for them.”


Under Horner’s direction, Sebastian Vettel won four titles for the team between 2010 and 2013 and Max Verstappen has now won a further three since 2021. Horner does not downplay the importance of the drivers. They are required to deliver behind the wheel and he knows well how decisive an exceptional talent can be in a car, but he returns to his point in order to stress how they are only the tip of an immense effort being made across the board.


“The biggest thing for me is that you have the right spirit and the right desire within the team, then anything is possible,” he adds. “Nobody envisaged when we started this journey of winning more than one hundred Grands Prix and thirteen World Championships, it was beyond our wildest dreams. It all comes down to the people and the desire and that philosophy that has served us so well.”


Red Bull have always made a point of trying to differentiate itself from more traditional teams. They have enjoyed their reputation as outcasts, “the energy drink team” as they are sometimes referred to dismissively. Horner takes no slight in this, indeed he has embraced it and made it part of the philosophy to which he refers.


“We are different at Red Bull. You won’t see anyone in a suit and tie here; it’s more jeans and T-shirt,” he says of the culture he has engendered at the team. “We play our music loud, we don’t conform, and we are not answerable to an engine manufacturer. We call it as we see it and we are not afraid to have an opinion.”


This he maintains is also a two-way street that is vital such that anyone in the team feels they can contribute. “We have a can-do attitude, that anything is possible,” he says. “So everybody has a voice. If they have something to say they should feel they are empowered to do so. It is a very inclusive atmosphere and comes from the top down. Walk into any department and they enjoy what they do and that has demonstrated how a group of people in a bunch of industrial units in Milton Keynes can take on Mercedes-Benz, or Ferrari, or McLaren, and win.”


Away from that huge campus in Milton Keynes, the most public-facing aspect of the team principal role is that of managing their drivers. This is where the headlines are generated and is the focal point for most fans who like nothing more than a spot of needle and conflict between teammates and should that descend into an all-out bitter feud, well, bring on the drama, for all that is the bane of a team principal’s life.


The competition between teammates is always intense. The first measure for any driver is how they perform against the man at the wheel of the exact same machinery across the garage. There is nowhere to hide from the data that displays with uncompromising bluntness who is on top, relentlessly ratcheting up what are already fiercely competitive instincts.


For the team, where maximum points are the goal and teammates taking each other out is an ignominy deemed unacceptable, handling this delicate relationship can prove to be one of the trickiest tasks, especially where titles are on the line and roaring egos must be managed. Horner has dealt with it repeatedly, often at crunch points, and identifies that an ability to adapt according to the needs of each individual is vital.


“The word teammate is a bit of a fallacy because they are anything but mates, because one will dictate the other’s worth,” he says, with a knowing smile. “They are very competitive. Drivers are effectively contractors and they have their own objectives and desires, but the most important thing for the team is not only the Drivers’ Championship but where the money is paid which is from where you finish in the Constructors’ Championship.


“So before you have started you already have that conflict of interest. They are very driven, and they are selfish and uncompromising. So different drivers require a different approach. Sebastian [Vettel] was very much an arm around the shoulder kind of guy. Max [Verstappen] in comparison is very straightforward. Then you might have a Mark Webber or a Sergio Pérez; they are all different.”


Indeed, when Vettel and Webber were vying with one another during those four title-winning years, their rivalry grew so fractious and intense that Horner had to find inventive ways to deal with them. After the pair collided at the Turkish Grand Prix in 2010, he felt he had to intervene.


“Sometimes you have to disarm them,” he explains. “We live in a bubble that can become so self-obsessed and absorbed, so I wanted to take them out of that to see somebody with real-life issues. I wanted them to have a better perspective on life in general so I took them to Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital to meet a bunch of kids who were having a tough time and parents who were having an equally tough time.


“It was a bit of a reality check, to say: ‘Look, guys, you have it pretty good, you are well paid, doing a job you love. You are not saving lives, if you think you have it hard, these kids have it hard.’ It was an eye-opener for them.”


