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About the Book


Max Verstappen roared into F1 like a whirlwind, imposing himself as a would-be great barely before the racing world knew what was happening. The Dutch F1 sensation has already left an indelible mark on the sport.


If there could have been an experiment in how to create the perfect racing driver, it would probably have looked something like the making of Max Verstappen. The son of driver Jos, Max quickly stepped out of his father's shadow: his youthful charisma, ferocious speed, fearless driving style, burning focus and refusal to back down mark him out as a true champion.


On the very last lap of the final race of an unbelievably arduous and controversial 2021 season, Verstappen nervelessly overtook the seven-time World Champion Lewis Hamilton to clinch the first place that thrust the young prodigy to the narrowest of victories and to his first World Drivers' title. He followed that up by claiming the 2022 title for good measure.


Widely respected motorsport writer and F1 insider Mark Hughes has written the most authoritative account of Verstappen's incredible rise through the ranks to F1 glory. Unstoppable is full of fresh and fascinating insights, and paints a fully-rounded and richly-textured portrait of one of the most exciting young sportsmen on the planet.
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INTRODUCTION


Max Verstappen roared into F1 like a whirlwind, imposing himself as a would-be great barely before the racing world knew what was happening. For many fans, the Verstappen name was a throwback to the 1990s and early 2000s, when Max’s father, Jos ‘the Boss’, had brought colour and occasional controversy to the sport with his forthright personality and aggressive style, but had never played a part in the outcome of a race. It had never really happened for Jos in F1; his star faded before it had properly risen, and he ended up just making some noise to fill in the gaps as the crowd waited for the leaders.


But almost from the moment Jos disappeared from F1 view, the second Verstappen offensive was underway. If there could have been an experiment in how to create the perfect racing driver, it would probably have looked something like the making of Max Verstappen. Because Max wasn’t just the son of Jos: he was also the son of Sophie Kumpen, one of the very best kart racers in the world in her time. She raced against Jenson Button, Giancarlo Fisichella, Jarno Trulli and an able but slightly less stellar racer than those guys, Christian Horner. On her day, Sophie could beat the best of them. She was formidable, talented and smart.


But is there such a thing as a speed gene? Was Max to the world championship born? Was it that double dose of racing DNA that got all of his neurons and synapses firing just right from birth, bequeathing him not only the fiercely competitive personality but also the preternatural feel for the physical limits of tyres on tarmac necessary to turn him into a champion? Or was the real gift that Max was brought up at the kart track – raised, with the smell of burnt rubber and two-stroke fuel in his nostrils, by one of the toughest, most demanding and at times downright scariest Competitive Dads ever to stalk a race circuit?


Hundreds of thousands of hours of scientific study have gone into trying to figure out if sport genes exist at all, whether experts in any field are essentially born or made, and what mix of nature and nurture is required to bring any innate potential to full, world-beating fruition.


David Epstein, in his 2014 book The Sports Gene: Talent, Practice and the Truth About Success, did a landmark job of pulling together the available evidence. ‘The result of expertise study . . . can be summarised in a single phrase that played like a broken record in my interviews with psychologists who research expertise: “It’s software, not hardware.” That is, the perceptual sports skills that separate experts from dilettantes are learned or downloaded like software via practice.’


That research was based around field athletics; the equivalent research has not been made to determine whether it holds true in motorsport. But there has been some research made to aid the selection process of fighter pilots, much of which would seem to have parallels to the motor racing world. What was found there would seem to correlate more closely to the ‘hardware’ theory – that the skills are innate and there are considerable differences between individuals in natural aptitude even before the lifetime of training begins.


Both can, and probably are, true. There are differences in ‘natural’ ability and the ‘10,000-hour rule’ applies. A phrase popularised by journalist Malcolm Gladwell in his bestseller Outliers, the 10,000-hour rule was based on a 1993 paper by Florida State University psychologist Anders Ericsson and his team, studying world-class violinists in the Music Academy of West Berlin.


This ‘rule’ suggests that effortful, structured activity aimed at overcoming and eradicating weaknesses and mistakes, while regularly having your performance mercilessly scrutinised to find areas to improve on, for an accumulated 10,000 hours by the age of 20, is the difference between elite and non-elite.


