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For my Mumma & Pops and anyone who is scared to take
 ‘the leap’, you CAN do it!









AUTHOR’S NOTE


In crafting this book, I am acutely aware of the complex nature of the experiences I share. It is my sincerest intention to convey my personal journey without casting judgement on the paths of others. This book is not an endorsement of a ‘tragedy narrative’; rather, it seeks to illuminate the triumphs and challenges that have shaped my life.


As a proud advocate for the disabled community, I firstly want to acknowledge the importance of mobility aids in the lives of many, and I am aware of the potential alienation my descriptions may evoke. It is not my intention to diminish the significance of these devices; rather, I hope to offer insight into my own evolution and perspectives. I recognize that for some, mobility aids represent liberation, and I honour that perspective.


In recounting my experiences, I aim to provide a lens into the intricacies of personal growth and the ways in which I navigated the world. I do not seek to diminish the structural barriers that exist, but rather, emphasize the power of the individual to forge their own path.


I also wish to say that language is a powerful tool and I have endeavoured to use it thoughtfully. I understand the importance of terminology in the disability community and have striven to strike a balance that respects the preferences of diverse voices. My sincerest hope is that I walk this line with care, but I can’t say I am perfect on this front.


This book is an exploration of my journey, my triumphs, my tribulations and my evolving perspectives. It is not a prescriptive guide for all, but rather an invitation to reflect on the diverse narratives that shape our lives. I extend my deepest gratitude to you, the reader, for joining me on this journey.


With warm regards,


Nicolas Hamilton









INTRODUCTION


For the majority of my life, I felt as if my voice didn’t matter. Growing up, it felt like no one had the time to listen to my thoughts or opinions, and that nothing I said or thought mattered to anyone. No one ever asked what was up with me. No one ever said are you OK?, or if they did it didn’t feel like they really cared about the answer. I remember feeling so frustrated, but at the time I just couldn’t put that frustration into words.


Of course, that wasn’t the only thing that bothered me because my situation had more challenges than most. At home, my dad and older brother Lewis were busy building extraordinary careers within motorsport and that meant our whole family’s focus was on supporting that. At the same time, Mum was trying to hold it all together, which was far from easy. You see, I was born two months premature with a condition which completely upended my family’s life. During my birth the left side of my brain was starved of oxygen, which led to the development of spastic diplegia, a form of cerebral palsy (CP) which affects the lower half of my body. As my condition is neurological and permanently affects my muscles and coordination, my parents were given a pretty sobering prognosis when I was just 18 months old: I might never be able to walk, and if I did, it would be, at best, with a stick or some sort of aid. More than likely, I would need to use a wheelchair for most of my life, which would make living independently very difficult. It was a crushing moment for them and for the whole family. Physically, I required an enormous amount of support and help, which was a huge responsibility for mostly my mum to shoulder.


When you’re disabled, you become aware of your position in society from a very young age. The spaces and places you are excluded from because of your abilities, the activities you just can’t join in with, the stares and attention you receive from other children and adults alike mark you out. Added to that, I was also the only mixed-race kid at any of my schools, which made me even more of a sore thumb. Back then, we weren’t well off at all, and my parents were really limited as to the kind of support and resources they could fund for me. Initially, Mum, Dad, Lewis and I were living in a one-bedroom flat, and times were really tough. There is only so much you can do to protect any child from the truth of the world and before I even made it to reception class at school, I knew I was on the back foot. Coming to understand my position in the world when I was young was really depressing, and I soon realized that, no matter how much my parents might want to help, I was very much alone.


My parents decided early on that they weren’t going to let my prognosis dictate my destiny, so I was sent to mainstream nursery and schools throughout my childhood. In many ways that was wonderful, but there were also a lot of hard lessons to be learned, and during those years it felt again like my voice was drowned out. Over the first weeks and months at school, no one spoke to me or wanted to be my friend and I was treated like a freak, a dweeb, someone you would gawp at rather than hang out with. I was the opposite of cool. Although the teachers showed interest and provided help for my schooling, they struggled to connect with me. Of course, they were overworked and overstretched and had 30 able-bodied kids to manage too, but those experiences made me feel incredibly small and insignificant. Back then, I would have been grateful for someone even taking the time to argue with me, because at least it would have meant that they had heard my voice, that they had listened and acknowledged that I was there. I spent so long as a young person just feeling completely invisible.


Being ignored by my peers, by nearly everyone around me, shaped much of my young life, making me feel rejected and worthless. I know many teenagers feel exactly the same, whether they are navigating special requirements or not. It’s probably why so many of us rush to grow up. On top of that feeling of being tiny, at school I heard other messages – ‘He’s never going anywhere’, ‘He won’t amount to anything’ – from kids and teachers alike. Then the doctors and the endless number of people who spoke about me and not to me. ‘It’s never going to work out for him.’ Feeling dismissed by adults and having this sense that I wasn’t acknowledged in the room when people were talking about me had a really awful impact on my sense of identity. When you believe that your voice has no value, you stop speaking. I felt no one understood or would ever understand anything about me, so I learned to keep my feelings inside.


Today, every year, tens of thousands of people now listen to what I have to say. I have built a career around my voice and have used it to change not just my life but other people’s too. The journey has been a ride and there have been both extraordinary lows and extraordinary highs along the way. I have defied all the odds, using the power of mentality to push myself physically beyond all expectations. Today I walk entirely unaided and live an independent life in my own house. After building myself up physically, I decided to follow my dreams and break down so many barriers to become the first ever disabled racing driver to compete in the Renault Clio Cup, the European Touring Car Cup and the British Touring Car Championship (BTCC), known as the pinnacle of British motorsport. I continue to compete against able-bodied drivers and in 2023 I achieved a personal best sixth place result in a BTCC race, further cementing my name in the history books, raising the bar to inspire more disabled drivers. On top of this, I have simultaneously created an incredibly successful career as a motivational speaker, travelling to share my voice and story across the globe.