The experience was beneficial for both men and their relationship, but that it is a Sisyphean task for the principal to maintain a harmonious garage was also demonstrated when the relationship between the two effectively disintegrated over the Multi-21 team orders incident in Malaysia in 2013. On that occasion, Vettel defied team orders to stay behind Webber, overtaking his teammate. Yet even this was viewed by Horner as another opportunity to learn from, to hone the people management techniques that he values so highly—a process of deriving skills from experience that he began developing long before rising to team principal, having started his career behind the wheel of a go-kart.


The fifty-year-old grew up just outside Leamington Spa and recollects distinctly the moment he found motor racing. “I remember first watching on TV in 1984,” he recalls. “It was when Nigel Mansell spun off after hitting a white line in the Monaco Grand Prix in the pouring rain. I was drawn into it, and Nigel was the growing hero at that time.”


Always fascinated by speed, Horner made his own soapbox go-karts to run down the hill at the back of the village and when he was twelve relentlessly pestered his mother for a motorized version, having observed that: “She was a bit softer than my father.”


With Mum persuaded, they bought a beaten-up 1970s Zip Kart, a model which was designed, unbeknown to the family, for racing. Too low to drive in the garden then, he moved from a car park to the Shenington kart track where Mansell had begun his career—another key moment. “Suddenly I discovered the world of kart racing. The kart we had was hopelessly out of date but it was a fantastic starting point,” he says.


A year later his parents bought him a newer kart and he admits he became addicted to racing, if in a manner that might not have pleased them. “I had the engine in my bedroom for a month, and it stank the house out,” he recalls with a laugh. “I just wanted it in my bedroom. Like any boy’s dream, I would just visualize myself as an F1 driver. I kept scrapbooks, all of Nigel’s cuttings, cut out all the newspaper stuff, and my parents still have them.”


Showing real promise, from karts he graduated to single seaters in Formula Renault, enjoying a win and some poles, then moved into British F3 where he also enjoyed success, winning races, before then in 1997 stepping up to Formula 3000. Without the budget to buy a seat, Horner opted instead to buy a car and run his own team, and Arden International was formed. Horner did everything: drove, managed the money, the organization, the food, the travel.


It was crucial experience, especially when he chose to hang up the helmet at the end of 1998. At just twenty-five years old it was an early example of his clear-sighted pragmatism. “I was honest with myself,” he says. “I recognized that the higher you got in the categories, the faster the cars become, and there was a realization you could actually hurt yourself. I had a self-preservation mechanism and I recognized that I was all right, but I didn’t have the ability of a Juan Pablo Montoya, or a Tom Kristensen, or a Nick Heidfeld, the kind of guys I was racing at that time.”


Still enjoying the challenge of running the team, however, Horner decided instead to continue to make a go of Arden as team principal and owner. He took them from strength to strength. They won the Formula 3000 drivers’ title in 2002, 2003 and 2004, albeit that first one was a salutary lesson in what was required from driver management after Tomáš Enge won only to have points deducted for failing a drugs test for marijuana, costing him the title.


“I learned some hugely important lessons, especially about people,” says Horner. “It was about getting the best engineers, the best technicians and getting them to work as a team. Even though it was only around twenty people, it was still a matter of getting the right ones. I had nothing to lose at that point and I took some horrendous financial risks to get the right drivers in the car. I ended up living on credit cards, robbing Peter to pay Paul.”


Yet his determination paid off and when he considered making the step up to F1, encouraged to do so by Bernie Ecclestone, other parties had been taking notice. After a potential purchase of Eddie Jordan’s eponymous team came to nothing—“We did due diligence on Eddie’s team but very quickly decided against it,” he recalls—he was approached by Red Bull’s director of motorsport Helmut Marko who introduced him to Dietrich Mateschitz, the owner of the energy drink company who had bought out Jaguar at the end of 2004. Mateschitz offered Horner the principal role which he accepted, recognizing it was a potentially life-changing opportunity.


The team he inherited, however, was in far from great shape and had been underperforming for years. Indeed, Mateschitz offered Horner a bonus if they could just score more than the ten points Jaguar had amassed in 2004, a challenge he would meet with Red Bull scoring thirty-four in that first year.


