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Introduction
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‘Hi, Ed.’


‘Hi, Ted.’


I don’t quite know how this has happened, but I’m walking down the pit lane of the Miami International Autodrome alongside singer-songwriting superstar Ed Sheeran.


‘What do you make of Formula 1?’ I ask him.


‘It’s nice, man. It’s a circus, though.’


He’s come a long way from South Suffolk to South Miami with many a packed stadium tour on the way, but even Ed Sheeran can see that F1 is a circus and in that, he’s exactly right.


The Formula 1 world championship is essentially its own circus. It transports a show from town to town, performs to an excited audience, there’s interest for the locals as the circus sprinkles its magic dust for a weekend, but come Sunday evening, it packs up and moves on.


The drivers and teams are the performers. Back in the day, Bernie Ecclestone was the ringmaster. Now it is the F1 organization, making sure the show starts and finishes on time. Media companies from around the world film and broadcast what happens in the ring. What actually happens in the performance – the result – is newsworthy, so journalists inform those who weren’t fortunate enough to get a ticket for the big top as to what happened and why. There’s always something going on, so for those there to report, observation, curiosity and an eye for detail are key attributes in order to fully understand the action and the movements behind the scenes.


It’s been this way for 75 years in the form of the official Formula 1 world championship and for nearly 50 years of Grand Prix racing before that. And in each of those seasons, remarkable events have always happened. Stories that belong more in the theatre than a circus, often defying explanation as to how they came about. In searching for a reason as to how these stories – these legends – are made, I’m often reminded of a scene from the 1998 film Shakespeare in Love, featuring Geoffrey Rush as Philip Henslowe, owner of the Rose Theatre in London. Pursued by his patron Hugh Fennyman, played by Tom Wilkinson, Henslowe attempts to explain the conundrum of how the theatre business seeks to overcome its inherent ‘insurmountable obstacles on the road to imminent disaster’:


Fennyman: ‘So what do we do?’


Henslowe: ‘Nothing. Strangely enough it all turns out well.’


Fennyman: ‘How?’


Henslowe: ‘I don’t know, it’s a mystery.’


It’s the same in Formula 1. Just as it looks like the championship is uncompetitive or the same team or driver is winning everything or the racing isn’t as exciting as it used to be, along comes a Grand Prix that has viewers jumping up and down around their living rooms, that has spectators trackside screaming encouragement at their heroes and even applause ringing out in the media centre. Sometimes it’s caused by a brief rain shower, sometimes by a genius strategy, but these racing performances always rely on the skill and courage of the drivers. What particular combination of events got them to that point, nobody really knows – it’s a mystery.


I’ve spent my professional life looking for the why’s, the where’s and the how’s, piecing together little details that might be missed. Add them up, though, and you’ll start to get a picture of what’s really going on, and in this book I’m going to be sharing them with you. In these pages you’ll be joining me behind the scenes in the pit lane and if you’re curious to know how I do my job, consider this your handbook. But first, how did I get there?
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Chapter 1



A Made-Up Job
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I’m standing in a gap between garages in the pit lane of the Suzuka circuit in Japan. It’s raining, as usual. Mechanics from the McLaren Formula 1 team rush off the grid, pushing stacks of tyres into positions ready for the first pit stop. As I watch, there’s a chug-chug from over my shoulder as members of the Sauber team force generator trolleys over a drain cover through to the paddock behind us. The trolleys are stuffed with bottles of compressed air, engine oil and tins of hydraulic fluid – crucial equipment on the grid, but useless to their cars once the race starts.


‘Ah, here you are, ready to do your ridiculous, made-up job,’ teases a passing Anthony Davidson, former World Endurance Car champion, Toyota Le Mans driver, and as an ex-Honda F1 driver, somewhat of a celebrity in Japan. This weekend, he’s my Sky Sports F1 colleague.


‘What do you mean?’ I reply. ‘I tried to do your job in Zandvoort,’ he explains, ‘and it was impossible. Nowhere to stand in the pit lane. Teams utterly unhelpful in giving out any information during the race. No one let me stand in their garage. Crap phone signal, way too much hiss through the headphones and I had to lug around that high-powered radio mic pack and battery you use. Unbelievable! I couldn’t see a thing and didn’t contribute to the commentary once. But here you are, and you’ve somehow managed to turn all that into a job. A job that you’ve basically made up! I don’t know how you do it!’


Ah, Anthony, the job does exist, but what is it exactly? A pit lane reporter contributes information, explanation and observation into a race commentary from a position other than the commentary boxes. Usually this is around the garages in the pit lane, where race-critical pit stops take place and strategic decisions are made by the teams or the race officials. Having a roaming reporter able to go to where the stories are rather than being tied to a commentary box offers on-the-ground insight that, it is hoped, enhances the viewer’s understanding and enjoyment of the race. It happens to be a pit lane in motorsport, but the job is similar to that of a reporter from a touchline, boundary, technical area or even from the 18th hole.


Building up to a golf, football or cricket event, reporters will often do ‘stand ups’ by the side of the playing area, ideally to inform viewers about an aspect of the field of play that will affect one side or the other. You can point something out on camera, in vision, but once the match, game or race gets going, a reporter will be a voice you hear over the main feed. In this respect, it’s not dissimilar to a radio commentary, which is useful, as radio was my first professional love and the medium in which I’d planned a career before the lure of the F1 circus drew me in. As in any area of journalism, having a curious mind and the ability to understand and explain things are prerequisites for the job, but unusually in sport, the instrument with which the athlete performs in F1 is not as simple as a bat or racquet. It is a car made up of nearly 15,000 individual components, each playing a specific and vital role in keeping the thing going. Since Formula 1 cars cannot and do not carry any redundant parts – as the weight of these would cost performance – every bit has to fulfil its function, so it also helps to have an understanding of what those components do. In addition, an understanding of the physics of aerodynamics and the laws of mechanical engineering is desirable, although there will be ample on-the-job training opportunities to learn about aspects of F1 you had no clue even existed, usually five minutes before you need to sound like an expert on the subject in front of millions of people.