This kind of graft is not enjoyable – it is sustained only by the most determined and motivated – but it is, according to Ericsson, essential to enable elite sportspeople to build up detailed, complex cognitive models that allow them not just to rely on raw reaction skills but to anticipate and respond to opponents’ moves in a pre-conscious way.


So did Max have an inherent ‘natural’ ability? A kid of four who climbs into a kart, slides it around the track and is soon lapping faster than kids who have been doing it for years very much suggests that.


Did he put in his ‘10,000 hours’? Absolutely. And then some. With Jos for a father, it could never have been any other way. Though Jos had risen through the ranks all the way to F1, he remained fully immersed in the sport’s entry level of karting; he was one of the racing world’s biggest experts in that field with the deepest knowledge and making his living from that. So when four-year-old Max demanded that he be given his own kart (he threw such tantrums when he was told to wait for a year or two that Sophie insisted to Jos it would be easier for all concerned if it happened sooner, not later), Jos was happy to oblige.


But when, a couple of years later, Max asked to start racing, having already shown a clear aptitude for the sport, Jos insisted it had to be done properly. They were not going to play at it. In reality, being born into the heart of the sport’s entry level, Max would probably not have ever seen any other way than to be fully committed. Within this environment, both the desire to race and the approach drilled into him once he was doing so, could be taken for granted.
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How do we go about de-coupling the ambition of Jos playing out through his son, putting right the wrongs of his own career, and that of Max himself? There had, after all, been a certain buzz around Jos when he’d arrived in F1, this wild guy from the Dutch travelling and scrapyard community who had been something of a sensation in karts and the junior categories of car racing.


Even for the most gifted and ambitious of drivers, even those with the head start of family wealth, motor racing is an often-bemusing world which takes time to properly understand. Just buying your way in won’t grant you the knowledge and smarts needed to maximise opportunities: there are endless traps, landmines capable of derailing even the most promising of careers. The acquisition of that knowledge only begins once the kid is racing and even for quick, shrewd learners it can take years. But for Max the way would be prepared by someone who had been through it himself, someone who was ready to apply himself 100 per cent to managing his career, avoiding the mis-steps he’d made himself. It was a 10-year project that would make the Verstappens an inevitable, unstoppable force.


In the nitty-gritty of racing, the hard work and huge knowledge which must be acquired are informed not only by the essential craft but also the attitude. The racing attitude is not for everyone. It’s an obsession which allows only the smallest of spaces around the margins – for other interests, for relationships outside of racing, for understanding the world outside of the racing bubble. It’s a full-on performance attitude: responses to stimuli and solutions to problems have to be a) right and b) acted upon with no delay. Focused doesn’t even begin to describe it. It has to be all-consuming. Thinking of ways to be yet faster, stemming from yourself or your car, has to occupy your being pretty much all the time. There are layers and layers of discoveries to be made but they are not revealed without the compulsion and the graft. Coming away from a race track feeling that you left performance out there that could have been accessed is intolerable, totally unacceptable. That’s okay for hobby racers. It’s maybe okay for those kids indulged by their parents to just enjoy the racing and the kudos. But it’s not okay for those on the path.


‘I have worked with many great drivers,’ says Kees van der Grint, the Bridgestone tyre engineer who worked with Jos from karts to F1 and who witnessed at close hand the early rise of Max, ‘but the way they approached things was not normal, even by racing standards. It was extreme. The determination of these people not to compromise on anything was unbelievable. I don’t believe, at that age, that Max had much input in the decisions. This was all decided by Jos. But they give everything. Everything. Like back to the track after a test to get some rain running in case it rains on race day, the approach to making the engine or the kart faster, the hours they spend, the work involved. I have not seen anything like this.’


Even when Jos was an F1 driver his heart remained in karting. He ran teams, he prepared and sold engines. Giedo van der Garde won the 2002 karting world championship with a Jos Verstappen engine, for example. Even between grands prix he was to be found in the karting paddocks of Europe or his workshop, grafting still, as Van der Grint recalls: ‘Even when Jos was racing in F1, and before Max was racing, you could have a problem getting him to a test day if it clashed with an important kart meeting. His focus was always on karting.’ So from a competitive perspective, there could not have been a more perfect environment for young Max. Dad was already operating there and knew every nook and cranny of competitive advantage, so Max’s chances at racing’s starting point were immediately maximised.