The workforce then amounted to around 450 people who had seen a revolving door of management and turning it around was a daunting task. “The scale was significantly bigger than I was used to in F3000 and on the day I was introduced to the business, the previous management were escorted from the building,” Horner remembers of what was something of a baptism of fire. “So I walked in, and the assistant was in tears, former team principal Tony Purnell’s half-drunk coffee was on his desk, there were unopened Christmas cards and a fairly disgruntled workforce. I thought: ‘OK, where do I start?’”


The somewhat humble beginnings make the achievements at Red Bull all the more remarkable. Horner used his experience at Arden and set about the task of putting the right people in place. One in particular was a master stroke and remains perhaps Red Bull’s greatest asset. As a long-time fan of the hugely successful designer Adrian Newey, Horner immediately set about bringing him to Red Bull from McLaren. It was an absolutely pivotal moment so early in his time in charge and one pursued with single-minded determination that would benefit the team on a broad front.


“I felt if I could get Adrian then that would open the doors to other talent,” explains Horner. “I was able to convince him it was the right move but I don’t think he had any idea of what he was getting himself into. Then it was a question of, we need to build a team, build a structure. Adrian gave us that technical direction and it was up to us to make sure he had what he needed.”


With Newey on board in 2006 and the team building under way, Horner embraced the leadership style he had adopted and that he remains faithful to today.


“Being team principal is about understanding people, empowering people, getting the best out of them,” he says. “There is no point in employing an Adrian Newey and then telling him how to do his job. So it’s about recognizing people’s skills, and trying to create the right environment to get the most out of them so that they feel valued.”


How this is achieved as the business has grown and grown—Red Bull now employ 1,500 people within Red Bull Racing, Red Bull Powertrains and Red Bull Advanced Technologies, across all three of which Horner sits as CEO—requires distinct and dynamic leadership defined by a high level of trust and autonomy.


“You have a strong management team in each of those pillars,” he says. “A clear and effective structure. They all have a decent degree of autonomy, and you have to back them and put trust in them. If you try to control everything you will fail. I can set the tempo, the direction and objectives, but it is down to the individual to deliver. They have responsibility and accountability.”


There are of course areas within which the team principal cannot exercise quite as much influence and where character and adaptability play a vital role. F1 is political perhaps like no other team sport. Each team has its own agenda, pitting them against each other, but also while subject to relations with the governing body, the FIA, and the sport’s commercial rights holder, Formula One Management. It is a triumvirate of labyrinthine complexity that must be navigated week in and week out.


“It is a necessary evil within the job,” Horner says. “F1 is a highly contentious, highly political environment, whether it be with the commercial rights holder or the governing body or other teams. So it is part of the game and my job is to protect the team, to do the best I can for the team, to go into bat to ensure that they are protected and represented.”


Much of this happens behind closed doors, especially with the FIA and Formula One Management, but it is the public side, the relations with other team principals, that is the most rousing interaction as they fight their corner with the same intensity their drivers display on track.


Which is not to say the sparring, the toing and froing, does not bring a frisson of pleasure to the protagonists. “It doesn’t faze me—it’s a bit of sport isn’t it,” says Horner. “If you have a competitor who is getting a bit wound up and throwing a few bombs, if you can disarm them in a public forum, well. When you see a competitor smashing up headphones or pointing at cameras, visibly losing it in front of a camera, you think: ‘OK, we are under your skin.’”


The undertone—that he is referring to Toto Wolff and moments in their increasingly fractious relationship in the 2021 season—is clear. That year during an extremely competitive fight between Verstappen and Lewis Hamilton for the title, their scrap was made only more gripping as Horner and Wolff vied publicly with one another, each attempting to score points, to maneuver on to the psychological high ground. Which, for all that it made for ribald entertainment, also had a serious subtext.


“If they are losing it publicly, at that point if they are behaving like that within their team environment then people around them are going to be feeling that and it permeates from the top,” Horner observes. “So that will make people tense and tighten up. [Former Manchester United manager] Alex Ferguson was the master of it within his field. I’m not saying I am an Alex Ferguson but the competition is fierce and when it gets to a competition like we had in 2021, that was as much off track as it was on track.”


