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			Chapter 1

			FERMANAGH TO FORMULA 1

			When growing up in County Fermanagh, I never imagined I would end up spending my time travelling the world and working as a strategist in Formula 1, never mind being part of a winning grand prix team.

			There is a lot of good motorsport in Northern Ireland – rallying, motorbikes, circuit racing and so on – but my family was not particularly involved. I do remember my dad watching F1 races on television. I was aware of the drivers, the cars and the pit crews but, beyond that, I had no idea about the role being played by designers and engineers, and the interplay between them and a team’s strategist.

			It never occurred to me that I might one day enter that world, spend 136 races on the pit wall for Aston Martin (also known, in former guises, as Force India and Racing Point), having worked 22 races before that as a performance engineer with McLaren Racing, bringing a total of nine podium finishes across nine seasons.

			The pinnacle – in every sense – was Sergio ‘Checo’ Pérez reaching the top step of the podium for Racing Point–Mercedes in the 2020 Sakhir Grand Prix in Bahrain. It seems incredible now, inconceivable to a younger Bernie living in a quiet rural setting just outside the town of Maguiresbridge.

			My first school, in the village of Lisbellaw, was about as far removed from the hectic world of motorsport as you could ever imagine. There were around 50 kids in the entire primary school. Known as Tattygar, there were only two teachers. It eventually expanded to three!

			It was a bit of a shock when I eventually moved on to Mount Lourdes, an all-­girls grammar school in Enniskillen, the county town of Fermanagh. That was a totally different experience. There were 125 pupils in my year; 1,000 in the entire school. I was 11 years old and a bit lost. I just kept doing subjects that I enjoyed; I didn’t really have a plan. At that stage, I didn’t have a lot of exposure to engineering; I didn’t really understand an engineer’s role. And yet, when I look back now, there were signs that I was destined to do something in that sphere because I was forever taking things apart. I was really interested in how things worked.

			But when it came to deciding my future, I had no clear idea. It was only when going through the prospectus for Queen’s University in Belfast that I was drawn to mechanical engineering, mainly because it was a broad subject with some interesting possibilities – mechanical engineers can be involved in anything: all kinds of work and research, from motorsport, to outer space to hip replacements. A turning point came when I joined the university’s Formula Student team in 2007.

			Run by the Institution of Mechanical Engineers (IMechE), Formula Student is part of a degree-­level project, the idea being to provide a standard for engineering students to meet before transitioning from university to the workplace. It is similar to F1 insofar as universities compete against each other by designing, building and racing little single-­seater race cars. A set of regulations must be followed in the same way F1 teams are restricted by detailed rules. But the Formula Student regulations have enough scope to allow universities to come up with differing and innovative solutions.

			Studying a Masters at Queen’s University meant four years of academics: in the third year, students completed an individual project; in your final year, it was necessary to do a group project. Queen’s allowed Formula Student to be used in both cases to go towards your degree, which was good because not all universities did that.

			Not only did your team need to design and build a car from scratch, but funding also had to be raised from whatever sources you could find, be that local sponsorship or, perhaps, money from the university. You worked as a team of seven or eight using Formula Student as part of everyone’s group project, with perhaps as many as ten third-­year student individual projects going into it.

			For my individual project, I designed the brakes. Individual designs did not necessarily need to make it to the car; they were more like a research project. But if your work was good, it could go on the car. The brake discs were usually cross-­drilled, but I decided to go for a slotted version which, on paper, would be lighter and therefore better. These were fitted to the car. The next stage would be competing on the track.

			The British leg of Formula Student was against other universities at Silverstone. There were four events: straight line; figure of eight; a sprint involving a quick lap; and an endurance event of around 25 laps. Each team was marked on design, cost, marketing and, of course, results in the four events. In many ways, these were the same pieces of the puzzle any motorsport team – from junior formulae right up to F1 – had to deal with.

			Before taking part in any of the events, it was necessary to pass scrutineering to prove the car was safe and conformed with the regulations. Part of the scrutineering process involved a test in which all four wheels had to be locked up under hard braking.