So, if that’s what the pit reporter actually does, where do they do it? It starts with the first, second and third free practice sessions of an ordinary Grand Prix weekend, which you’ll be spending walking up and down the pit lane. It is, after all, where all the garages are, where the engineers work, where the cars are built and repaired after the drivers have broken them, polished with the most expensive microfibre rags money can buy and then meticulously disassembled at the end of the weekend. It’s also where most of the drama and intrigue happens, where plans are hatched, where snooping on rivals takes place and where drivers often lose their metaphorical rags with their competitors.


Additionally, the practice sessions have become part of the art of pit reporting, in that they are very useful for spotting new parts on cars. Upgrades, as we call them, have become a crucial part of telling the story of how a Formula 1 season evolves, explaining why the car that was once slow is now fast and why the car that was winning everything is now fighting for the minor placings. So much is learned and achieved by research and development over a season that an F1 team can often find significant seconds worth of lap time from March to December. Your best opportunity for identifying the bits that have achieved those performance gains is during the free practice sessions, which has made watching what is essentially ‘training’ a very popular part of F1 fans’ weekend viewing. They also provide the commentators with an opportunity to familiarize themselves with each corner, the angles from which they are being filmed and what they look like on screen. These sessions are as crucial for the commentator and reporter as they are for the driver. This is your best opportunity to acquire essential knowledge and gather the thoughts that will help you read the story of the race to come.


The practice sessions also give us broadcasters the opportunity to get out more: to report from parts of the race track that will add insight into the prospective form of each car and to explain weird things that inevitably crop up, such as the trackside fires in the grass verges at the Japanese and Chinese Grands Prix, among others. The first time it happened in Shanghai we were surprised: there was no obvious reason for this seemingly spontaneous combustion. It was only when I walked down to the corner that I saw that there was a bump – invisible to the TV cameras – over which the cars were bottoming out, which was sending particles of burning titanium off the cars’ skid blocks into the air, only for the wind to drift them on to the dry grass. In Japan, Sky Sports News’s Craig Slater and I witnessed the marshals pre-emptively dousing the grass to make it less combustible, using anything that could hold water, from empty Bento boxes to upturned traffic cones.


While random trackside grass fires would be a good example of something that would call a halt to proceedings midway through, some sessions never get going in the first place, and the usual cause for this is the weather. F1 drivers are happy to practice, qualify and race in the rain, but there are complicated medical contingencies that need to be met if one of those cars were to crash and the driver to need transferring from the circuit medical centre to a more comprehensively equipped hospital. If the race track is in a city where the nearest hospital is only a mile or so away, such as Melbourne, Jeddah, Monaco, Monza or Singapore, then a regular road ambulance can be used. The problem is that most permanent race tracks are situated away from urban conurbations on account of the noise they tend to generate, so in the cases of Silverstone or Austria, Spa or the Nürburgring, a medical helicopter needs to be able to fly from the track to the nearest hospital and needs to be able to see where it is going. If there’s low cloud, rain or fog, the helicopter cannot fly according to visual flight rules, and so to ensure nobody crashes their F1 car in the first place, a track session may be delayed indefinitely or even cancelled, leaving us on TV with some time to fill.


Time to fill is no cause for panic, as there are plenty of interesting things going on outside of the pit lane. You might head out to join the spectators in the grandstands, you might take the opportunity to talk to bored trackside marshals, or make the trek to one of my favourite spots to report from: the circuit helipad. It is almost always adjoining the medical centre, for obvious reasons. Why do I like it? Mostly because I like helicopters and talking to their pilots about the weather, and whether the practice session can start or not. Luckily the radio microphones and cameras we use are powerful enough to be able to broadcast live from these helipads, which I’m only too happy to do, more often than not brimming with the vital news that nothing continues to be happening.


With the practice sessions complete, or not, the next task for the pit reporter is qualifying. It’s often the most exciting part of the weekend, where the cars are as light on fuel as possible in order to achieve the quickest lap time. The aim in qualifying is to deliver information into the commentary about any driver who has a car problem that is preventing them from getting out on track, keeping an eye on which compound of tyres everyone is using, and whether drivers are using a new set for best performance, or an already used set which means that their lap time won’t be quite as good. Since there’s more frantic activity in the pit lane than in the more relaxed practice sessions, reporters are required to stand in line with the front of the garages, on an actual, painted red line that has ‘PIT LANE’ helpfully added in white letters. You can move up and down the line, but only from the garage side – you’re not allowed to step over it. From whichever part of the pit lane you choose, you can see what’s coming out of three or four garages either side, but you can only see directly into the ones either side of you, unless you have a periscope on the end of a very long pole (not a bad idea, actually!).


Most drivers and engineers will tell you that qualifying is the most intensely pressurized part of the entire race weekend, and they’re only too happy when it’s all over, and they’ve not made some huge and costly mistake.


Once a driver has qualified on pole, the race is a doddle. OK, that’s not quite true, as the current iteration of the rules demands that at least two different tyre compounds are used. Unless there is a race stoppage which allows everyone to change their tyres when waiting for the resumption (as happened in the 2024 Monaco GP), every car will have to make at least one in-race pit stop. Obviously, a load of time is lost having to slow down to come into the pit lane, have your tyres changed by 20 motivated mechanics in two seconds flat, and then get going again, and therefore drivers try to make as few pit stops as possible. But sometimes the tyre wear makes the car so slow that it’s actually quicker to make another pit stop to take on fresh rubber for the race to the end. Who does what in these situations is called race strategy, which for obvious reasons the teams want to keep secret. A fundamental part of the pit lane reporter’s job, therefore, is trying to figure out what they’re up to and reporting back to explain it during the race.


It’s also my job to tell the commentators if one of those pit stops has been particularly slow – or fast – and how that might affect the remainder of that driver’s race. The key is to provide the viewers with as much relevant information as possible. If you approach the pit lane reporter’s job that way, you won’t go far wrong.