This arena, known as the “Piranha Club,” echoes to the sound of these egos clashing. Team principals are very rarely shrinking violets, reticent about getting stuck into a fight. Yet Horner also maintains that for all the puffing of chests, of the accusations and counter-accusations, the trick is not to let it distract from the real task.


“I don’t think it is arrogance but you have to have inner confidence and belief in yourself,” he says. “Yet the biggest thing I have learned over almost twenty years of this job is to worry about the things you can control and influence rather than the things you can’t.”


Exerting that control also requires a level of ruthlessness, an ability to acknowledge when structures and personnel must change, however difficult it may be, perhaps most notably observed with a pitiless eye in the drivers’ market. All teams are measured by results and if a driver is not returning what was expected, they can expect to be removed—there is no room for sentimentality in such a competitive field.


In 2016, having already taken a chance in bringing Verstappen into Red Bull’s sister team Toro Rosso as the youngest F1 driver at seventeen years and 166 days old, Horner felt he had to act decisively to deal with an underperforming Daniil Kvyat within his team. He switched Kvyat with Verstappen in only the Dutch teenager’s second season, a move that was considered very risky at the time but one Horner felt he could not shy away from. He was duly vindicated in spectacular style when Verstappen won the Spanish Grand Prix on his first outing for Red Bull.


“Sometimes difficult decisions have to be made and sometimes they are unpopular,” Horner says. “But you have to do what’s right for the team. It’s not about popularity, it’s about where you are on a Sunday afternoon.


“On one hand you’re taking a driver’s dreams away from them, but on the other hand you are doing what is right for the team, so of course it was an unpopular decision at the time but it was absolutely the right thing to do because not only did it secure longevity with Max but he won his first Grand Prix. You are constantly managing risks and looking at risk versus reward; the risk in doing that was pretty minor but the upside was pretty significant if he delivered on the promise we believed that he had.”


Horner’s commitment to the team is palpably absolute but he also observes how important it is to be able to step away from it. He views downtime away from the sport with his family as crucial. The personal sense of responsibility he feels for the team is set aside to ensure quality time with his loved ones, a process he insists allows clearer thought and decision-making when back on the job.


This is doubly necessary he maintains because of the relentless demands the role entails. “As an individual you try and compartmentalize things, but the pressure is inevitable,” he says. “In the 2021 season, the pressure during that year was to a level that I had not seen before. It was more to do with what was going on off the track—the lobbying, the politics—as opposed to what was going on on the track.


“It was only when the checkered flag fell in Abu Dhabi that suddenly you feel this enormous sense of relief. You have been carrying it all year and it is building and it is building and you carry a lot of it to protect the people that are around you to enable them to do their job so they don’t feel it. It’s only at a moment like that that you feel this huge burden just lift; I felt it physically.”


Yet for all that burden, the responsibility that can weigh heavy, for Horner this is the very essence of the role and what has long kept him motivated. At the very top of an F1 team, success and failure go hand in hand with a sincere devotion to the sport that can be felt right across the grid.


“Of course you see the role as personal, because if you didn’t take it personally it would show you didn’t care,” he says with heartfelt conviction. “If you are just doing it because it is a job you are in the wrong sport. It’s not a nine-to-five job, or business, it has to be a passion. If you are passionate about something you just do it that much better; you put your heart and soul into it.”



TOTO WOLFF



TEAM PRINCIPAL & CEO—MERCEDES-AMG PETRONAS F1 TEAM


“The sense of team, that mindset and the collaboration is so important. Even if you are fighting with inferior weapons, infrastructure and technology, if you stick together, then you can move heaven and earth. You could say that technology and engineering make your car fast and that wins you races, but there is much more. There is the human angle, the emotions and the will of giving it all. I believe this is what we all created together at Mercedes.”


A belief in the positivity of working collectively, creating a harmonious whole in an exactingly demanding environment toward a common goal is fundamental for Toto Wolff and a refrain to which he often returns when he considers his position as an F1 team principal and CEO.