			My brake disc broke. This not only destroyed the brake but also a wheel rim and part of the suspension. As the junior member of the team I felt very guilty, because my individual project had gone on the car and then destroyed some of the senior members’ work. A lot of hard work had gone into the car – and it had got no further than scrutineering.

			In what I would later discover to be typical motor racing fashion, you simply got your head down and found a solution. It meant working late nights because we did not have many spare parts and it would be necessary to revert to standard brake discs. We had to search locally for supplies and bodge something together. We got through scrutineering, but we didn’t do well in the events. Saying that, we got there in the end.

			We weren’t alone in having difficulty with the brake test. Locking up all four wheels is not something that happens under normal circumstances. But that was the test. The team next to us at Silverstone was flashy compared to our modest outfit. I remember, among other things, they had Red Bull cans with their names on them. We were scraping by with sandwiches and drinks from Tesco.

			This neighbouring team was very advanced. They had designed an ABS system, which was all very well but it meant there was no way they could lock up their brakes! ABS is designed to prevent exactly that. They failed the test for a completely different reason. But there had to be a lesson in there: probably something to do with reading the regulations thoroughly in advance – a golden rule in any competition.

			There was another team nearby who had arrived in their own truck complete with a lathe in the back. By comparison, we had hired a van and driven it there! But everyone was very helpful; they let us use the lathe and it added to the fantastic experience of making your own car and being pitted against some serious competition.

			All told, Formula Student provided a really useful and revealing mix of engineering experience and insight into how to run a mini-­company. You needed to work as a team to make sure the chassis and components were ready in time; everything needed to come together while working to a very low budget. Then you arrive at Silverstone and see all the other cars; some are in better shape than yours, and some are worse. It’s an interesting scenario.

			Twelve months later, we were back. I was team leader for my final year as part of the group project. Previously, we had made a space-­frame chassis but, for the first time, we decided to do a carbon-­fibre chassis, mainly because one of the team members, Findhan, was very into his carbon fibre. So we went along with that, each team member concentrating on a particular aspect. This time, I was doing suspension.

			I found the team leader position to be straightforward because everyone worked really well together. In my final year I probably spent 80 per cent of my time doing Formula Student rather than the other classes, even though they were contributing significantly more to my degree. But Formula Student continued to be a really useful experience. When we went back to Silverstone, we brought both the new car and the one from the previous year.

			I was also one of the drivers; in fact, of the eight team members, everyone had a drive at some stage across the four events. Because I was the lightest team member, it made sense for me to do the acceleration event. There was a regulation covering the position of the steering rack in association with the pedals. But because I was quite short, I was to discover – quite late as it would turn out – that the pedals were almost out of reach.

			As often happens in many things these days, we had an electronics failure. It tends to be complicated, added to which there is usually only one person who truly understands what the electrical wiring loom is doing. And then you find that the loom is one of the last parts to be fitted because there always seems to be a wait for other stuff to be done.

			I had used the older car for practice. This car had quick shifts; effectively, using full throttle while up-­shifting through the gears. There was a restriction on engines; most teams chose the Yamaha R6. This was a motorbike engine, the gearshift was sequential and you didn’t have to use the clutch. It was not massive in terms of speed or power output, but it was just right for what we needed. There was a rev counter, and the lights showed just when to shift. Easy!

			The new car had all of this, plus launch control (to help with a fast getaway and prevent wheelspin off the line). When I finally got in, none of the tech I had practised with was working. I was sitting on the start/finish straight and one of the guys leaned in and said, ‘It’s fine. Just shift when you hear the rev-­limiter.’ When I told him I’d never hit the rev limiter in a car in my entire life, he said, ‘You’ll be okay. You’ll know when it happens!’ Really? Thanks!

			I remember taking off, hearing a ‘BRRRR’ and thinking, ‘Ah! Okay, got to shift now!’ That was fine until I got to the end of the straight – and discovered the pedals were too far away for me to brake heavily. Even so, we had managed to get going – and to stop. Just about! This was not the way to do it. It was an object lesson in getting stuff ready in time to test it.

			We did two runs, but I only remember the first! I am sure the second run was better, because I knew what I was doing. All of this was on the old start/finish straight, two weeks after the British Grand Prix. Formula Student had brought me to Silverstone for the first time. Little did I realise the significant part this place was to play in my life.