What complicates matters is that at most circuits I can’t actually watch the race when I’m in the pits, and unless there’s a big screen situated above the start/finish line grandstand, I have no way of seeing the race coverage. Now I realize this might seem odd for someone whose job is literally to tell people what happened in that day’s Grand Prix, but it’s true. At the majority of events the first time I watch qualifying or the race will be when I get home on Sunday night or Monday morning, or if I manage to catch any snippets on social media on the bus to the airport.


There’s a very good reason why this is not problematic. Given that the pit reporter is there to tell the commentators what they can’t see on their TV screens, there is no point in watching the same race coverage and looking at the same timing screens as the commentators – they’ve already got that covered. At the more modern circuits like Yas Marina in Abu Dhabi there’s a big screen temptingly visible from the pits, but beware – if you end up just watching the race like everybody else, you’ll be missing the stories the cameras don’t see.


Even without a big screen to watch it’s a mistake to stay put in the same location for the whole race. Going from garage to garage, talking to your contacts in the teams directly rather than by text message, will always result in quicker, better, fresher information that will be of value to the listener. Texts or WhatsApp groups can be an effective way for teams to keep every broadcaster and journalist informed at the same time, but where possible it’s always better to get that information face to face. Plus, if you’re the only reporter consistently going from garage to garage, as I seem to have been over the last 23 years, you’ll find you tend to get the story before anyone else.


The first job is getting past the security guard at the back of the garage, and you’re only going to do that if you have been granted special permission to watch from there. It might surprise you to learn that some of the most secretive and guarded teams are not the frontrunners – they’re actually the teams whose cars are the slowest, which makes me smile, when I encounter their stonewalling, and wonder what it is they’re so anxious to protect. Mercedes, McLaren and Ferrari, on the other hand, are comparatively open. The teams employ press officers or, as they’re known more generally, communications managers – effectively media liaisons – to deal with enquiries from the written and broadcast media and it’s worth remembering that their aim at all times is to present their teams in the best possible light. Protocol demands that rather than talking directly to a mechanic, engineer or technical director during the race, I consult the press officers first. I’m trying to keep across what’s going on with 20 drivers and how they’re all doing in the race – the fact that team press officers are only interested in their two drivers is helpful because they can fill me in on anything I might have missed while I’ve been covering other cars. They will always have a line about what the intention is for their driver in this stint, or explain whether they are saving tyres, engine or going flat-out.


It’s pretty rare that you go into a garage and you can instantly see that something’s wrong. So what are you looking for? The most obvious clue something isn’t right is when you see a technical director leave the pit wall and cross the pit lane to the garage. If they go back and forth, you’ll know that something’s up with one of the cars.


Let’s say you’ve done your work beforehand and convinced a team press officer to let you into their garage for the race. Well done, but you then have to be mindful about what you’re reporting. For example, back in the days when we had refuelling I could sometimes see the figure revealing how many kilos of fuel they were about to put in the car, but obviously I couldn’t broadcast that as it would be tactically useful for rival teams. So there’s always an element of give and take.


If I can’t see the pictures, how do I follow the race? By listening to it. I’m always listening to the commentary, effectively treating every word with the value a radio listener does, concentrating on the descriptions in the absence of visuals. And as a bit of an aid, I carry a fairly powerful monocular (basically a telescope with a wide field of vision) in my back pocket that is brilliant for seeing details far away down the pit lane. For example, if I’m watching from a midfield garage, and a Red Bull or McLaren comes in with a problem at the far end of the pit lane, with the trusty monocular I can see if there’s a mechanic topping up the engine air system, or removing some debris from a radiator duct. Very useful, that little telescope. In addition, I have the live timing app running on my iPhone, which is really all you need to read a race without pictures. It gives race positions, lap times, gaps to the leader, intervals between cars, and sector times and speeds.


Once the race is over and the last car has returned to the area of the pits reserved for technical checks, reporters are allowed into the pit lane proper to grab some interviews with the team principals or top engineers as they come down from their pit wall gantries. This is always a highly charged and emotional time for the team personnel. You, meanwhile, need an interview, and so you need to pick your moment carefully. I’ve seen many race victories, championship wins, near misses, race losses and the aftermaths of accidents from here. Everyone deals with triumphs and tragedies differently, and you have to know how to treat each team boss.


McLaren’s Ron Dennis was, for all his vaunted self-discipline and self-control, often surprisingly emotional when he came off the pit wall. I’ve experienced him both with eyes filled with tears, and lip curling with anger. By contrast, Ross Brawn (Ferrari, Brawn Grand Prix and Mercedes) kept his emotions firmly in check. He would give his colleagues a handshake, briefly look through some data on the pit wall, and then turn in my direction to grant an interview, usually, I suspect, because he wanted to get it out of the way in order to go and discuss things in further depth with his engineers. Whether his team had done something incredibly good, like win a championship, or something incredibly bad, like ordering Rubens Barrichello to give up the win of the 2002 Austrian GP, Ross was always as close to being an emotional flatline as I’ve seen. The exception was when, having saved the former Honda team from going out of business, he won both the 2009 drivers’ and constructors’ titles with a car bearing his name. On that memorable afternoon in Brazil Ross was in pieces.


To get the interviews you need, it’s vital to learn everyone’s preferences. Ferrari’s Fred Vasseur leaves the pit wall extremely quickly, sometimes before the chequered flag has even fallen. By the time you get to the Ferrari pit, he’s long gone, usually across to the garage, or back to his office, so you can only ever catch up with him later on in the paddock. One of his predecessors at Ferrari, Stefano Domenicali, now the boss of the F1 organization, had a set routine, of which his interview with me was a part. He would congratulate or have a chat with colleagues on the pit wall, then go into the garage and shake hands with his mechanics. He’d then come out front to grant an interview that just happened to have the Ferrari garage and its sponsors’ logos visible in the background. Clever man!