Although Jos’ short fuse is occasionally evident in Max in moments of strain, his underlying character is more even-tempered and it takes more to stress him than it does his father. More Sophie than Jos. That sometimes made Jos believe Max wasn’t taking it as seriously as he demanded and was the cause of a few incidents between the father and the child. But beneath the relaxed, open demeanour with the ready smile and the easy quip, Max’s attitude is that of an unspoilt racer. Flip the visor down and he becomes, as his Red Bull team boss Christian Horner describes him, ‘A thoroughbred. He is strong-willed, he can be very sharp obviously when emotions are running high. He doesn’t hold back.


‘But you know you get 100 per cent from him and his mental resilience is the strongest I have ever seen. His ability under pressure is phenomenal. And the more pressure you put on, the better he delivers. Just phenomenal.’


Despite the head start in life, Max has the gift of hunger and application. He has the council estate grit because that’s what Jos put into him, by example and occasionally more directly. The way he did that won’t be found in any parental guidebook and could occasionally stray into what has been criticised as abuse.


Take the incident, now racing folklore, at Naples in 2012 when a silly error by Max on track led to Jos being so furious that he left his 15-year-old son at a service station. There was also the time Jos made him walk the several miles from the circuit back to the hotel after another incident on track. Walking in his race suit and carrying his helmet, Max was picked up by a passer-by and given a lift back to the hotel. Upon seeing him arrive earlier than expected, Jos asked how he’d done it so quickly. When Max told him, Jos insisted on taking him back to where he’d been picked up, dropping him off there and making him complete the punishment. Jos’ way of making his points wasn’t gentle, quiet or subtle. Max was enlisted to the cause – the cause of making him the best racing driver he could possibly be – and Jos knew only one way. Compromise or bruised feelings didn’t come into it.


But for that to work, Max needed to be more than only vastly talented. It also demanded a very special personality, combining the assertiveness and drive required to be a successful racer but not the often-associated rebellious qualities. It required the resilience to withstand the extremity of Jos’ approach but without replicating his faults.


For Jos’ heavy hand to have the desired effect required Max’s complete buy-in, but that part wasn’t necessarily so extraordinary given that he never knew anything else. The extraordinary part was how Max retained his own distinct identity, despite the 24/7 tutelage of so extreme a character as his father.


‘Max is the diplomat,’ said his mother Sophie on RTL Boulevard. ‘He always wants to make things right.’ Given Jos’ dominant personality and Sophie’s feisty intelligence, it’s easy to imagine there might have been quite a lot for young Max to try to make right for the first 11 years of his life before his parents separated.


Talk to him today and there’s no apparent damage; he’s relaxed and sociable, with a ready smile. The most special part of his personality, the most critical part, is that he is not cowed by anything. He fears no one and reputations mean nothing to him and never have. He’s straight-talking and on track he’s always the dominant one in any tango. But there’s been zero rebellion. Not as far as anyone knows. Just wide-eyed, straightforward, matter-of-fact openness, very characteristically Dutch in that way, taking forward the life and career Jos helped to shape. He hasn’t left his dad behind and floated away on a sea of dollars and fame. Jos is still right there by his side, a partner in his success, maybe even an equal one, though the separation of the boy from the father away from the track seems to have been completed quite seamlessly.


Jos and Raymond Vermeulen, the manager Jos found for his own career years ago and still his trusted consigliere, quietly take care of business while Max is out there taking the opposition apart, only then to return to normality which for Max, since late-2020, is partner Kelly Piquet and Penelope, her daughter from a previous relationship.


‘Kelly is of course a little bit older,’ said Sophie on RTL Boulevard in 2021. ‘She has a little child. They have created some sort of a little family and I think that Max maybe missed that when he was young and I think such stability has also helped him this year as he knows that someone is waiting for him at home. She also comes from a race family so she understands everything. When you see how sweet he is to her child but also for his sister, for me, he has his heart in the right place.’