			Formula Student was a really good project which allowed me to see a potential career. I could do the academic stuff and I could do the design work. I could figure out the best way to make something work. There were also some practical and on-­track aspects that I had not considered before because, as a mechanical engineer in Northern Ireland, there were a lot of aerospace and ship-­building opportunities, but not many people were going into motorsport – and certainly not F1.

			I had not really thought about automotive as a career before then. Formula Student made me realise that motorsport combined academic and practical aspects, both of which I really liked. On top of which, I found I enjoyed the element of teamwork. Even so, Formula 1 seemed a world away from whatever I might choose as a career.

			But during my final year at Queen’s, McLaren Racing sent an advertisement directly to universities, saying they were looking to take on two newly qualified mechanical or aerodynamic engineers for their graduate scheme. Professor John Orr, our lecturer in Formula Student, said everyone should be applying for this type thing. I gave it some thought, but didn’t do anything. When John discovered this, he actively encouraged me to apply. So I did, almost as an after-­thought.

			When I got through the first round of interviews, there was an online assessment, which featured mental tests to check, I guess, how your brain worked. Mine must have been okay because Ed Thompson, another member of our Formula Student team, and I were invited to join ten others in a further assessment at the McLaren Technical Centre in Woking, Surrey. This involved working in a group and also doing something on your own. I remember thinking: ‘Well, if nothing else, I’ve seen inside this famous team with the glass lifts, the boulevard with its impressive collection of race-­winning cars, and the massive trophy cabinet.’ It was quite an experience.

			Both Ed and I were called back for a final interview. Ed was offered a place with McLaren Automotive, where he still remains. I was interviewed by the technical director, Paddy Lowe, and Jonathan Neale, the chief operating officer. The three of us sat in a room for what seemed like no more than a pleasant chat over tea and coffee. I then faced a theoretical engineering problem posed by one of the engineering team, designed to test my use of first principles of engineering and give an understanding of how I would work through a problem. It was difficult; the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.

			When I got back to uni and chatted with my lecturer, he said the reason for the tea and coffee and cosy atmosphere had been to get me relaxed enough to say something I was not intending to say! That had never dawned on me. I was unsure what the final verdict might be.

			All of this had taken place before the final year Formula Student event at Silverstone. On the Saturday night, I got an email to say I’d been accepted by McLaren. I didn’t tell anyone until we had finished the race on the Sunday. That’s when it hit home. Like, ‘Wow! This is happening. I’m going to work for the McLaren Formula 1 team.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			ENGINEER TO STRATEGIST

			Starting at McLaren Racing was a big deal in every sense. I had been away from home when studying at Queen’s University in Belfast, but I had not spent any time living outside Northern Ireland. Naturally, I had a few reservations, but I knew this was a fantastic opportunity as I moved to Surrey in September 2009.

			The first year was a graduate programme which involved working in various departments. I spent time in design, vehicle dynamics and systems engineering; three months in each. The final quarter of the year was spread across the car build, wind tunnels, planning and the machine shop. This was useful because I got to know people in each department. Not only could I walk through, say, the workshop and be able to talk to someone about a specific item, but I also gained a bit of an understanding about the small things that might niggle or irritate each department.

			At the end of my first year, I moved to design full time, starting in engine systems before moving on to suspension. That was great because I worked with guys who had been there a long time and were totally expert in what they did. Nothing was too much trouble. They found the time to explain and go through stuff; it was incredibly helpful.

			The good thing about being a young engineer in Formula 1 was benefiting from a fast feedback loop. You would design something, such as a toe-­link on the rear suspension, and, within two or three weeks, it was on a car. More or less straightaway you would find out if everything worked as it should, and if your design was good. I really appreciated such strong and immediate feedback.

			After two years, I moved to the transmission department. If I ever went back to a factory job, I would probably choose gearbox because it has the perfect blend of academic and practical. I really loved it there. It was a mix of very detailed design, followed by going to the workshop and seeing the gearbox being built before watching a run on the dyno. For me, this was an ideal combination within a little standalone group. I learned a great deal.