Once you know your team bosses and they know you, they become the easiest interviews to get. It’s almost like they’re expecting you to be there, and they’re disappointed if you’re not. The hardest interviews tend to be when the team bosses have had a very bad day, when their drivers have collided with each other, or they’ve lost a race or a championship. Or even worse, when it’s the team that is at fault, rather than the driver. In those instances it’s very rare that a two foot forward ‘sticking the boot in’ question will yield the best results. I’m all for being direct if the situation demands it, but most of the time, you’ll get a worse interview if you go in with a ‘Why on earth did you do that?’ approach. In general, a bit of empathy and a sympathetic request for an explanation will almost always yield a more informative answer for the viewer.


Sometimes bosses can go into defensive mode if they anticipate they’re going to be under attack from the fans or the media, whereas others are less guarded. In 2016 Mercedes teammates Lewis Hamilton and Nico Rosberg collided on the first lap of the Spanish GP. In the immediate aftermath I found F1 legend Niki Lauda, who since 2012 had been attached to the Mercedes team in the chairman role, pacing around outside the back of the garage, clearly furious. He wasted no time in telling me how angry he was with the drivers. In his view it was completely unacceptable. One had forced the other on to the grass, only for the other one to turn in, and make sure the two crashed. By contrast, after the race, in damage-limitation mode, team principal Toto Wolff was more measured, arguing there was blame on both sides, that the drivers were generally free to race but that he would be having words with them.


These post-race interviews are key to understanding the outcome of the Grand Prix. They often reveal newsworthy stories that change the viewers’ perception of the events they’ve just spent a couple of hours watching. It’s my job to ask the questions that I believe our viewers at home would ask if they were in the pit lane at that moment.


I’m yet to mention two final aspects of the job, namely features, as we call them – three- or four-minute pre-made video stories that run pre- and post-race, and the notebook, my pit-lane roundup that goes out live after qualifying and the race. Features take up a disproportionate amount of our time over a weekend, because they’re highly crafted, tightly edited pieces of work. They are devised mainly by our production team and myself, before being scripted, filmed and edited, just in time for transmission before the race.


And finally, the aspect of the pit reporter’s job I did truly invent: Ted’s Notebook. The essential ethos is simple. It’s one shot. One take. Once we start, we’re going out live, and we don’t stop, so anything can happen and often does. It came about because I realized so many of the stories about the drivers who were not the frontrunners were getting lost. And so the purpose of the notebook is to tell the story of every driver’s day.


So there you go, Anthony Davidson, that’s my made-up job. But it’s quite a fun one, and if we can make it feel like a little race club, with all of us rev-heads watching together based upon our shared interest in F1, a club that anyone can be a part of and feel included in, then it won’t seem quite so ridiculous.
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Chapter 2



The Start Line
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Strangely for someone who is terrible at maths, I find comfort in numbers. I was one of those children who found that engaging with them helped me make sense of things I didn’t fully understand. I found numbers pleasing to look at and to write, I knew where I was with them. If numbers represent order in the world, F1 is full of numbers and, growing up, I found that very reassuring. Even today, in an anxiety-inducing world, I find much comfort in a neat table of motor-racing finishing positions, lap times and points scored.


The rest of my family are literary and artistic types. My father ran an agency representing classical musicians, conductors and opera singers, while my mother worked for many years in book publishing, and – so that they could keep across the reviews – we always had stacks of newspapers around the house. After my mother had taken the books section, my father the music reviews and my eldest brother exercising his right as firstborn to the TV guide, I was left with the news, politics and sports pages. And because my middle brother had control of the TV remote and wasn’t interested in my preferences, I spent my free time after school reading the papers on our kitchen table. Those hours must have left their mark, because I came to appreciate the way the news was reported, the prominence that certain stories were given, and the skill of the journalists in telling the reader why they should care, all of which gave me the first sense that I might enjoy a career in journalism.


Reading and enjoying the political coverage in newspapers like The Times, The Daily Telegraph, The Independent or The Guardian set me up for my university degree in politics. But the stories I looked forward to reading most were to be found in the sport section. I was interested enough in the three or four pages of football news and results, and as you now know, I was very happy reading the numbers in a league table – matches played, won, lost, drawn, goal difference and points – and if a big tournament or championship was on, I loved reading about the competitors’ stories. But what I really wanted to read about was Formula 1. F1 coverage in the newspapers was pretty hit and miss when I was growing up: if you wanted to read those stories you had to hunt for them. And so that’s what I did.


The race or qualifying reports were always welcome, but what I wanted most were the numbers. Growing up pre-internet and even pre-regular TV coverage, the only place you could access the full lap-time qualifying results or race classifications was the following day in the newspapers. Happily my parents would generally have a copy of every Sunday paper and thus Sunday mornings would find me forensically examining the lap times from the previous day’s qualifying and building my own story of what had happened – who did well, who did badly, what the gaps between the drivers were, and what stories the lap times told. It’s not really any different from what I do today. Much as I love numbers, I’m not great at remembering them. Ted’s Notebook was partly born from the notebook I always have in hand where I’ve recorded numbers to the thousandth of a second.


As a kid at that kitchen table I found that F1 had a curious pull on me – the more I read, the more I wanted to read. The more I learned about these teams and their drivers, the more I wanted to learn. It got to the point where I would scour every newspaper every day to see if they had an F1 story buried in the back pages, and I’d devour even the smallest article. Thursday morning’s trip to the newsagent to pick up a fresh copy of Autosport magazine was a weekly highlight. My family weren’t the least bit interested in F1, and were often heard to wonder where this fascination had come from.


Looking back, it was probably Nigel Mansell’s exploits in the mid-eighties that hooked me in. I particularly remember watching the 1987 British GP on BBC television, and Nigel’s famous charge to overtake and beat his nemesis and Williams teammate Nelson Piquet. Drawn to Nigel as I was (at the time a British household name), I found myself more intrigued by drivers from faraway lands with interesting names and flamboyant characters. As I grew older the Brazilian driver Ayrton Senna started winning races regularly, and I realized I’d found my racing idol. His skill, his flair, his handsome features, the fact he was so good, the best of his era, all that pulled me in. I watched all the races. Whether they were broadcast live into Sunday Grandstand or were just a 45-minute highlights show, I would be glued to the screen. Murray Walker became the soundtrack of my weekends, with James Hunt and then Jonathan Palmer alongside the great man.