Max has seemingly created the serene home life he never had as a child but surely craved, given how tempestuous his parents’ marriage was. Some idea of just how bad things got can be gained from the fact that Sophie had a restraining order placed upon Jos in the wake of their break-up in 2008. In the post-marriage arrangement, Max stayed with Jos – not least because they were by then locked together in their karting endeavours anyway – while Max’s sister Victoria stayed with Sophie. Max has remained close to them all, a loving son and brother.


His sincerity was quite obvious when he said in an interview a few hours after winning his first world title that he viewed it as a family success. ‘You achieve your life goal and it feels really incredible, not just for me but my whole family. They also had to live for me. My dad was away a lot; it probably cost the marriage. Also, my sister; she missed me, she missed her dad because he was always with me. All of this now, it brings back a lot of . . . it hasn’t been for nothing. That’s something which is very special.’


‘I think Max knows how sad I’ve been that I had to miss him when he was younger,’ said Sophie in the Verstappen’s own Whatever It Takes documentary series of 2020, ‘and I think he wants to make up for lost time.’


Victoria lived through this split too and while Max’s successes have enabled her to pursue her own interests – which have included kart racing – they have, as Max suggests, also come at a cost to her. She talked of that in Whatever It Takes: ‘I understand why Dad spent all his time with Max. It’s incredible that they’ve made it to F1. But it has been difficult for me sometimes. I had times when I didn’t feel important, when Max was the only one they talked about.’


Max also talks of leisure time spent with his mother and sister at kart tracks. ‘We race together in karts sometimes. With my mum and my sister there’s always competition. They’re within a tenth [of a second] of each other and my sister gets angry because she thinks she’s better. I last raced my dad when I was 13 and we were doing similar lap times. I enjoyed it.’


‘When they were kids, Max always gave Victoria the sticker or colour book to keep the peace,’ Sophie told RTL. ‘He always thinks of her. That’s two hands on one stomach. It typifies his character: that good, that sweet. Max will always want to solve things first by talking, he is a sensitive person. He gets that fierce racing from Jos. The gentle lake of me. But make no mistake, eh. Under the helmet, he is a tiger.’


Sensitive enough to engender a good atmosphere around him but not particularly reflective, Max doesn’t give the impression of devoting much time to contemplation. So the deep psychological questions about his childhood relationship with his father just wouldn’t resonate. There would be no deeper answers within him than the ‘it is what it is’ shoulder shrug ‘and I’m very appreciative for it’. His reality. Which is all that matters. His story is that he saw the racing going on around him and demanded he join in. Jos met that ‘urgent request’ (as he later phrased it) but in so doing drilled and coached him like no one has ever been drilled and coached before. Not in this sport, anyway. There are perhaps parallels with the Williams sisters or Andre Agassi in tennis.


The boy born into the circus, he’s the one up there now on the high wire, putting into practice all the lessons he was taught by the ringmaster across the karting paddocks of Europe. The ringmaster looks up with obvious pride, knowing his son walks the rope better than he ever did, but taking satisfaction from having given him what – in his eyes – were all the tools necessary to fully succeed, a schooling way better than his own could ever have been.


But what sort of guy has a life spent in the racing laboratory made? Despite his incredible talent, he appears down-to-earth, maybe even a little vanilla in his attitudes and interests. Gen-Z’s preoccupation with the mores of social justice seems to have passed him by; he doesn’t give the impression of knowing or caring what is going on in the world around his bubble. He’s a nice guy, a caring guy, a reasonable guy, but not one seemingly troubled by things beyond his immediate orbit. There is always this pull towards equilibrium. Not in the car, obviously. But everything outside of it is about making things as stress-free as possible, including for the important people around him. From a racing perspective, it’s actually a perfect combination: fire and aggression in the car, easy-going balance outside of it. Perhaps this, even more than the raw material of racing talent, is the crucial genetic inheritance: the combination of Jos’ fire and Sophie’s calm. ‘That’s scientifically, maybe, the best mix there could be,’ says Frits van Amersfoort, whose team ran both Jos and Max. ‘You know, the sheer eagerness and animal side of Max comes from Jos, and the social side from Sophie. It’s the perfect mix. I don’t think in a laboratory they could have achieved the same, what these two people did!’