Indeed, it becomes clear it is far more than a mere management technique or a construct around which to base decision-making. For Wolff it is a character trait that has informed his career and has helped deliver extraordinary success to his Mercedes team since he joined them in 2013.


Even then, back before he led them to eight consecutive Constructors’ titles and seven Drivers’ Championships, Wolff was absolutely committed to the team to the exclusion of almost all else.


“One of the advantages and perhaps disadvantages of my character is that I take everything personally,” he says. “When I joined, the team became my tribe; it was all-encompassing. Every day, the minute I woke up to the minute I fell asleep it was all I did. Caring about the people, about what we needed to be in order to be successful. It is what I do and when I do it I forget about everything around me.”


It is telling that Wolff says what we needed to “be” rather than needed to “do,” his own emphasis indicating the centrality of the people and the culture to the task. He threw himself into it with an altogether unsurprising dedication and since then, as one of the three biggest teams in F1, has seen his responsibilities evolve to become greater and greater still alongside the success. He has had to manage fractious driver pairings, testing and, on occasion, devastating disappointment on the track, an exponential growth in the size of his team as well as, of course, the endless politicking in F1 in fighting his corner for his team and every employee for whom he feels a personal responsibility.


Wolff is charming and witty, often enjoying a deadpan sense of humor that is endearing. He is also honest, unafraid to hold his hands up to errors and willing to engage in debate rather than fall back on banality. His brow will sometimes furrow as he seeks the best words to express himself in English, a second language to his native Austrian German and when he finds it, it is usually worth the wait in correctly articulating his feelings. Close friends with Niki Lauda, the great triple world champion was more outspoken, but Wolff has learned from how engaging Lauda was as well as his incisive analysis.


At fifty-two years old, he shoulders a team that has been both at the very top of F1 and also fighting to return to those heights. A team that over the past decade has roughly doubled in size. In 2013 it employed around 520 people at the Mercedes High Performance Powertrains engine facility in Brixworth and 660 at the Mercedes F1 team. Today the total number across the organization is 2,500, while over the same period sponsorship revenue has grown from £50 million a year in 2013 to over £300 million today. The sheer size and import of the two organizations suggests that managing it would be an exacting and exhausting task. Yet Wolff insists the challenge, the intensity of competition, is carried lightly.


“I have never felt pressure, never in my life,” he says. “I take calculated risks that mean I can cope with the worst outcome. If the worst outcome would really influence the quality of my life I would not take the decision.


“If you have the tough moments in your life that everyone has, F1 is a walk in the park in comparison. I feel zero pressure. All I feel is that I want to meet my own expectations and whether I achieve those objectives or not. That comes with emotions, including frustration and annoyance but only with myself. But no pressure.”


Wolff is indeed unafraid to embrace and show his emotions. He is invested in the sport and in his team, but given that he is also a keen student of assessing himself critically, he is also aware that they have to be channeled and controlled.


“I have always been emotional,” he adds. “But I try to contain that in the best possible way.”


That he gives his passion relatively free rein is a trait that has proved enormously efficacious in the realm of driver management and in particular with one of F1’s greatest talents. When Wolff joined Mercedes in 2013, Lewis Hamilton also made his switch to the team from McLaren.


He won a race for them in that first season and with the advent of the turbo-hybrid era the following year and Mercedes delivering a car and engine that were the class of the field, he would win a title in 2014 and deliver five more by 2020. The team would take eight Constructors’ Championships between 2014 and 2021 and Hamilton and Wolff were on the journey alongside one another, learning together and during which they have developed a very special relationship that is unusual in F1.


Hamilton and Wolff share a professional bond but also something far more profound in a genuine friendship that gives each a unique insight into the other and an understanding that is hugely beneficial to the team as a whole.


“We have been together for eleven years, we are friends and we are allies and that encompasses the full range of emotions in a relationship,” says Wolff. “We know each other so well, and we have gone through hard times in our relationship, tough times in our lives that we have shared with each other and great moments together. That means you can put yourself in each other’s shoes. I can reflect on why Lewis is thinking a certain way and that has been a very strong bond between us. I know what Lewis needs and what Lewis wants.