But inevitably, there have also been many unbelievable failures, setbacks and catastrophes which have, at times, shaken me to my core. I’ve had days when I preferred to be asleep than awake and I’ve lived through weeks of suicidal thoughts. So many things that have happened to me – some I’ve been responsible for and others which have just been terrible luck – could have derailed me for good. There has been so much distress and darkness, but I have always managed to find my way back to the light. In this book, through a series of lessons based on moments of intense struggle, unexpected achievements and crossroads in my life, I want to show you exactly how I came back from rock bottom to create a life with deep foundations. I truly want these lessons to bring hope to people who are in the trenches and provide a blueprint for anyone who is anywhere near as lost as I was.


I’m not saying the way I do things is the only way, or the right way. Not at all. This is just the way that worked for me, and that doesn’t mean it will work for everyone, though I think that there will be something that will resonate for most of you somewhere in my words. My real aim in this book is simply to lay it all out frankly and show that impossible things can be done. This story is really about how I went from being born with a life-altering condition and told that I might never walk, to being a disabled man who travels the world independently and has overcome pretty much every barrier put in front of him, as well as earning money, building a career and finding a place in society. You might have wondered how a man like me could have possibly transformed from the boy who felt he had nothing to offer anyone. How did I go from that little lad with a walking frame to a man who drives racing cars at 150mph? I want to put everything I have learned on the record, just in case it helps anyone else. If you pick up the book and it supports you, great! If you pick it up and it upsets you, that was absolutely not the intention, but equally I can’t please everyone. All I can do is be transparent and recount my journey as accurately as possible. My goal is to be honest and open and if you can take something from it, that is an incredible bonus.


I have felt at times unworthy of writing a book, that no one would ever be interested in my life. I’m nothing special, or different or better than the next person. Everyone has a story and everybody goes through difficult things, right? Often, we experience things that are broadly similar, just in slightly different ways. So, I never really saw myself as notable, even when people I respected were encouraging me to put my story down on paper. I always felt like the people who deserved to write books were those who had completed their rags-to-riches story, celebrities who had achieved a great deal and had a lot of impact. They are the people that others want to hear about, people like my brother. And that isn’t me. I believed my voice wasn’t exceptional enough. I suppose I was also – I am – nervous about putting myself out there and making it seem as though I rate myself as something special. I like to think I’m a modest man, and writing a book about yourself isn’t exactly modest, is it? But over time my mentality has shifted and now I know that what I have to share isn’t really about me, because the power some of these stories have to help others goes way beyond my reservations. As a good friend said to me, it was time to get over myself.


I truly believe that everyone can relate to something written on these pages. My disability is part of the story, but it’s not the main character and many of the things I’ve been through are universal struggles, things that nearly everyone has touched, gone through or will go through at some point in their life. I know how many of us have been taught to shroud some of these battles in silence and shame, that some of the things I now stand up and speak about on stage are stories which many of you might feel unable to share with your closest friends and family. I couldn’t empathize more, because I have been there. But savage honesty is really the only route out and forwards, and I hope you can all take comfort from seeing me talk about these issues completely without shame. My aim is that this acts like a domino and helps you knock over your own dominos of pride or embarrassment or discomfort so you too can face your demons head-on.


When it comes to my stories around disability, my God, I wish this book had existed when I was a teenager grappling with these totally uncharted waters with a head full of questions that no one knew the answers to. Equally, my mum, who has also contributed to this book, has admitted how much something like this would have helped her too. Being a parent to a disabled child can be a really lonely path and it goes without saying that being disabled can be an incredibly isolating existence too. One of my biggest goals is to provide a voice to those people who feel left out by the rest of society. My world of motorsport is still a really niche industry and I want my story to reach people far outside of my fan base, or even my brother’s massive fan base. I want this book to reach a 16-year-old boy who might be battling with his disability while also wanting to have relationships. As a disabled person, you can feel that so many of the joys of life aren’t available to you, but I want to say to anyone who feels excluded and lost in life – disabled or not – and doesn’t believe there is any way they will ever find their place or be happy, that it’s just not true. I want the book to get into the hands of people at rock bottom, people in the midst of depression or addiction who can’t see a way out. I also want parents who are struggling to guide their children to read it and see ways they can help. Or any family who loves a child born on the back foot, no matter how that manifests itself – physically, mentally, materially or through a lack of privilege.


This book is an account of how you can travel from A to B. Your start lines and finish lines will look different from mine and our paths might be incomparable. But I just want to let people know there is a course between the two points. You are the only person who can prove your own potential – you can’t find it on a graph or in a list of data or statistics or held within anyone else’s expectations. There is a path for everyone which can end in relative success. That success can never be judged in comparison to anyone else’s: each of us only competes against ourselves, because we can only stretch as far as we go. I am never going to be a seven-times Formula 1 World Champion like my big brother, but that doesn’t mean that I haven’t fulfilled my potential any less. Success can be walking up three steps without holding onto anything for support – something which I can say because I know what an incredible achievement it was to me as a child. Success can look tiny to someone else but be immense to you. Success is truly in the eye of the beholder.