When I turned 17 and learned to drive, I became even more interested in the physics of forward motion, of acceleration, of braking, the difference between understeer and oversteer, or, in the case of my Peugeot 106, chronic understeer. Knowing what 50 or 70mph actually felt like from a driver’s perspective only deepened my motor-racing obsession.


I could never persuade any of my family or friends to go with me to a Grand Prix, and even back then it wasn’t affordable. The first time that I saw F1 cars on track was in 1992 at an Evening Standard-sponsored racing day at Brands Hatch, free to attend with the voucher in the newspaper. Brands Hatch was the closest circuit to my home in London and I was old enough to get there by myself on the train, voucher in hand. The star attraction among the Minis and Formula Fords was a special appearance by Team Lotus. Johnny Herbert was the home hero, and his enthusiastic fans followed him around the paddock chasing for an autograph. His teammate Mika Häkkinen was quietly keeping to the sidelines. When I spotted him, I was quite excited. I was probably one of the few people there who knew who Mika was, as I had been keeping an eye on his early career. I went to meet him. He was sitting on a tool chest handing out autograph picture cards to those who’d been disappointed not to meet Johnny, although he hadn’t actually signed any. He was as taciturn then as he would go on to be in his future racing career, although as we would later find out, his emotions ran deep.


The highlight of the day was a set of laps from the Lotus-Ford F1 car, and when Johnny booted it out of the last corner, Clark Curve, the acceleration and the sound of that engine brought a huge smile to my face. To experience the drama of an F1 car on track with the roar of the V8 engine was like nothing I’d ever encountered. By now, F1 was firmly my life’s passion. Not for one second, though, did I ever think that I would work in it. I just didn’t see a way in. And at this point, I was focused on a more realistic career prospect, radio journalism.


My fondness for radio developed in my teens. I was a bit of a night owl, and I loved the immediacy and intimacy of a radio programme – the thought that there was someone else on the other end of an airwave, awake at the same time, making us listeners feel we were not alone. In the late eighties and early nineties nobody did that better than LBC’s Through the Night show.


The programme, on-air from 1am to 4am, was presented most often by Clive Bull, who created a society of listeners. His regular listeners might not have had the same interests or opinions, but what we did have in common was that we were all awake at that time of night, some working, some not, but all listening out for each other.


As much counsellor, lawyer and therapist as he was the presenter, Bull usually devoted the first hour to ‘calls on the topic of your choice’, which allowed regulars like Babs from Bermondsey or Charles from Camden to phone in with updates on their lives. As members of the club, fellow listeners were always interested to hear their stories. Clive would introduce segments like ‘guess the mystery noise’, which was usually made by some office accessory that he had picked up in the deserted LBC newsroom, or ‘the rolling quiz’, where a caller would set a question and the first person to answer it correctly would then set the next question, and so on, carrying on throughout the night. These kept me listening into the early hours, the other hook being that you never knew who was going to call up next, and neither did Clive. Comedian, writer, actor and author Peter Cook was a regular caller under the pseudonym Sven from Swiss Cottage, purporting to be a visiting Norwegian whose wife Jutta had walked out on him and was at large somewhere in Continental Europe. Sadly, Sven never found her, instead distracting himself with late-night complaints to Clive about the national obsession with fish in his native Norway. I recommend a documentary made for the UK’s Channel 4, easily found online, called Night Caller, all about Clive Bull’s Through The Night. It’s well worth your time.


Radio would eventually lead me to Formula 1, but it was Exeter University that led me to working in radio. I had chosen to study politics, a subject I found pretty interesting and, crucially, pretty easy to pass exams in. Thus, A-Levels followed by a degree in political science made sense. Exeter was a fine place to do a politics degree, but my real interest in applying there was the student radio station, University Radio Exeter, or URE for short – at that time one of the best in the country. My course only required four hours of lectures and four tutorials per week, so I spent the rest of my three years there learning how to present and produce radio, while spending my Sunday afternoons in the company of Steve Rider and Murray Walker (and thanks should be offered at this point to the patience of my fellow Mardon Hall residents who were kind enough not to mind too much that I regularly commandeered the shared TV room on Sunday afternoons).


While at university I also learned the hard way how difficult it was to make any money in motorsport when I set up the extremely unsuccessful and ultimately loss-making Exeter University Motorsport Club. The plan was that like-minded petrolheads and I would watch the races together in the student union bar and then have a go ourselves at a karting track that had been set up inside Exeter’s Westpoint Arena. Unfortunately, I got my finances wrong, and having paid to hire the karting venue at a fee of around £500, discovered that only six people had showed up for the kart race, and that they couldn’t afford to pay more than a tenner each. The sponsorship income for untalented university students being non-existent, I ended up funding the rest of the track-hire fee from my savings.


University Radio Exeter was much better run and maintained high standards, so full training in microphone technique, editing, reporting, writing and general presenting was supplied by the older students and by John Whitworth, a radio professional known affectionately as ‘Frog’. Once you had learned the ropes there was an informal talent-scouting relationship with the professional local radio stations, who were open to finding new voices for freelance reporting or presenting on those shifts at times when nobody else wanted to work. I never really felt like a BBC kind of person (although much later I did end up working for the corporation for three happy years), so I focused on trying to get in the door at the local commercial station, Gemini FM. A meeting with news editor Marcus White led to a couple of try-outs and then a shift reporting on The Devon County Show. But before my voice could appear on-air Marcus wanted a word about my name.


‘Right, Ted, what’s your surname again?’


‘Slotover,’ I replied.


‘Well, we can’t call you Ted Slotover, it’s too awkward for radio. Have you got any other names?’