			Throughout all this, however, I had a burning desire to be trackside, give that a go. During my time in gearbox, I started to volunteer for weekend race support. Usually on the Friday of a grand prix weekend, I would go into the team’s mission control (which I’ll cover in more detail later) within the factory. There were loads of tasks a junior vehicle dynamicist could carry out to help the race team at the track. I would do things such as handling the weather reports or checking that suspension components were not being overloaded. I worked in mission control for five or six Fridays during a season and my gearbox manager, James Manning, was very good about allowing me to make up the time spent there.

			Back then the company was building and selling the new McLaren GT track car. Customers needed a lot of support – as they do with every new car – and I got involved with a programme set up by Mark Williams, an ex-­race engineer. It meant going to circuits such as Donington and Brands Hatch with a GT, and plugging my laptop in to make sure the car was running okay. This was my first feel for life in a race team. It was a whole new world. It was also when I first met Ryan, my better half, who was working as a mechanic with McLaren GT.

			My F1 trackside involvement began with a test session at Idiada. I’d never heard of Idiada, nor knew that the test track was about 40 miles (65 kilometres) south-­west of Barcelona. To give junior engineers the chance to go trackside, McLaren would alternate the reliability engineer at the races. I soon took my turn at the 2012 German Grand Prix at Hockenheim.

			This experience would lead to becoming a trackside performance engineer with the McLaren F1 team. Having then shadowed Tom Stallard (now McLaren’s race engineer for Oscar Piastri) for two races, I stood in for Tom when he went on paternity leave for two subsequent races (India and Abu Dhabi) in 2013. As my first serious experience with trackside working, I found it difficult to find my space, even though the system is very clearly defined at the race track and everyone has their role and knows exactly what they’re doing.

			I found it quite tense to be standing in the garage, trying to make the correct call on things, determining what you need to say and choosing when to get your point across at the right moment. It is mainly about confidence and understanding what is going on around you. All of this was a very useful prelude to doing a full season in 2014 when Tom stayed at the factory and I worked as performance engineer for Jenson Button.

			Jenson had a lot of experience. Having been in F1 for nine years before winning the World Championship with Brawn in 2009, and then joining McLaren, Jenson knew exactly what he wanted from the car. He didn’t need coaching or the sort of support a younger, less experienced driver might require. Jenson understood how the car would react to certain changes and he had the ability to explain very clearly what he wanted. He was very easy to work with. In addition, Jenson had been with the same race engineer, Dave Robson, since joining McLaren in 2010. Working with them both was an ideal situation for me as someone new to the role of performance engineer. I couldn’t have wished for a better introduction. (A fuller description of the various engineering roles will follow later in the book.)

			If you look at the results, you will see we claimed one podium: third place in Australia at the beginning of the 19-­race season. But we never actually got to see Jenson spraying champagne that day. Photographs of the podium show the winner, Mercedes’s Nico Rosberg, with Daniel Ricciardo of Red Bull second and Kevin Magnussen taking third for McLaren on his F1 debut. Sometime later, Ricciardo was disqualified for a fuel irregularity, and everyone shuffled forward one place, allowing Jenson to move up to third from fourth on the road.

			At the end of the year, McLaren told me I would not be racing as a performance engineer in 2015. They offered me a number of roles at the factory, but I felt I had worked hard enough to warrant being at the track. It seemed a really disappointing setback in my career. I decided it was time to move on.

			There was an opening at Force India for someone capable of doing a mix of performance engineering and strategy. It was supposed to be factory-­based but I knew that Force India, being much smaller than McLaren, it would probably lead to a role in the race team. I was aware that Force India was struggling financially, but Ryan, working there as a mechanic, had always been paid. Since there was a strong chance of working on the race team, I thought it was worth a go. I applied and got the job.

			The timing turned out to be opportune. As I was moving from Woking to Silverstone, Randy Singh, the strategist for Force India, was going in the opposite direction. A role that was supposed to be half performance and half strategy suddenly became all strategy – which was an interesting development for someone who was not a strategist! Okay, when I was at the races with McLaren, I had chatted to their strategy team and become aware of some of the decisions they had been making. I had also tried to learn more just before leaving when I saw that the Force India job offer included some strategy work. But this latest development was taking it to another level.