Nowadays my voice attracts attention and is heard beyond my family and even beyond my sport. Sometimes I do think, what changed? When was the moment that I became deserving of other people’s attention? After all those years of being written off and being told I had nothing to bring to the table, now I’m worth listening to? It’s hard not to wonder where people were when I was totally on my arse. I want anyone who feels passed over or unworthy of attention to really hear this: you are valuable today. You are valuable tomorrow. You don’t need to change a single thing about yourself to be worthy. Your voice means something no matter what you do or who you are. I am no more full of worth as a person than I was when I was overlooked by the world, just because I have managed to achieve some things and tick some boxes. My voice always mattered and so does yours.


Some of the stories I’m sharing here feel gut-wrenchingly painful. I’m not a fool, I know that there may be some not-so-lovely feedback coming my way. I know what it feels like to be hung out to dry in a public arena and sharing my story with the world inevitably means dealing with the press and brutal elements of social media commentary, something which has been part of my life for a long time now. When it comes down to it, I’ve learned to live with a lot of it, but of course there are things that I am nervous about. If I was just an anonymous dude living his own life and all the characters in my story were completely unknown, I would be relaxed about putting my experiences out into the world. I’m not ashamed of who I am or what I’ve done because it all got me to where I am today. But when you are part of a family in the public eye, there is a lot at stake. I know that anything I say or do has the potential to reflect either poorly or positively on Lewis and to a lesser extent my dad, and I love and respect them both deeply, so I have done my best to navigate that. I also know that people will see what they want to and that, for some, tearing other people down and judging them helps make them feel better or more secure about themselves. I do have visions of awful headlines which won’t read ‘Nic Hamilton did X’, but instead will say ‘Lewis Hamilton’s brother did X’. It’s so sad that it has to be that way.


None of the bad times is my family’s fault and many of my achievements and the good times I’ve enjoyed are down to the positive influence that they’ve had on my life. It wasn’t their fault that I was born with this condition, and everyone has done their very best for me, to the very best of their abilities. No one expects or is taught how to manage these often very complicated issues. I just hope that you can read through my lessons with an open mind and an open heart, with empathy and generosity for everyone involved. It can make a person feel so incredibly detached from the rest of the world when they look around and see everyone else on this obvious, successful path. While I’m not saying I’m a role model for anything, I do believe we all need more role models who give you the full 360-degree story and don’t miss out the gnarly bits. At the end of the day, this is my book, my life and my story. I take full responsibility for every single one of my mistakes, of which there are many and varied. Like any grumpy teenager, there were moments when I might have resented my parents, but when it all comes out in the wash, I feel so blessed that I came into the world as their son.


My family knows the power of my story and what a difference my honesty could make to difficult conversations. Conversations around sex and money and depression and addiction and countless other topics that can be very painful to address.


As for how some of my messages will be appraised by the world, we live in such polarized times, it’s sometimes hard to work out how you can speak on any topic without offending loudly. I feel like my philosophy really spans generations and politics. It’s a little bit boomer in some places, a little bit ‘woke’ in others. I hope that can show people that there are multiple ways to think about everything. My attitude is really a mix of lots of ideas and I’ve chosen them to make my own bespoke mantras. I’m very emotionally open and believe deeply in working on yourself. I also believe that traumas have long-lasting impact and that showing your vulnerability is a strength – my heart is entirely on my sleeve. There are people out there who might say this is snowflake talk. Move on, mate. Equally, I do preach and practise a level of ‘pull your socks up’: if you physically can do something, I always believe you should try to do it. Self-reliance is ingrained in me.


I can often come from a place of individualism. One side of the way I see the world and its challenges comes from my dad, and some people out there will feel it is quite harsh. If you boil everything he has taught me down, I think it’s basically that life is what it is. Stop moaning about things you can’t change; instead, get on with it and get through as much as you can. For me personally, this was incredibly useful in helping me overcome things that I was told were insurmountable, but at a certain point I needed some balance to keep me mentally able to continue along that positive path. I had to admit that, on certain days and at certain times, I struggled to ‘just do it’. Maybe I wanted to cry, maybe I needed to let it all out. And by showing my vulnerability and being kind to myself in those moments, I’ve actually made myself stronger in the long run. The end result is better for me this way. So, I’ve managed to take what my dad has instilled in me, which I am so grateful for – drive, passion, grit, determination – and blend that with empathy for myself and the acknowledgement that it’s OK to struggle and notice that you’re struggling.


I don’t want to tell you how to read this book or how it should be used. I have found reading a challenge for my whole life and want to admit here that I’m definitely not a bookworm. It sounds silly to say, but reading both out loud and in my head has totally overwhelmed me in the past, which was why it was so important for me to record an audio version too. I also don’t want to tell you how it should make you feel or what it should encourage you to do. Across these pages I offer all kinds of advice, most of it learned through sometimes harrowing real-life experience. I would love to say that I always take the high road and make all the right choices, but I don’t. Even today, I’m a work in progress and as you go through these chapters there may be moments where you think, ‘Nic! No! How could you have done that?’ While I might be here dishing it all out, I want to be very clear that I’m not some model human. I have become a better human through my trials and tribulations, but like everyone else, there is still a lot for me to figure out. I’ve ignored lots of well-meaning advice over the years, sometimes for the better, but often for the worse. We all need to make our own mistakes, crash out of the race, fall off the rails. You learn very little solely from success except for how much better it feels in comparison to fucking up. So here we go, time to strap in, let’s go.