There’s a burning focus to maximise himself every time he is in the car which, in Max’s early days of F1, would sometimes spill over into moves that were not within the code of racing etiquette. Forcing Kimi Raikkonen to brake at 200 mph on the straight at Spa to avoid what would have been an aircraft-scale accident was the most extreme example. ‘He needs to see a psychiatrist,’ said legendary triple world champion Niki Lauda of the incident.


‘Great, we can go together,’ laughed Max when he was told of Lauda’s criticism. Not aggressive or defensive. Simply not bothered what anyone outside his circle thought, because he’s totally secure in his own.


The usual rules were often rendered meaningless by his mercurial talent and the shrewd way it was marshalled by Jos. New sporting regulations had to be written as a result of some of Verstappen’s more exuberant moves, just as they had been a generation earlier for Michael Schumacher’s. One was a new sporting regulation stipulating a minimum age for an F1 driver of 18, imposed after Max had made his debut as the youngest ever at 17 years and 166 days. He was a veteran of 14 grands prix before he was even allowed to drive on the roads in Europe.


Max has no time for the way F1 has transformed itself in the social media age, for he is old-school despite being a digital native. He can do things with a car others can only dream of, he can race wheel-to-wheel in a way which makes him almost impossible to beat on equal terms. But he is defined within the terms of the sport, and is not the sort of character who will transcend it in the way Lewis Hamilton has or Ayrton Senna did. He’s too straightforward for that, too uninterested in the world outside of racing. Because it’s a world in which he’s never lived. But within the bubble in which he has spent his entire existence, very few in history have ever flown so high.
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MONACO


More than any other track, it was Monaco that showcased the off-the-scale potential of the boyish novice . . .


Winning the world championship in 2022 was far less stressful and controversial than it had been the year before. The final race, at the same Abu Dhabi venue, was a cruise and Max’s 15th victory of the season, the title already having been clinched four races earlier. It was also a new record, Max having clocked up more race wins in one dominant campaign than former greats Jack Brabham, Graham Hill or Emerson Fittipaldi had in their entire long careers. From the Middle East, it was a flight home on the Dassault Falcon 900EX – the private jet he purchased from Richard Branson in 2020 – to Nice and then just a short helicopter hop along the coast to Monaco, his home since the day after his 18th birthday in September 2015.


I’d interviewed Jos earlier that year, when Max had not yet flown the nest despite now being an F1 driver. He still saw no reason why Max should leave their home in Maaseik, Belgium. ‘He gets all his laundry and stuff done here,’ tough old Jos pleaded, as if that might have made Max rethink. Their journey from Max’s childhood to F1 was complete, and 17-year-old Max was itching to spend some of his multimillion euro paycheque on a place of his own, where he could work out, rest and play in relative anonymity.


From the age of 11, Max had lived just with his dad, visiting his mum and sister between races, often getting out of school early to climb in the van and drive across Europe with Jos to the next race, and the next chance for Max to just do what he loved doing. That’s how Max sees it today, at any rate.


‘Whether Max liked it every day, I don’t know. I doubt it. History is always a bit different from reality,’ says Kees van der Grint. ‘Now that they have had so much success, they can laugh about how they travelled for miles and miles where Max had to sit in the van. I’m not sure that every night Max was happy. But they deserve all the success they have because of this time. I don’t think there was any pushing from Jos to do it but it was clear from Jos if we do it, we do it right.’


‘I have always put everything aside for Max’s career,’ said Jos soon after Max had left home. ‘Max was busy with his career and when he was in Formula 1, he departed to Monaco. And then you lose something and I do find that difficult.’


It had been an amazing adventure, from the karting kid to the hottest of F1 properties, his talent and Jos’ expertise making for an unstoppable force. But now he was ready to lead his own life, even if professionally he’d remain totally under the guidance and direction of his father and Jos’ commercial guy Raymond Vermeulen (who had found the Monaco apartment he was about to move into).