I should mention at this point that Marcus White had a lisp, and he may have had more interest than most in avoiding names beginning with S.


I thought for a second and said, ‘Well, my mother’s maiden name is Kravitz.’


He sounded it out a few times. ‘Kravitz, Kravitz. Ted Kravitz. That’ll do!’


My true passport name is no secret, but professionally I’ve taken my mother’s maiden name ever since that day. There wasn’t any great discussion about it. I wasn’t going to invent a cool name, this happened to be the only other name I had. My maternal grandfather, Richard Kravitz, was delighted. He was in the media world, publishing Esquire in the UK and Boxing News. In fact, I used to go with my uncle Pete to sell copies of Boxing News outside the York Hall in Bethnal Green when there were fights on.


With some on-air reporting for Gemini FM under my belt, I now had some demo tapes with which to try and secure more work in what was increasingly looking like my chosen career. The Radio Academy ran a training weekend with an opportunity to submit a half-hour radio documentary that would be judged by a panel. I’d pulled an all-nighter to get mine edited. The next day’s talk was being given by one of the heaviest hitters in radio broadcasting, Richard Park. At the time Richard was programme director at London’s Capital Radio, then the most popular and successful commercial radio station in Europe. Ordinarily I would have been too terrified to approach him, but with the usual alerts in my sleep-deprived state not quite working perfectly, I found myself walking up to him. I introduced myself and told him that I’d been working in Devon but lived in London, and that I really wanted to work at Capital Radio. Was there anybody I could talk to at their Euston Tower base about some shifts?


Sizing me up (my decent voice, the fact that I’d gone up to him to ask for a job), Park gave me the phone numbers of the news editors at Capital, David Hedges and Patrick Johnston. As a regular listener to 95.8 Capital FM (Capital’s on-air name), I already knew of Patrick. He was a superb news presenter and, together with Hedges, delivered it in the distinctive and accessible style that was proving so popular as an alternative to the traditional BBC news offering.


Hedges had a few early breakfast news-reading shifts that, for obvious reasons, his usual pool of reporters weren’t that keen on filling. He agreed to try me out on a few to see if I was up to it. Early breakfast sounds quite dynamic, but really, it was a night shift. I had to wake up at 3am to be in the newsroom on the ground floor of the Euston Tower by 4am. I would then read the news wires, look at the morning’s papers (the first editions of which were already strewn around the newsroom) and from those, write a one minute to 90-seconds long bulletin, and then read it out on the air at 5am. There was no time for nerves or to think about how many people were listening. The 5.30am headlines came up quickly, and then it was on to the 6am and the 6.30am slots, before writing another updated bulletin for the main breakfast newsreader.


All breakfast shows are the most listened-to programmes on their radio stations. At a time when Capital Radio was the biggest commercial radio station in Europe, Chris Tarrant in the Morning was its headline show. We were all a bit in awe of Chris, as he really was a very famous household name and absolutely at the top of his game. More approachable was Tarrant’s newsreader, a wonderful man with a booming voice called Howard Hughes, for whom I wrote those 90-second bulletins at 6.50am each day.


Howard was a radio nut. He loved all things radio and was blessed with one of the best voices of all time. He was also very, very funny and had a few highly individual quirks, one of which was reciting his own, unrepeatable, voiceover introduction to the ITV news. Another was his affection for an aftershave called Jazz. It came in a bottle with a black and white cap, and Howard would always spray about five squirts around his neck before he left the newsroom to go on-air. Was it that the alcohol in the aftershave helped his voice sound more booming and resonant? Or did he just really like the scent?


Every day Howard would burst into the office at 6.50am. ‘Ted, good morning!’ he would boom. ‘What are you leading with today?’ Most of the time I had what he considered the correct top story, or he would say, ‘That’s fine, I’ll just change this a bit’, before going into the studio and reading the 7am news with small alterations to the script that I’d prepared. One particular day there had been a storm overnight in London, and as I was driving in at 3am I had seen that some scaffolding had come down and fallen billboards and other debris were lying around the streets of the West End. This seemed to me important news for listeners on their way to work that morning, so I made that the top story. It was the one time Howard wasn’t happy with my choice. He didn’t exactly say, ‘This is weather, not news,’ he just said, ‘Hmm, interesting choice. No, I don’t think we’ll lead with that, I think we’ll lead with another story today.’


Gradually, through moments like that, I was learning about telling a story, painting a picture, the importance of headlines and the priority that stories should get – the nuts and bolts of editorial. Something else Howard understood was about the times that people would be listening to the radio. Bear in mind this was the mid-nineties, when the first thing people did to find out what was happening in the world when they woke up in the morning was turn on the radio, rather than picking up their phones.


‘What’s the point in doing this early breakfast news at 5am?’ I once asked. ‘Why don’t we just take the feed from Independent Radio News?’ Howard replied, ‘There are more people listening to Capital FM at 5am than there are at 5pm, and that’s why it’s important to read our own news.’ Hard to believe, but the listening figures showed he was right.


I loved it at Capital. The Euston Tower and Leicester Square studios were always exciting places to be. I thought that I was going to carry on working in radio. I enjoyed doing it, and I’m blessed with a decent enough voice. I still loved F1, but there was no real opportunity to work in the sport as far as I could see. It was on the BBC, Murray Walker did the commentary and that was that. It wasn’t even a realistic dream, or something I ever thought I could get into. That all changed on an otherwise ordinary day in September 1996.


I was coming to the end of my early breakfast shift, which included a handover meeting with the day newsreaders and a planning meeting for that evening’s edition of Capital’s news show The Way It Is. An alert popped up on the Press Association’s planning schedule: ‘Arrows F1 team press conference at Chelsea Harbour.’ The rest of the newsroom had never heard of Arrows. The sports team had, but even they weren’t particularly interested.