Before I go any further, I want to write a personal message to my family. My mum Linda, my dad Anthony and my brother Lewis: they are my three heroes. Everything you read in this book, no matter how difficult some of it will be for all of you, is me saying, ‘Thank you.’ Thank you for being the incredible people you are. For the endless support you have shown, the sacrifices you have made, the dedication you have given to my disability and condition, the opportunities you have created for me, the lessons you have taught me and the love you have shown. I would not be the man I am today without you all. You are about to read my book for crying out loud. Nic’s book, Pic-Nic’s book, Goof’s book, or even Mum’s Chicken & Ham Pie’s book! Whatever you read in these pages ahead, however it makes you feel – joyful, happy, sad, frustrated or whatever – it is me saying ‘Thank you’ for absolutely everything. I wouldn’t have changed any of it for the world. I am so proud to be your son and your brother and I hope that I have made you all proud too.


I love you all more than you will ever know.


Nic x


To everyone else, thank you for wanting to listen to me.


Now that I have your attention, I hope to inspire you.









LESSON ONE


REBEL AGAINST THE RULEBOOK


Let’s start with the frustrating truth: no matter who you are, other people are going to put you in a box. The problem this presents to each and every one of us is that those people’s expectations of how you will live and how you will behave can derail your dreams and lead you on a path to a smaller life. Their pre-disposed ideas can even go so far as to stop you from daring to dream you can achieve certain things. This shit can totally shape your time on Earth and reduce your potential to experience literally countless joys. If you’re told something isn’t possible, it takes a massive leap of faith to push against that. If you are told enough times, by enough people, that something isn’t possible, it takes something even more: defiance. In this chapter, I hope I can inspire you to tune out the noise and truly take on board the fact that many of the limits we believe are set in stone are actually imaginary. Yes, the hurdles and obstacles you have to overcome in order to get to where you want to be can be brutal. Yes, you are going to have to be hardcore with your work ethic and learn to pick yourself up from the ground time and time again. No one is offering anything on a plate here. You’re also going to have to learn to believe in yourself, which, as I know from my own experience, is probably the hardest piece of the puzzle.


As a disabled mixed-race man, exclusion is something I have to deal with on a daily basis, and it is absolutely right that we confront the excessive unfair barriers that people face. But I am also very much a believer in the power inside each of us to define our own destinies and, as corny as that sounds, I wanted to open this book by having a frank conversation around what it takes to turn expectations on their head, no matter what your situation or position on this planet. In my life there have been so many times when I would have been excluded if I had let other people’s ideas define what I am capable of. I would never, ever have achieved a fraction of what I have in life if I had listened to what other people saw as my upper limits. But what are often labelled ‘insurmountable hurdles’ can be overcome. Just because no one has done something before, it doesn’t mean you can’t be the first, and just because other people think you can’t do something doesn’t mean you have to listen. I am living, walking proof of that. What it does require, however, is a bit of stubborn rebellion and a willingness to push against the grain, which isn’t exactly what you’re taught at school.


As for being a rebel, I believe my tendency to ignore ‘advice and guidance’ from pretty much everyone – including my family from time to time – has been fundamental to my success. Rebelling against almost everything that I was told has led to really positive outcomes. For some reason, the concept of being an outlier, or someone who doesn’t conform, is still viewed as a negative in many scenarios in life. At school, for example, you are so strongly encouraged to fit the mould and follow the ‘usual’ path, and that message bleeds into our young lives so that we can often feel that only certain routes are open to us. I really want to instil in you how important it is to think for yourself and make up your own mind about what it is you actually want. I’m not saying you have to spend your life in detention as a kid or grow up to be this wild disruptor of every industry. Your personal rebellion might be quieter and far less radical. But out of the many, many things in life that you can’t change, questioning whether to follow the path, be it staying in school to do your A-levels or doing a certain job, or rebelling to start building your career in an industry that perhaps your parents don’t approve of, is one thing that you can master.


PUSHING BACK AGAINST EXCLUSION: BEHIND THE WHEEL


When I was 18, I decided that I wanted to break into motorsport. Now this was, in many ways, absurd. To my knowledge, there had never been a physically disabled driver in British motorsport. In order to effectively use the brakes in the car I would have to drive, I’d need to be able to push 70kg worth of pressure with my left leg, when at that point I could only manage about 10kg with both. Every other driver in the field was not only able-bodied, they had been competing since they were children, working their way up the motorsport ladder, starting with go-karts from around the age of eight. I had no credentials or practical know-how. Motorsport is also insanely expensive. Oh, and I only had two months from deciding I wanted to compete to prepare for my first race. There’s unlikely and then there’s this kind of challenge.


But as a kid I had always wanted to race. My dad actually put me into a go-kart when I was seven years old and we went to a car park to learn the basics. Back then, my legs were incredibly weak. Even though I had been learning to climb stairs and walking with my frame, my muscles just weren’t strong enough to use the pedals, so I inevitably crashed. The whole thing ended up being extremely dramatic, as I managed to hit a curb and disappeared down a six-foot drop, landing in inches of water. My parents literally watched me fly into the air and disappear. Just terrible! After that experience, that was always the story – no racing for Nic, because remember what happened at that car park. My dad was adamant about it, probably haunted by memories of me in that watery ditch.


However, by the time I was 18, some things had changed. I had worked to overcome some of my physical limitations and I no longer used a wheelchair. In that process, I had also bolstered my mental strength and realized the power of determination to strive for what I actually wanted.


For me that was to race. I had grown up in a world defined by motorsport. I was literally raised on the circuit alongside all the other drivers’ brothers and sisters. Our childhoods were spent travelling between races, holed up in each other’s camper vans, sharing lunches and playing games while our siblings were out on track, racing. Then it was award evenings and formal dinners wearing suits and ties, where we would have to talk to the high-ups in motorsport and be on our best behaviour. Most of us were old beyond our years, because we were around so many adults even as young kids. With both my brother and dad working in the sport, it felt very much like it was our family business and in my heart of hearts I felt it was in my blood too. But, because of my disability, any dreams of racing just seemed like a fantasy, so I had started to consider following my dad into some area of management or the business side of motorsport.