It was in the two-week gap between the Japanese and Russian Grands Prix that Max turned 18. Jos bought him a jet-ski as a leaving home present, while Sophie helped him shop for furniture. She had that maternal feeling that this was it: she was losing him to superstardom and this was the last normal thing they would do together as mum and son. A son already with 14 grands prix under his belt, such was his record-breaking youth as an F1 debutant. At Suzuka, he was still technically a child living with his dad, for all that his race in the Toro Rosso included trying for a 200 mph pass on Daniil Kvyat’s Red Bull around the outside of Suzuka’s legendary 130R corner, casually applying a little opposite lock as his right-rear tyre nibbled at the rubber marbles offline. Two weeks later at Sochi he was legally a man with his own Monaco pad.


That Monaco hosts the world’s most prestigious grand prix around its sun-baked streets is almost incidental. For many F1 stars amassing a high income over a relatively short time, it is the low tax burden of the principality that makes it the obvious place to reside. Still, Monaco does have a particular resonance with Verstappen’s career. In his first race there, in the 2015 Toro Rosso, he’d been quick but had crashed out dramatically, flying over the top of Romain Grosjean’s Lotus. There was Monaco 2016, the very next race after his victorious debut for the senior Red Bull team, when he glanced the wall exiting the swimming pool section in the first qualifying session, breaking a track rod and leaving him with no way of steering around the immediately following corner, the resultant crash obliging him to start the race from the back of the grid in a rebuilt car. There was the near-identical accident there in Saturday practice two years later which prevented him from taking part in qualifying at all. In both cases, he’d been among the fastest and looking a likely pole contender – and therefore a potential victor, such is the near-impossibility of passing around the streets. Two potential prestigious wins thrown away on a heartbreaker of a track.


Thursday practice of 2015 was his first ever experience of the track, a notoriously exacting and punishing place in which to attempt to thread a 1,000-horsepower monster through the narrow, wall-lined streets. In a Toro Rosso that was by no means a top car, the 17-year-old rookie was a sensational second fastest, just two-tenths behind Lewis Hamilton’s Mercedes. When assessing the potential of new drivers, the peaks tell you far more than the averages. They tell of the calibre of performance that will be regularly unleashed when the driver has enough experience to unlock it rather than stumbling into it by some combination of instinct and raw skill. Thursday first practice 2015 was an important marker of greatness to come. In only his second season of car racing (as opposed to karting), he was second-fastest in an F1 practice session in a mediocre car around one of the biggest tests of driver skill on the calendar.


The 2018 incident was equally significant. Three years on from that startling rookie appearance around these streets, he came to Monaco having had some sort of incident in all five of the season’s preceding races. It was as if, finding the Red Bull still to be significantly adrift of Mercedes in his third season there, he was trying to do the impossible by compensating with his driving, trying to make up the shortfall with a crazy high-wire performance that could never be sustained. Jos had privately advised him: he needed to back away from the edge a little, that it was too much. Others asking Max about it received short shrift. ‘I won’t be changing my approach,’ he’d said coming into the weekend. ‘I will never do that, because it has brought me to where I am right now.’


It had become something of a mantra as he went from one incident to the next. He’d been vying with teammate Daniel Ricciardo to be fastest when he’d crashed heavily on the Saturday morning at the swimming pool exit in that re-run of his 2016 incident at the same corner. Climbing out of the wreck, he glanced at one of the big live screens placed around the track to see Jos angrily banging his fist on the table. As Max returned to the Red Bull garage, perhaps expecting the usual ‘don’t worry about it’ from the team, he instead found Helmut Marko turning away from him, unable to hide his frustration. Team principal Christian Horner told the TV cameras that Verstappen had to figure out a way of changing his approach, because this one just wasn’t working. He’d later find Max slumped in his room in the team’s base on the harbour and would try simultaneously to console him and suggest that change. The team worked crazy-fast to get the car repaired in time for qualifying two hours later but just as the final preparations were being made and with the session about to get underway, a crack was discovered in the gearbox. He’d be taking no part and his Monaco weekend – at one of just two or three tracks where the car would be genuinely fast all season, and where Ricciardo would go on to win from pole – was consigned to the dustbin.