			That said, Force India did not have many options. I think the feeling on both sides was, ‘Let’s give it a try!’ In any case, I thought it would be good experience in the short term, until Force India found a strategy engineer, at which point I could go back to doing performance engineering. In the meantime, I had a lot to learn. Because of such short notice on Randy’s side, we only had two races together. For the first, I sat and watched how he used software, formed tyre models and how strategy plans and reports were created. For the second, Randy let me do as much as I could while he kept an eye on me. By my third race with the team, the 2015 Canadian Grand Prix, Randy was gone.

			I relied quite heavily on management support from Force India: Tom McCullough, in particular, plus help from Oli Knighton, who had been working with Randy at Force India for some time. My previous experience with McLaren stood me in good stead because I understood both performance and trackside engineering as well as having done race engineering with McLaren GT. I was fully up to speed on such things as the use of the intercom and the import­ance of engine modes in qualifying. It may not have been a recommended route to strategy – to say the least! – but it was fine. We simply got on with it.

			Having seen Force India in the pit lane, I had some know­ledge of how they operated and knew moving there would be quite a step change. The McLaren factory is massive and spotless; a very different space compared to the Force India factory and its comparatively small workforce. There were around ten of us when I worked in suspension design at McLaren. When I walked into the Force India office and asked about the location of suspension design, they pointed to one guy. He was Force India suspension design. It was a totally different environment. I remember thinking that this little team, with a lot fewer people and a canteen with a few plastic chairs (as opposed to McLaren’s ‘restaurant’), was producing F1 cars that were not that dissimilar on the race track to McLaren’s. The situation has moved on for both teams since then.

			At the time, Force India had a very friendly atmosphere. People simply got their heads down and worked hard. Strategy was a prime example. After just six years in F1, I found myself in a role I would never have been given with another team; they simply would have employed someone with more experience.

			Moving to Force India also made me realise how stressed I had become at McLaren without knowing it. I was much happier at Force India, where everyone worked on the same page and just cracked on to get the job done. It was a bit less political. There was none of this: ‘Oh, that’s not my job.’ At Force India, the attitude was: ‘Right, what needs to be done next? Okay, let’s do that. Do you need help with this or are you okay?’ It was a very different environment; it had to be because of such a huge difference in size.

			Saying all that, there were certain aspects of McLaren that had really suited me. I like a neat environment and details such as having a clean desktop at the end of the day. That was the ethic at McLaren, but I don’t know whether this method of working shaped me in certain ways, or I was always like that. It meant I had to deal with a culture change at Force India, such as stopping myself from asking why, for example, someone had hung a jacket on the back of their chair. Surely that’s not what you’re supposed to do?

			It worked both ways. If you were working late in the design office at McLaren, dinner was available in the evening. Force India did not have the resources to provide anything like that. The flights and hotels used by McLaren were better; certain small things were nicer. The plus side at Force India involved having fun in what was effectively a family environment. Everyone looked out for each other. Although I had initially been very disappointed at being told I would not be racing at McLaren, it soon became apparent that the move to Force India was actually a good thing. I could have stayed another few years – maybe more – at McLaren without appreciating how unhappy I was. This was a powerful realisation.

			Meanwhile, life at Force India was not without its ups and downs. There were a growing number of rumours about the team’s funding and its future. Despite this, I was always paid on time; my manager, Tom, worked hard to make that happen. Nonetheless, during the 2018 season reports of the team’s possible demise grew in strength. When we got to Hungaroring for the Hungarian Grand Prix at the end of July, team members were called to the front of the garage and told Force India had gone into administration. Despite the growing uncertainty in the previous weeks, this was a shock. It was not new in F1, of course. Teams in the past had gone through similar uncertainties when suppliers could not be paid and companies such as Pirelli withheld their tyres. It was a difficult situation. Despite being very worried about the future, team members accepted they needed to crack on with the rest of the race weekend.

			The summer shutdown followed the Hungarian race. We went into the two-­week break unsure about what was going to happen on the other side. Fortunately, the assets were bought by a consortium led by Lawrence Stroll, the team was renamed Racing Point – and we carried on. There were certain factors such as new uniforms and going back to zero points in the championship. But, from an operational point of view, aside from the name change, there was very little impact day-­to-­day.