While I had a traditional state secondary-school education, all that travelling to races meant I was away a lot. I wasn’t the most academic student, but my dad really wanted me to do well – at least better than him and Lewis – so I did work and apply myself, though it was mostly to get him off my back. I ended up getting decent grades in my GCSEs, but school just didn’t fire me up. Being out of the classroom so often probably didn’t help. I remember sitting my business GCSE exam and having to leave on the dot to get to the next Formula 1 race. It was like I was never fully engaged and present when I was there. When I started my A-levels I remember saying to myself, right, this time it’s going to be different, I’m not going to miss weeks of school. But, before I knew it, my attendance had plummeted again, so I ended up leaving after my first year of A-levels and my school agreed it was probably for the best.


Of course, there was no way my dad was going to be leaving me to twiddle my thumbs at home. After a couple of weeks of me watching Homes Under the Hammer and playing computer games till 4am, he was like, ‘Nic, for God’s sake, get a job!’ I remember sitting at the kitchen table and just thinking, what do I know about? What am I interested in? At 17, with no A-levels or degree, what on earth have I got to offer? I was struggling deeply with my feelings of self-worth as I grappled with the realities of my disability and my place in the world. I needed to prove that I had something valuable to offer and I just kept drawing a blank. It can be incredibly hard for a young person without higher education to prove to anyone that they are worth taking a chance on or that their ideas matter.


At the time, the only value I could come up with was my experience and understanding of motorsport and gaming. I’d been playing simulation racing games for years now and I actually became a UK champion in one game, marking the culmination of many years of practice and dedication. It all started when I received a ‘demo’ of a game called GTR through the door. It was 2005, I was 13 and back then game stores would send demos of new releases to your house as a marketing strategy. I remember taking this particular game upstairs to my room, plugging in my gamepad (controller) and going for it. That was my first experience of a simulation game and one that I became almost immediately addicted to. I bought a cheap steering wheel and pedals from PC World and spent all of my time practising. At the time, I was still at school and using a wheelchair, so my legs weren’t strong enough or fast enough to use the pedals, and this meant I had to develop a technique of using the buttons on the steering wheel as my accelerator and brake. This was a disadvantage because, as with motorsport, throttle and brake modulation is vital to controlling the car and car balance into and out of corners. The buttons on my steering wheel were either 100 per cent throttle or brake or 0 per cent, with no in-between, so I had to adapt to a whole new driving style.


One day, I was driving a simulated Ferrari 550 around the historic Monza circuit and Lewis came into my room while I was setting a lap time. Straightaway, he said, ‘Good lap, now let me beat it!’


He could see that I wasn’t using pedals, so to keep it fair he just used the buttons on the steering wheel too. That day, when I left the house to go to school, Lewis spent the day trying to beat my lap time. When I returned, he was really excited that after all his hours of hard work, he’d bested me. I remember keeping my cool and being like, ‘OK, OK, no worries, my turn.’ It took me two laps and I beat his time again, with Lewis screaming ‘No waaaaay!’ in the background. A story, and some brotherly competitiveness, that neither of us will ever forget.


As the years went on, new versions of this particular game were released, along with other games by the same developer, SimBin Studios, which I collected and played. I came across communities which held professional championships and online races on the newest game, RACE 07. It was now 2009 and I was very experienced, so I decided to enter the British Championship through the official community and ended up winning, using buttons on a £20 steering wheel, racing against able-bodied drivers with much more hi-spec equipment. It was a massive moment for me.


After my success in simulation racing, it was like a switch had been turned on and my mentality began to shift. At the same time, getting out of my wheelchair – which I’ll tell you more about later – had sparked a little bit of hope inside me and made me begin to dream again. If I could achieve this, what else was out there for me?


Lewis and I played racing games a lot over the years – it has always been a great way for us to spend time together. Over time, he started to comment that I seemed to have a sort of talent for and understanding of racing and driving; then one day he said, ‘I know you have always wanted to – don’t you think it’s time you gave it a go for real?’ I sat on it for a while before approaching my dad, because I knew he wasn’t going to be keen. It was going to be, ‘Remember what happened when you were seven!’ But when I did decide to speak with him, very calmly, I told him that I was a man now. I had already overcome so much in my life, and I felt I was finally in a position where things might go differently.


The conversation, perhaps predictably, didn’t immediately go my way. Dad listed all the barriers and problems ahead; some of them he felt were insurmountable. But I used the mentality that he had instilled in me to remind him of all the ways that impossible was a construct. I reminded him of the many, many ways our family had already overcome things which we had been told were impossible. I reminded him that I didn’t need my wheelchair – and could walk now – something that we had been told was impossible. Basically, I went for the jugular and didn’t give up. I was rebelling against the rulebook. In the end, he said he had run out of excuses. He finally agreed to give me a chance, as I believe that he wouldn’t have been able to live with himself if he didn’t let me try. Don’t get me wrong, I believe he thought I was going to fail, but for him to give me the opportunity, regardless of his thoughts, was a powerful gift for any parent to give to their child. He called the owner of this driving school we knew and arranged the day. I don’t know what he actually said, he probably told him that I might struggle, but he wanted to give me this chance. He probably told him about the car park incident too, who knows? But none of that mattered to me because I knew how fortunate I was to even get a shot. I felt absolutely euphoric – finally I was going to get to be a part of something that I’d been watching from the sidelines my entire life.