So with my metaphorical F1 anorak on, I explained that this was going to be an announcement that soon-to-be world champion and household name Damon Hill was going to be driving for these Arrows chaps next season, team boss Tom Walkinshaw having convinced him to join what was then a back-of-the-grid team. My editor wasn’t aware Damon had been dropped by his current team, Williams, despite the fact that he was about to win them the championship, and he cared even less about Arrows. However, I managed to convince him that even though my shift had finished, I should go and record the audio from the press conference, just in case they did want to run a clip that evening. With my Capital FM press card, and a tape recorder and microphone, I hopped on the tube down to Chelsea Harbour.


Damon looked understandably miffed at the whole situation. Most likely his mind was on the world championship-deciding race in Japan, which was still a fortnight away. His manager Michael Breen was there, looking rather happier than his client, probably because the multi-million-pound contract with Arrows would result in a nice commission for him. All the F1 correspondents from the newspapers I had scoured for F1 news for so long were present, including Derick Allsop (The Independent), Stan Piecha (The Sun), Ray Matts (Daily Mail) and Bob McKenzie (Daily Express). They asked Damon questions along the lines of ‘Why Arrows?’ and more forthrightly ‘You know you’re not going to be winning any races with Arrows, how much of a come down is this for a guy who looks like he’s about to become the 1996 world champion?’ Damon went from looking a bit miffed to increasingly pissed off as the press conference went on.


While Damon grappled with the implications of his team move, there was also a significant change going on in the world of F1 broadcasting in the UK. After 20-odd years of showing occasional qualifying sessions and most of the races to devoted viewers such as myself, the BBC had lost the rights to televise F1 to the ITV network, who were preparing to appoint a production company to make the programmes for them. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was about to meet someone at that press conference who would change my life. I had been aware of James Allen through his news editorship of Autosport magazine and as the presenter/reporter on Nigel Mansell’s IndyCar 1993, a programme I and many F1 fans had enjoyed, documenting Nigel’s championship-winning season with Newman-Haas in the USA. That programme had been made by a production company called Chrysalis Sport, and I guessed that James might also be involved in their bid to produce ITV’s F1 coverage for the 1997 season.


I spotted him watching the press conference scene from the back of the room, so afterwards I went up and introduced myself. We fell to chatting about the Chrysalis Sport bid and I asked if they might be looking for someone junior who could tell Jacques Villeneuve’s helmet from Damon Hill’s. James smiled. He couldn’t speak for Chrysalis, but what he did do was tell me who to write to (and I do mean a written letter – email was in its infancy in 1996). This was the producers Rupert Bush and Dave Lewis. I wrote, and wrote again, then phoned to follow up, and then phoned again. If only to stop me bothering them, Dave and Rupert finally took my call and invited me into their office, a converted church on Camden Park Road, for a chat. In fact, were it not for the patience and kindness of Valerie Garford and Sarah Needham, who had to field my many calls to the Chrysalis Sport producers, I might never have got through the door.


As a trial task Dave and Rupert gave me a race to log. When you’re editing a video feature you need to have footage – clips – to cut together. Before searchable digital video libraries, the only way to know what shots were where was for somebody to physically watch all the tapes and log it down on pieces of paper (which you then slotted into the tape box, or a central file, so that anyone could look through it and find the shots they needed). A tape-logger was a good place to start for a junior and was the way lots of people found their way into the television industry.


I turned out to be more than competent at watching back the races and writing a description of the shots and the audio or commentary with timecodes, and Dave and Rupert told me to stay in touch. At that point they were waiting to find out if they had won the production contract, or if it had gone, as most TV sport industry insiders predicted it would, to the in-house production arm of Carlton, ITV franchise licence holders for the London region. Carlton had already lined up BBC legend Murray Walker to continue to be lead commentator for ITV, and had chosen Jim Rosenthal to present. I never found out if Carlton was aware, but Chrysalis had also signed up Murray. Smart operator as he was, I think Murray had told every bidder that he was on their team! Chrysalis (whose bid partnered up with the Meridian and Anglia ITV franchises, creating the neat production name MACh 1) had Steve Rider – seasoned BBC sports presenter, who anchored prestige shows such as Sportsnight and Grandstand – optioned to present the ITV F1 show if they won the contract.


And much to everyone’s surprise, they did. Suddenly MACh 1 had to organize one of the hardest jobs in TV sport – live, on-site presentation of F1 on a grander scale than had previously been seen on the BBC. Arguably, Chrysalis had won the bid because they convinced ITV they could do it bigger and better than anyone else. Now they had to deliver. I got the call I had been hoping for, and was offered a job to join the production team as junior researcher. I met the top boss Neil Duncanson and the rest of the team: field producer Alan Hurndall, VT producer John ‘Noz’ Nolan and production managers Tim Breadin and Karen Raphael. A small group, now about to produce a big sport.


There was so much to do in just a few months that I didn’t have time to think about the fact I was now working in F1. I spent the winter of 1996–97 in a darkened room with a TV and a tape machine logging all the tapes of the previous season’s racing that Chrysalis had received from Formula One Management, the company headed at the time by Bernie Ecclestone, that controls the commercial and broadcast rights of Formula 1. I was in heaven – the opportunity to come into work, sit down in front of a TV, put on tapes of races and write down what I was seeing was bliss. I couldn’t believe that I was being paid for it!


Chrysalis had some problems to solve. Earmarked for the presenter’s job, Steve Rider decided that he wasn’t quite ready to leave the BBC just yet. As he told me many years later, when we worked together, at the time he’d had the feeling that the senior executives at ITV weren’t particularly keen on bringing in a major signing from a rival network, preferring to use their own people. Chrysalis boss Neil Duncanson pushed back against that, arguing that F1 needed a fresh start with a knowledgeable presenter, rather than an existing ITV name brought in from football. But for now, Rider had decided to stay at the BBC, and if he was out, who could do it?