“Equally good friends can also have hard arguments with each other. We are able to disagree whilst not falling out with each other. He understands that I need to act in the interest of the team and I understand that a driver needs to act for the best of his interests. He is strong in the car but also a strong team member as well.”


Their friendship demonstrates what can be forged with longevity, but there are two drivers in every team and handling them both and their relationship with one another is a key part of the team principal’s role. Wolff entered driver management in the early part of his career as co-owner of a sports management company that counted Pastor Maldonado, Bruno Senna, Rubens Barrichello and Nico Hulkenberg among its clients. Being involved with the management of these drivers, advancing their careers was his aim. At Mercedes, however, the task has been altogether different, focused on maintaining the maximum from both Hamilton and his then teammate Nico Rosberg. Not an easy endeavor especially as the pair’s relationship in vying with one another for the World Championship became increasingly irascible.


Wolff brought his overarching philosophy of team over all immediately to bear. “At Mercedes, because Lewis and Nico were big stars and I was relatively new to F1, it was an interesting journey for me,” he says. “But straight from the beginning I said to them and to everyone that I am not having two superstars; I have a thousand superstars. I register no difference between any single employee and the drivers.”


Hamilton and Rosberg clashed on track at Belgium and Monaco in 2014, there was ill temper and a spot of handbags after Hamilton took the title in Texas in 2015, and famously they took each other out of the race in Barcelona in 2016, the year Rosberg would go on to win his only title. The pair had been friends as youngsters in karting but the relationship came apart, perhaps unsurprisingly. These are strong characters that are hard to contain, and it is very much part of what makes them special, as Wolff observes.


“Well there is ego but I really like ego because ego is a strong driver,” he says. “But it needs to be channeled, it needs to be conditioned. Ego needs to be contained, not completely but to a certain degree. I believe the best performers have ego, they have edges but that makes them very strong.”


Nor does he confine this assessment only to drivers. “There are so many egos in F1, so many strong characters within the team. It’s not only Lewis and George Russell,” he adds. “There are so many good engineers, so many good managers in the team, where I need to condition the strong ego and I don’t mean that as a negative. So much personality management is to try to keep the mindset of the lion within people without it being detrimental for the wider environment.”


Wolff is emphatic that this task of allowing his team the freedom to work and express themselves, to consider every option and think independently, to let the lion roar as he intimates, is one he sees as vital in drawing the best from everyone. To that end he also sees a level of plain speaking and honesty as a crucial element and it is something he had to address from the moment he started at Mercedes, delivering some uncomfortable truths to the Mercedes-Benz board.


The team had evolved from Ken Tyrrell’s outfit that raced with enormous success in the 1960s and 1970s with Sir Jackie Stewart taking three drivers’ titles. It was sold to British American Racing in 1998 who relocated their base to Brackley where the team is still based today. Honda took over in 2006 until they too exited suddenly in 2009 and it was acquired as Brawn GP by the then team principal Ross Brawn. Jenson Button took the drivers’ title that year and the team the constructors’, at the end of which they were bought out by Mercedes as the marque returned to F1 with a works team for the first time since 1955.


When in 2013 Wolff arrived from his previous role as executive director at Williams, he identified two areas that needed to be urgently addressed. The first was straightforward and something he could influence directly. “One major issue was to look at mindset building and the team cohesion; that was one fundamental block,” he says.


The second, however, was more complex. The Austrian had been asked to assess the team in the summer of 2012, specifically in reference as to why they had not been more successful. What Wolff discovered did not please the board. Their expectations were, having bought a championship-winning team, that they would win championships.


“I told them: ‘I am at Williams running exactly the same budgets and my expectation is top six and you have the same budget and your expectation is world champions—that’s what is wrong,’” he said. “They were very angry but I said: ‘Don’t shoot the messenger…’


“So when I came in I told Mercedes I need to have the same budget as our main competitors, Ferrari and Red Bull. I won’t guarantee that this will make us win the championship, but I can guarantee that if you don’t give it to us you will not win it. That was the decisive moment and the board said: ‘Tell us what you need.’”