The driving-school owner put me in a BMW M3, and it was the first time I’d ever driven any car of race pedigree. I’d got my road driving licence at 17, passing first time – I don’t need modifications to a road car, and drive a standard automatic – but driving a car like that was obviously a very different experience. On that first outing, I drove with the chief instructor and by the end of the day I had matched his lap time. That probably sounds like I’m exaggerating, but I’m not – I just had this innate understanding of how to drive cars. It felt intuitive and completely natural, as if this was what I was meant to be doing with my life.


When we got home, I couldn’t believe the day I’d had. All I wanted to do was get back out there again. But before the conversation could go any further, a week or so later Dad took me back to the track, just to make sure it wasn’t beginner’s luck, and I managed to replicate the same lap time. I remember Dad taking this long, deep breath. My parents were wary of going through the whole racing experience again. They didn’t know if they could put another son through the intense expectations of racing and obviously, with me being disabled as well, it was going to add another unknown layer to the whole impossible thing. But after that second day Dad said, ‘If you want to race, then you have to work hard’, which was his version of, ‘Go for it, but it’s not going to be easy.’


Usually, as an aspiring young driver, you would start your journey into the sport right at the bottom in go-karts, work your way up into cars and end up where I am today. Or else you’d go down the single-seater route with the aim of ending up in Formula 1. Dad’s plan was for me to do the Renault Clio Cup Championship, which at the time was the toughest one-make series (a racing series where everyone goes head-to-head in the exact same car) in the UK. It’s a step below the British Touring Car Championship, which was and is the pinnacle of British motorsport, and it’s highly, highly competitive. I knew I would be racing against all the touring-car protégés, aged between 16 and 25, who would have all been honing their skills since they were eight years old. Dad also said that he would help fund this first season, and help me get some sponsorship together, but as motorsport is so insanely expensive, I would have to organize my own funding going forward. I couldn’t believe it was all happening, and I didn’t pause to think about the future. Just dealing with the magnitude of what was happening right in that moment was enough. But once it had sunk in, I quickly thought, how the hell was I going to drive the car competitively?


In order to compete on as close to a level playing field as possible, we knew that I would need the car modified in some way. I decided that I wouldn’t use hand controls and would instead work to strengthen my legs. Going straight to hand controls would have been easier, but I know from long experience that the easy way is not always the best way. So I was going to drive with modified pedals instead. This was probably the biggest mountain I had to climb in my motorsport journey. People don’t understand how physical motorsport truly is. Braking is everything – as I learned to my detriment as that seven-year-old in the car park. Think of the effort of an emergency stop in a road car – in racing you do that every single time you hit the brake pedal, because you want to brake as late as possible to be as competitive as possible.


For two months, I basically lived at the gym. I was there constantly, sitting on the leg press and building, building, building the weight I could push with my legs. I literally could not count the number of hours I put into it, working on my legs, and it was gruelling and painful. I didn’t really worry about my arms because they were already strong due to me being in the wheelchair for so long and using them for general movement on a daily basis. If I worked them even more, I’d get too big. You don’t want to be bulky for the car – it’s about being as strong and as lean as possible and, in my case, it’s more about space and ease of movement. While I was training, I applied to the Motorsport Association (MSA) for my racing licence, which I absolutely had to have in order to be allowed to race. We heard back pretty quickly that my licence had been declined outright because I was disabled.


From the MSA’s perspective, I can understand why there might have been concerns, but I truly don’t believe that a blanket ban is ever fair. Anyway, with my rebel hat on, there was no way I was going to accept it. The first step to getting your licence is to complete the ARDS (Association of Racing Driver Schools) test, where you have to be able to drive a car around a track competently and hit certain braking points and turning points. If you lock a brake or spin at any point, you instantly fail. I’d already passed my ARDS test, and from that point it usually takes an able-bodied person two weeks to get their licence. For me, that story was to be different. As soon as I heard I had been turned down, I reapplied immediately, to let it be known that I wasn’t just going to roll over and accept the decision. I told them I was not going to allow the motorsport industry to put me in a box and not make me feel welcome as a disabled driver and that I would continue pushing.


The MSA ended up sending their disability commissioner over to my house to assess how able I was. While the MSA was right to take every step to ensure the safety of everyone, it seemed to me they missed the mark by overlooking the needs of the individual driver. I understand that I was not your average applicant, but I was nonetheless an applicant with the desire to race. To me, if you are going to really judge the impact of a mobility issue or indeed any other ability, surely you would want to have a collection of standardized tests which are assessed by experts in their respective fields. An assessment at a ‘motorsport centre’, which has a gym and a physiotherapist, who is both an expert working with professionals in motorsport and is able to inspect the limitations of a condition, would at the very least seem sensible. If the MSA had said, ‘Nic, if you want to be a racing driver, let our motorsport physiotherapist understand your limitations and then let’s see if there are any solutions we can come up with to help get your application accepted,’ I would have totally understood. That way, I would have been aware that I needed to get through more hoops than the average person, but that there was support and hope. Instead, I received a blanket response, ‘No, you are disabled and could be a potential danger to yourself and others in our sport.’ Once I reapplied, I got, ‘OK, let’s send someone round to his house to see how disabled this boy really is.’ It was literally like that: ‘How disabled are we talking?’ Since my breakthrough, a more equal process has been created, which is great for anyone else trying to come through the pipeline. But for me as the first, let’s just say things could have been handled better.