			At the end of the year, it was a confirmed that Sergio ‘Checo’ Pérez would be joined by Lance Stroll for 2019. It was a mixed season: we finished seventh in the championship. The following year was very good in parts, but not so good when we had points deducted following a protest over the legality of certain parts on the car. And then Checo gave us our first win in the Sakhir Grand Prix in Bahrain (I’ll cover that huge milestone in more detail later). It seemed appropriate that the team should then take the beginning of a huge step forward when rebranded as Aston Martin.

			After so many years of struggling, this felt like success. There were changes in every direction. In the past, when you said you worked for Force India or Racing Point, it would mean little to anyone unfamiliar with F1. The Aston Martin name was instantly recognisable and felt very positive. There was a new motorhome, upgraded pieces of important kit, and new strategy software. Money was suddenly trickling down to all the right places. This was very different from when I joined. It probably really annoyed Tom McCullough, but I used to send an email every week outlining things I felt we could improve upon. I knew that Tom would be unable to achieve most of the points, but I always thought it was good that he should have the list of things we could target if we had more resources. Now Tom could start ticking those boxes.

			Over the years, the strategy group gradually grew from Oli and me to six in total. It was a similar story for other departments, everyone enjoying the fact that there could be all-­round improvements rather than struggling to make it through with limited resources.

			But along with that investment came a lot more pressure and a lot more expectation, which diluted some of the fun element that had been so strong within Force India. Then Covid happened. From initially thinking only the Chinese Grand Prix would be cancelled, to wondering if there would be any races at all, we suddenly found more and more races being added across the European summer. My job felt secure in one way, yet uncertainty hovered in the background.

			There was a lot going on. With the triple-­headers, different time zones and all the associated travel, I reached the point where I needed some races off. Several F1 teams now ensure their mechanics can miss two or three races of their choosing, but I wasn’t allowed that flexibility. Something had to give. In January 2022 I handed in my notice. The Hungarian Grand Prix in August would be my last with Aston Martin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE NAME OF THE GAME

			Formula 1 is unique as a sport. Unlike, say, football, where you have one team competing against another for a single prize, F1 has two drivers in each team, both wanting to beat each other and win the same championship. At the same time, their team is trying to win the constructors’ title. I find that an interesting dynamic within all ten F1 teams as they travel around the world to race in more than 20 grands prix.

			Considering the amount of rain we had at some stages during many of the race weekends in 2023, it may seem a contradiction to say that the F1 calendar tends to follow the sun. During the first few months of the season, we visit the Middle East, Australia and the Far East. The middle of the year is spent predominantly in Europe, before setting off to flyaway events across the Atlantic and then returning to the Middle East for the final rounds. At which stage, cham­pion­ship points are added up for the last time and each team takes stock of how much they did – or did not – achieve during a full-­on nine months.

			A strategist is no different to anyone else on the payroll: you are working for the team. Your bonus is set by the team’s finishing position in the Constructors’ Championship and yet, within that, there has been this sometimes very tense battle between two drivers looking to establish the in-­house pecking order.

			It’s an interesting conundrum for a team management that wants two drivers capable of regularly scoring points. And it goes beyond having at least one driver doing the business if the other crashes or has a problem of some sort. If both drivers achieve the ideal scenario and reach the top-­ten shoot-­out in the final part of qualifying (Q3), they can compare lap times and learn from each other. One driver might be strong in one particular corner while his teammate is quicker somewhere else. The team can also develop as a whole if one driver is good in the wet and the other is marginally faster in the dry.

			Saying that, having two very closely matched drivers can bring potential conflict for the strategist during the race. If they are running in close company, which of the two do you bring in first for the scheduled pit stops, or in the event of the appearance of a safety car? At times like that, it often struck me that the strategist’s job would be much easier if you had a single-­car entry. Or, given that there are two cars per team, having two pit crews with individual pit-­stop boxes would allow both drivers to come in at the same time and do away with the tricky problem of choosing one over the other.