The expense may not have been in the original Mercedes plan, but the extraordinary success that followed doubtless more than made up for it. Wolff had displayed the same critical honesty that he had applied to his own career that ultimately set him down the path to F1. For all that, he had no idea that it would be his destination.


He was born in Vienna in 1972 but had no interest in motor racing growing up other than being aware of course of fellow Austrian Lauda. Indeed it was not until he was eighteen that he actually experienced motor racing, but when he did it had an overwhelming impact.


On a weekend away with friends, he stopped at the Nürburgring to watch an F3 race. Wolff’s visceral reaction to it startled him. “I remember walking on to the grid and standing next to those F3 cars and I was thunderstruck, realizing this is what I wanted to do,” he says.


He describes it as “the moment I found my identity” and was captivated by it. “It was a defining moment in my life, if not one of the most important moments of my life,” he recalls. “I don’t remember watching the race but it was the drivers, in those cars on the grid, ready to go in their machines. What excited me was driving these cars and I wanted to do it immediately, but I didn’t even know where to start.”


Typically Wolff just threw himself into it to find out. He gained sponsors, bought a Seat Ibiza, attended the Walter Lechner racing school and took to the track. He then moved to a Formula Ford 1600 but was unlucky at the very opening race in Brno. After a spin he was T-boned by another car, the bones in his fingers were smashed and he was taken to a nearby hospital in what was then Czechoslovakia that had only just thrown off the yoke of Soviet control. The incident has unsurprisingly stayed, quite vividly, with him.


“I was in this ex-communist hospital,” he recalls. “They were doing my X-ray and there was no protection. The X-ray machine looked like an antique and they said to me: ‘Operazion.’ So I call my mother who is an anaesthesiologist and I tell her I broke my hand, and she says: ‘You idiot. I told you it was a waste of money.’


“I told her they want to operate on me and she just says: ‘Get out of there!’ So I am there in my hospital dressing gown and I put on my trousers and ran outside. I jumped in my car and drove to Vienna, a two-hour drive with broken fingers, one-handed, flat out.”


He duly had a successful “operazion” in Vienna to conclude what he describes laughingly as his “first Formula Ford racing adventure.”


More would follow and he dearly loved racing but ultimately Wolff’s pragmatic side won out over his driving ambitions. He accepted he had started late in his life and was struggling to quite match his contemporaries so decided to call it a day and strike out anew in 1994.


“With my critical self-assessment I decided just to stop,” he explains. “I felt rather than being on the back foot I am going to stop studying and stop racing. I am going to launch myself into business so I am the first one that starts work. That’s what I did and I never looked back.”


It was a bold but ultimately inspired decision in being far more successful in business than he was behind the wheel. He worked up to setting up a venture capital fund and racing disappeared off the radar until 1999 when he was twenty-six. A one-off invitation from a friend to take part in an endurance race, once more in Brno, piqued his interest and reminded Wolff of his love of racing.


So he took it up again sporadically in GTs and rallying and began investing in teams at that level, including the HWA DTM (German Touring Car) team, where he became an executive director. It led to a similar investment in the Williams F1 team and the place of executive director there, where he was effectively running the team alongside team principal and founder Frank Williams.


Mercedes were impressed. They came knocking and in 2013 Wolff was appointed executive director and became a shareholder in the team. It was, he says, a “pinch yourself moment” and somewhat daunting.


“Before coming, Brackley—because I called them ‘Team Brackley’—was a team of survivors,” he says. “Because they survived racing, they survived Honda, they survived Brawn and they survived the transition to Mercedes in those years. So they were survivors, but there was not a sense of a team feeling that I thought a team should have. But they did have this very strong group that was there for a long time with a lot of expertise.


“What I tried to implement was coherence and team values. The right mindset, empowerment, a no-blame culture. I was totally immersed in every decision, be it technical or commercial.”