The stress of wondering whether or not the licence would come through before my first race weekend was just one more thing adding to the wild ride. By this point, word was starting to get out that I was going to be on the grid. When I signed to a team, it was big news within motorsport, because of my family and because of my condition. On top of that, the BBC found out about my participation and pitched a documentary which became a fly-on-the-wall programme about my first season. The excitement started to mount and I’m sure that kind of press attention factored into the MSA’s decision on my licence. I had passed all the tests that they had asked of me, I had jumped through all the additional hoops on top of the unreasonable barriers to anyone trying to race. There would have been a lot of explaining to do if they hadn’t let me race. Of course, it goes without saying that my family’s visibility helped swing the decision. I say use whatever tools you have at your disposal, but never take them for granted and never stop turning around to hold your hand back to help others through the door. Because of my experience, there are now several disabled drivers with licences. I know that seeing me do what I do every year has made it easier for people to follow in my path: it was like I was the thin end of the wedge. The following year, my licence was questioned again, and I had to go through another round of uncertainty before it was renewed, but since 2012 it has been reissued with no additional questions asked. To the point where I am now treated like any other driver in that process.


Finally, I received the go-ahead and was given the freedom to race. I went into my first weekend so high. The journey to that point had been like a game of snakes and ladders and at any time over those two months, it would have been easy to throw in the towel. So, to get on the grid for that first race was unreal. No, actually, it was surreal. You’ve got to remember that just two months before, I had been driving on a racing game, not able to use my legs effectively because they were not strong enough even for a game, and now there I was, actually racing in real life and using my legs. I didn’t have the time or funds to do test days or anything like that, so I basically practised at the races themselves.


I qualified seventeenth and last for that first race, which was exactly what I had expected. I may have natural racing ability, but this was the real world. However, I was only two tenths of a second behind the next car ahead, which was much closer than I had thought I would be. That was amazing, because I knew I could improve by that amount at least, so there was a chance for me to beat other drivers in the future. That was all I had ever asked for, the chance to improve and see where I could go with it. By my second race weekend, I qualified fifteenth with three cars behind me and by the end of the year I’d made it up to mid-pack, qualifying eleventh, and was awarded ‘driver of the weekend’ as I achieved ninth and tenth places in my final two races. My rate of improvement was just incredible and shocked a lot of people, including my family, as they knew first-hand how inexperienced I was.


Going from being a teenager in his bedroom playing computer games to a recognized fixture in a sport that I had spent my entire life idolizing, in the space of two months, was impossible to process as it was happening. The number of people that I began to reach and who could see what I was doing was astounding. Obviously being related to Lewis turbocharged that, but the story didn’t stop at who my brother was: they were interested in me because of the magnitude of what I was achieving. I had become a trailblazer in my own right and my rebellion against what was expected and accepted touched many other people’s lives. After my first season, the documentary came out on the BBC in a prime-time slot, reaching 2.1 million views on that night, the most watched documentary that evening. It was then picked up by the airlines globally and was subsequently viewed 60 million times. I remember landing in the US after a long-haul flight and a fellow passenger seeing me in baggage reclaim. He said, ‘It’s Nicolas, right? I just saw your documentary on the flight. Wow, what a warrior you are – keep up the good work.’


When we talk about impact, that is a ridiculous feat for anyone, especially a disabled lad who should have been revising for his A-levels or planning to go to university. I struggled for a purpose when I was a kid. I didn’t want to be disabled; I didn’t want to be who I was. I just desperately wanted to be like everyone else. I didn’t understand why it had to be me, why I was the one chosen to live with this condition. But by the time I turned 20, I had started to see a road ahead where I could use the person I was to help other people. That was no linear path, as you will discover through the lessons ahead, and I was still a long, long way from true acceptance and understanding of myself and the world around me. But the training wheels were off, I’d found that rebel within me – and I would never forget how it felt to race that car for the first time.


As you can probably appreciate, the whole ‘Nic get a job!’ situation had taken a bit of a back seat, as I was very fortunate to start my motorsport career. However, Dad was not going to let me get away with it that easily and still hounded me to do something in my spare time when I wasn’t on the track – there is a lot of downtime in motorsport. So nearly two years later, I sat back down at the same kitchen table, but this time I wasn’t drawing a blank. My mentality was totally different. I was a fully fledged racing driver, for crying out loud, who had already achieved so much by just driving a race car in the first place. I was a history maker. So, I used that confidence to see what I could come up with.


As I mentioned before, gaming was a huge part of my youth and I still spend a lot of time doing it, even today. So, I started to think about some game concepts and hatched an idea that would follow the transition from go-karts to Formula 1, based on the motorsport ladder. It turned out that there was already a game along similar lines in development by a company called Slightly Mad Studios, and after hassling them for a few weeks and trying to persuade them of my specific insight into that journey, I landed a job working as a Handling Consultant for the game Project CARS. The amazing thing was that the CEO of Slightly Mad Studios was one of the original founders of SimBin Studios, which developed GTR, RACE 07 and all the games that I used to play when I was younger. So, I went from being a customer and an avid fan to joining the development team on a new game and studio. It was like some kind of destiny.


My role as Handling Consultant was to take every car in the game, drive it and analyse it for realism. The whole point with any simulation game is for it to feel as close to reality as possible and since I had so much experience in the simulation racing world and now this added skill of driving in real life, I was the perfect person for the job. My day consisted of doing 50–100 laps in cars that the developers wanted me to test that week. I would analyse the car balance and behaviour, the authenticity of the tyre model, how the tyres felt during the different temperature processes, how they reacted and how it affected the car and balance. I would drive on the game for around eight hours a day and then write a detailed report of thousands of words on my findings. The developers would then make the changes based on my report, send the cars back to me and the process would start again. Dad had wanted me out of the house and off my computer; instead, I had achieved every teenage boy’s dream job: I was getting paid to play video games in my bedroom. Bloody amazing!