			This is just one example of F1 teams having two halves with individual goals operating within a group fundamentally driven by a single mission. Even allowing for one or two team members being central to both cars, there is this strange paradox of each half of the garage focussed completely on one car for ‘their’ driver and yet, when it comes to a pit stop, the crew unites 100 per cent to have whichever driver under way in the fastest possible time. Similarly, in the event of an accident and one car needing repairs in a hurry, both sides of the garage will pull together. Everyone then has the same goal. But that dynamic changes once the car is back on track!

			There are many elements that go into winning a grand prix. Having a competitive and strong car is obviously one of them. Each driver not only needs to be quick but also reliable and capable of sticking to whatever strategy plan has been put in place. Everyone needs to work together as a team. And, ultimately, the strategy must be effective.

			Thinking of the win with Checo Pérez and Racing Point in Bahrain, we maybe did not have the best car, we probably did not have the best driver, but we took advantage of errors made by others. Even if some of the components are slightly weaker than is necessary to win, there is always an opportunity if you make the most of what is available. On that day in 2020, the Racing Point was very strong: Checo liked the Sakhir track; the strategy was good. A lot of the elements came together and then we took our chance when collisions and incidents affected the competition.

			But this was not a case of rolling the dice or taking a lucky gamble. It was about doing the absolute best with what you’ve got and being in a position to pick up what others leave on the table. That can be a very difficult policy to consistently abide by. When you are a lower team, it is tempting to gamble on, say, a perfectly timed safety car in the hope of achieving a lucky result. However, that is not going to work nine times out of ten. It is better to be in the singular best finishing position.

			We always opted for the best strategy rather than risk a one-­in-­a-­hundred tactic that might come good. In a bad year you need to be thinking of the long game: building and shaping the race strategy team; streamlining the pit stops; putting whatever is necessary in place and being able to make maximum use of it the following season when, hopefully, the car comes good.

			My worry was getting into the easy habit of taking a gamble for the sake of it and forgetting how to put in place an efficient, points-­scoring strategy. At the other end of the scale, it would be like Red Bull, having won the championship multiple times, choosing to do something off the wall and losing sight of strategy’s main purpose, which is extracting the maximum from whatever you have been presented with throughout any given race weekend. The drivers will obviously be trying to go as fast as they can; the designer will have done everything to present a quick car; the engineers will extract the best setup. The strategist will then use this combination as part of a plan to achieve the maximum number of points for drivers and team.

			You could have one driver in sixth place, and the other driver out of the points. Or they could possibly be seventh and eighth. If it is a better points combination, then you should sacrifice the sixth-­place finish. Rarely could you engineer something like that, but it is an illustration of working towards gaining the maximum number of points.

			Taking the points-­chasing scenario even further, you could be competing directly with another team for championship position going into the final races of the season. Even if your team is unlikely to claim points, there could be ways of preventing your rival from scoring points by perhaps creating traffic or closing down their pit window and forcing their driver to run longer than planned.

			I remember the 2018 Hungarian Grand Prix when we held up Renault long enough to allow McLaren to beat them. We felt having McLaren score more points was not going to affect our position – but this proved wrong at the end of the year when we finished only ten points behind McLaren. That was a classic example of being solely focused on championship points.

			Such strategy does not apply at the beginning of the season because you don’t know at that stage who your direct competitors might be. The first half of the year is all about putting as many points as you can on the board. Only towards the end do you start to think differently. This sort of tactical play comes from being reactive during the race, but there is much that the strategist can do to maximise your chances before the grand prix has started.

			During the race itself there will inevitably be variables, such as the timing of pit stops and choosing the right tyres. In fact, it is fair to say that the strategist is continually checking all the angles – tyre degradation, weather, problems with the car, incidents, possible safety car deployment – and asking on every single lap: ‘Do we pit or not?’ It is easy to think that, for the best part of a one-­stop race, the strategist simply sits on their hands. That is far from the case.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			MAKING AND MANAGING

			A Formula 1 team is a big organisation, numbering from around 300 people to more than 1,000. Most of them spend all of their time at the factory and never go to the race track. As in any type of manufacturing, there are different departments: mechanical design, aerodynamics, vehicle dynamics, systems engineering, software and IT, manufacturing and build, testing and inspection, marketing, finance and logistics. And, of course, trackside functions, including lots of engineers and mechanics building the cars and travelling to the races.
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