So it was that, in November 1996, I found myself at Molinare Studios in London’s Carnaby Street, helping out at a screen test to find the UK’s next F1 presenter. The three candidates were all racing fans: Mike Smith, a well-known TV presenter and sometime racing driver; David Smith, who used to read the news on Channel 4’s Big Breakfast; and David ‘Kid’ Jensen, the Radio 1 DJ. Our setup was basic to say the least. I set up a table in a small studio with some tablecloths and a chequered flag, and the three candidates did their screen tests. Their task was to introduce the viewers to the programme, perform some links, read out the world championship standings and throw to James Allen, signed-on with Chrysalis as pit lane reporter, who would be on the other side of the studio with a camera and microphone, ready to do a pretend report.


As the day wore on James suggested we move out of the building, so I found myself in Foubert’s Place, looking after the cameraman’s back and the cable that trailed into the studio. While James was doing his mock pit report a dog came up and peed against a lamp post. ‘This could mean trouble,’ James said, without missing a beat, ‘the car has sprung a leak,’ to much hilarity in the gallery.


The three presenters were all very good. However, in the end ITV stepped in with their choice of Jim Rosenthal, who was their well-known main anchor for boxing and a presenter on some football programmes. As noted, Carlton had also seen Jim as the man for the job; he had been signed up to present for them had they won the bid. Being a football man at heart, Jim was always quite honest about the fact that he was not an F1 aficionado. He kept up with the main stories, but he wasn’t an expert and didn’t pretend to be. In fact, it’s not essential that your main presenter has that expertise: that’s what your guests and reporters are for. You need the presenter to be a rock-solid steady pair of hands to keep a live, three-hour show running – no easy task – and know to ask the pundits the right questions.


The year 1997 started with a pre-season press launch outside ITV’s headquarters in Gray’s Inn Road, unveiling the full presentation team: Murray Walker and ex-F1 driver Martin Brundle commentating, Jim Rosenthal anchoring, with Tony Jardine (who had previously worked in motorsport PR) and Simon Taylor (writer and columnist) as expert analysts, plus James Allen and Louise Goodman (formerly Eddie Jordan’s press officer at Jordan Grand Prix) as reporters. I remember how delighted Murray was to be there, knowing he would still be commentating on the sport he adored. As I later learned Martin had more doubts, feeling uncomfortable moving into a TV role when he still wanted to be driving. Thinking he’d been pushed out of F1 too soon by Eddie Jordan, for whom he raced in 1996, Martin hadn’t given up, and continued to hunt for an F1 drive while he was commentating throughout ’97.


It was a pleasant enough press conference. The main points of interest seemed to be that Murray would be continuing as the voice of Formula 1, and Louise’s groundbreaking role as the first full-time female F1 reporter. More unwelcome were the headlines the next day, which focused on the negative impact for F1 viewers of the races being shown on a commercial channel. It had been revealed that ITV would have to squeeze five two-minute advert breaks into each Grand Prix. For ITV, it wasn’t negotiable. A commercial channel makes money from putting ad breaks in their programmes, that’s how it works. But while a 45-minute half of a football match is just about long enough to air without an advert break, a 90-minute to two-hour Grand Prix is a completely different matter. In Formula 1 anything can happen at any time on track; how could viewers be sure they wouldn’t miss key moments in the action due to an ad break? As there was no way of knowing until we had tried it, we were all a little apprehensive.


We didn’t have long to find out. Thankfully, Australia went well, Murray was his brilliant best, while Martin was a revelation, a natural talent, adding a completely new dynamic with his energy and level of knowledge to the co-commentator’s role. His star was well and truly born. There was some of the expected negative reaction to the advert breaks, but looking back on it we didn’t exactly help ourselves. Ordinarily if any sport programme misses something in a break, they replay it when they come back to the action, and the commentator voices it. However, like the BBC in the past, ITV had sold Murray and Martin’s commentary on to networks around the English-speaking world, not all of whom took advert breaks at the same time we did, if at all. There was a concern that Murray re-voicing something wouldn’t make sense for people in other countries who hadn’t missed it, and so it was decided that if we did happen to miss something significant, Jim Rosenthal would come in after the break, and hand over to analyst Simon Taylor who would voice the action. A reasonable idea, but in practice all it did was draw more attention to the fact we’d missed something in a break. It took a year or so for the producers to abandon the protocol and revert to the original idea of getting Murray to recap.


The only thing that didn’t go well in Melbourne was what would now be called ‘extended workflows’; back then it was known more simply as ‘pulling an all-nighter in the edit’. The producers had spent most of the day filming features to fill the pre-race airtime we now had, but had only been able to get started on editing in the late afternoon. I was working on the first race of the season from London, so wasn’t on-site to log the tapes and, since the producers hadn’t had time to log their own tapes, if they needed some ‘paint’ shots to cover edits or show examples of what the interviewee was talking about, they had no idea if the two cameramen had shot the required footage, or if they had, where those clips were. Edits, therefore, were taking much longer than they should.


What they needed was someone to log the tapes, someone who knew where every shot was, and on which tape to find it. My job, in fact. Starting from the second race of 1997 in Brazil, it was decided that I would travel to the circuits. To downplay this slightly, the fact was I wouldn’t get out much, I wouldn’t see any cars on track or be able to leave the TV compound. I was there to manage all the tapes, log them, know where every shot was, log the practice sessions, qualifying and the races and be on hand for as long as was needed. If John ‘Noz’ Nolan was editing a piece about Ferrari, for example, he would shout through to me, ‘Hey, Tedos [his nickname for me], I need a shot of Michael looking happy at the back of the garage, helmet off,’ and I’d know that our cameraman Andy Parr had filmed that the day before, or at a previous race. I’d race to the tape shelf, grab the tape and cue the shot up for Noz’s approval or rejection. This way, the edits rocked along at a much quicker pace, and not only were there no more all-nighters, but on some nights over that second race weekend in Brazil we actually made it back to our hotel for a Caipirinha and a steak.


Jacques Villeneuve won the Interlagos race, his first victory of the season on the way to the world championship. And on Sunday night, with my first F1 weekend over, I sat in the middle of a block of four seats at the back of a Swissair MD-11 en route from São Paulo to London via Zurich. I couldn’t have been happier.
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