PUSHING BACK AGAINST EXCLUSION: EVERYDAY ABLEISM


I get that the examples above are pretty elaborate and flashy. So let’s dial it back to some more everyday circumstances and return to this idea of exclusion, something which I encounter often due to my disability. Take Friday night at the pub, for example. For most people, organizing a few drinks at the local boozer generally requires a few WhatsApps to your mates and agreeing a time to rock up. But for me, the story is a liiiiittle more complex, simply because my legs don’t work the way the majority of other people’s do. The biggest problems for me in any space are getting in, getting out, where the toilet is and what the seating situation is like. Handrails are always a gift; steps are always an obstacle. As someone who has lived in a wheelchair, I am also incredibly aware of when spaces do not cater for wheelchair users.


However, I never, ever, ever let anyone else’s ignorance (or more often their lack of ambition to include me) exclude me or stop me from living a fulfilling life. When my friends have asked me to the pub, or a nightclub, I’ve never once said, ‘Oh, I can’t go, because they might not have a ramp or there are lots of steps.’ Or, ‘Can we meet somewhere else, there aren’t any handrails in those bathrooms?’ So, a place has made it difficult for me to enjoy time there? I always just think screw that and screw them – I’m going to make it work. I’m a true believer that you should never be embarrassed about who you are and what you have. I physically cannot change it, so I don’t give two shits about what anyone thinks about me, or whether or not I’m particularly welcome somewhere. I’m still coming to the pub. That might mean that I end up ‘problem solving’ by sitting on my bum to get up high stairs, which understandably is something that a lot of people might feel uncomfortable about. If I were still in a wheelchair, it might mean asking my friends to help carry my weight. I totally get the embarrassment, but really the only embarrassment is that a space is inaccessible and excludes people like me. That is the shameful thing, not leaning on your bestie to get over the threshold. I’m not humiliated by a humiliating situation because I’m not going to let senseless barriers decide what I do or do not do. My presence in their space is the biggest rebellion I can make.


I have definitely seen a change in attitude and a new focus on accessibility in spaces like restaurants, but every week there will be a moment when I look around and I realize that if I hadn’t got out of my wheelchair, I’d be done for, because the toilets are downstairs or there are no disabled toilets at all. The other day I went to a lovely restaurant with my family, but there were three steep steps to get on to the dining platform. For so many people, those three steps make all the difference. What they tell us is that our presence here hasn’t been valued or considered. Yes, they made the restaurant look great, but in my eyes it had simply failed so many people.


While hospitality is beginning to open its eyes, what really gets to me is events. A major part of my career now is doing public-speaking events, something which brings me a huge amount of joy and has brought so much purpose to my life. But my God, events are incredibly inaccessible. You know when you go to a big do and there’s a cocktail reception where everyone walks into a room and they just stand by these high tables? You’re invited to enjoy two and a half hours of champagne or warm wine or whatever it is, and there’s not a single chair or sofa in sight. Last year, I was speaking at an awards ceremony in front of 1,500 guests. Like nearly all of them, the event began with a cocktail reception which went on for hours as the ceremony was delayed. During that time, 1,500 people had not a single place to rest their weight. No one had thought that, out of 1,500 guests, there might be at least one who might need to sit at some point. Even among able-bodied people, there might be someone with a joint issue, dodgy knees or hips. Or someone recovering from an injury or illness. Someone on crutches or dealing with stamina issues.


Obviously, as a disabled person, you don’t just want to be given a single seat on your own. If everyone else is standing up and you’re at waist height it is invariably awkward, as they have to crouch to speak with you – something I know only too well from my time in a wheelchair. The point is there should be some sort of thought given – a sofa, a couple of chairs, something which can make you feel welcome and not excluded. I spend my life looking for a surface to lean on to take the stress and pain off my legs. And there is so often nothing. In the instance above, I was on my feet for three hours and the only way I could manage that was because I have trained myself to go through the pain. But what if people can’t?


I mentioned this story in another speech a week or so later, as an example of where other people being oblivious to something so simple can make my life so difficult. After the speech, I was ushered to a room for cocktails, and guess what? Not a chair in sight. So many people came up to apologize, saying they had no idea and that it hadn’t crossed their mind until I brought it up in my speech. They brought me a chair, which I made the decision not to sit on, as that would have singled me out. I don’t say this to make anyone feel ashamed, I absolutely know it wasn’t done out of malice, but I want to speak about my experiences so that people think just a little longer about those who have physical struggles.


Another space that is very keen to keep me out is retail. If you go along any busy street or to a mall, out shopping with your mates or your girl, as a disabled person who struggles physically on their feet, things get difficult almost immediately. There are a huge number of people, all trying to push past you, uneven pavements, holes and cobbles everywhere, which all mean I have to work extra hard when walking. For seating, the only good option is if the shop has a shoe section. But most of these luxury stores have everything on tables with no seating. I’m there, waiting for someone to try something on they probably won’t even buy, and I end up leaning on displays next to a mannequin to rest my legs. Sometimes I sit on a step, or in the worst case I’ve sat on the floor. That’s obviously not ideal, but again, the humiliation isn’t on me – I’ve got to do what’s right for me in that moment and it’s not my fault I’m in this position. That’s just how life is. Sometimes you are moved on by staff who don’t want you leaning on a display. Often, I will have to go and find a coffee shop to sit down for a while before I can get it together, which is another energy-sapping process in itself, as sometimes the nearest spot is a trek away.
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