His initial plan was for a three-year role then to withdraw with his investment. It was rolled over for a further three years until in 2020 when he decided that it really was his calling and he went all in as a shareholder, who now owns an equal third of the team alongside Mercedes-Benz AMG and the chair of the Ineos chemical company headed by Sir Jim Ratcliffe. It was Wolff’s total commitment to F1 and to Mercedes.


“I have always had long relationships and I knew if I took the decision, then this was a decision for life,” he says. “It would no longer simply be an investment because I realized that F1 is my niche. I love what I do.”


The task clearly invigorates Wolff through good times, of which there have been many, but also through bad. That is part of competition and indeed what drives him, but the scale of this level of racing is like no other—it is team and it is business and between them it is an enormous undertaking. While he is attentive to every detail of the operation he is keenly aware he cannot be hands on with everything. As with all team principals he understands that delegation is fundamental. Given that is the case it is telling that he puts character at the very heart of assessing the suitability for responsibility of those around him.


“I employ people who share our values so I trust them,” he says. “For me, personality is the most important and belief in the values that we share. That is integrity, loyalty, we don’t deal in lies, we blame the problem and not the person, we empower whilst we choose carefully the people that we empower.”


There are some clear similarities here with Christian Horner’s approach. The pair may be different personalities but it is instructive how in some areas their views intersect with one another, suggesting that though from differing backgrounds, their interpretation of management, particularly in relation to people, is similar and success has followed with it for both of them.


Wolff smiles as he considers the relationship with his rival and how their sparring has become as much a part of the show as the battling on track.


“It is happening under the magnifying glass of the media and a little bit is exaggerated, but obviously there is emotion involved also because we are both passionate about what we do,” he says. “The two of us have been fighting for race victories and championships for ten years whilst representing our teams. We are different personalities, we have different values but even your worst enemy has a best friend and I acknowledge that and he is not my worst enemy. Because of what he has achieved I respect the achievement.”


Their competitive relationship reached its most intense moment at the Abu Dhabi Grand Prix in 2021 when controversial errors by then race director Michael Masi were instrumental in deciding the race, which was won by Max Verstappen, and in so doing denied Hamilton his eighth title. Wolff and Mercedes were incensed at the time and it appears it must have been the most difficult moment to have dealt with in his career, but while it clearly still rankles he insists it must be considered in context.


“It’s important for me to be able to put it into perspective and in that light it certainly wasn’t the hardest moment that I had in my life; there were a hundred that were harder than this,” he says. “I also understand that there are far worse tragedies happening in the world—look at what is happening in Ukraine.”


Which is a sober, mature evaluation that is unsurprising from Wolff, but the sense of injustice he feels from that day does nonetheless remain.


“What happened was extreme unfairness in a sport that should be fair. I felt disbelief in the decision-making, when you realize that one person can take the position away through their mistakes, with all the work that has been put in by many, many people and Lewis in building this. They change the outcome of F1 history. All the competence, the hard work, the commitment of many people can still go in the bin within a few seconds because someone takes a bad decision.”


As he has made clear, Wolff is self-admittedly an emotional character and it seems doubtful he will ever throw off his grievance at the events, but it is also clear that they form only a tiny part of the rich tapestry that has made up his career. That overall there is enormous satisfaction and indeed anticipation of more to come.


“Life is full of surprises. I would never have imagined I would be here or the success of this team,” he says. “I am fifty-two now. It sounds like an old age but hopefully there are another thirty years of Mercedes F1 for me. It’s important that when you hand over the baton at eighty, you can say: ‘That was pretty good. I am happy with myself—I met my own expectations of my life.’”






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/9781538768150.jpg
Foreword by Damon Hill

e 4 J h= *:“Q*,,»
e __v_q:—::_'- '\f’ i w

S vavaTw

ae-

INSIDE STORIES From
THEWORLD oF FORMULA ONE





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
1

RACING
CONFIDENTIAL

INSIDE STORIES From
THE WORLD oF FORMULA ONE

GILES RICHARDS

5p 1
_Cp

GRAND
CENTRAL

OOOOOOOOOOOO