Thereafter, despite protestations that he hadn’t changed his approach, he did just that. He came close to finally confirming it when I interviewed him in 2019. ‘I think it’s little margins which can go really wrong or really well. But you always learn from your mistakes, and I definitely did – but to say that I completely changed the approach was not true. It was just fine-tuning a few things that makes the end result of the whole weekend a lot better. Just learning, adapting, trying to get better. I don’t think I tried to drive harder or faster. Maybe just taking it a bit back and that’s made me go a bit faster. I was maybe trying too hard . . . It’s about picking your moments when to push and when not to.


‘Also, you have to remember, because my progress to F1 was so fast, with only a year in F3 between karts and F1, I guess some of the mistakes I made in F1, others made in lower categories where there’s not much media around. For me, I prefer to make them in F1 than staying in lower categories.


‘My dad always told me: “Even when you think you are not going fast enough you are still by far quick enough.” I felt that by driving a little slower I became better after those six races. Every single race I learn.’


It was the final piece of the jigsaw. After that humiliating experience, he became the great driver he had promised to be in that rookie practice session in 2015. Whatever he changed after Monaco 2018 gave him access to his ridiculous, improbable talent pretty much on demand. All he was waiting for now was the car.


He had a strong race to second at Monaco the following year, hassling the older-tyred Hamilton in the closing laps, the pair even making contact at the chicane for the final time. But it wasn’t until the next race there in 2021 (the 2020 event was cancelled due to Covid) that he finally became a winner around his ‘home’ track, with a dominant performance. Aside from the prestige, it was a significant career benchmark: the result put him in the lead of the world championship for the first time in his career, his first taste of being the chased and not the chaser.
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Fast forward to 2022 and Monaco was one of the few races that season which Verstappen, now the reigning world champion, failed to win – and the circumstances of that failure infuriated ‘Team Verstappen’ and imposed strains on the relationship with Red Bull. All triggered by teammate Sergio Perez’s accident in the final seconds of qualifying.


The backdrop to that was how Perez had been much more competitive with Verstappen in the season up to that point than had been the case in their first season together at Red Bull the year before, when Perez had qualified an average of almost half-a-second slower and garnered less than half of Max’s tally of championship points. He’d been taken on as a support driver, a role he’d performed satisfactorily in 2021, there to save the day when Verstappen had suffered a problem, such as in Baku when Max’s tyre explosion while leading put him in the wall. But this guy, who’d been in F1 for over a decade but never before with a competitive car, clearly had aspirations to be more than a support act.


In 2022, with a car to which Perez was much more attuned and which Verstappen felt was limiting the full expression of his own skills, the Mexican was occasionally able to offer some real internal competition. In Jeddah for the second race of the season, he had set a stunning pole position and was only taken out of victory contention by the unfortunate timing of a safety car, something which paved the way for Verstappen’s win there after a late battle with Charles Leclerc’s Ferrari.


Tensions had been mounting within the team the week before the Monaco showdown thanks to a team instruction to Perez in the Spanish Grand Prix to allow Verstappen past after he had recovered from a trip through the gravel trap. Giving up his own hopes of victory, Perez had radioed magnanimously, ‘I think it’s very unfair, but okay.’


At Monaco, Perez was quick, as he invariably is around street tracks; quicker, run for run, in qualifying than Verstappen, albeit behind the Ferraris which were better-suited to the demands of the track. The problem for the Red Bulls in qualifying was in generating the required front-tyre temperatures by the start of the lap, something the Ferraris could do with ease. Verstappen and Perez were each trying to find ways around that, with an extra preparation lap before the attack lap or even two extra preparation laps. You need to know about this nitty-gritty to appreciate what happened between the Red Bull drivers here as they fought for their all-important Monaco grid positions.


In the more time-restricted final session, Perez had decided to do a multiple-lap first run, with two attack laps interspersed by a cooling-off lap. That would leave him very little time for his new-tyred second run, obliging him to do the final single attack lap without the extra preparation lap, meaning his front tyres would almost certainly be too cold. So he was heavily reliant on doing a good time on that multiple-lap first run.


Verstappen by contrast had opted for the conventional, equally spaced two runs, two separate single attack laps giving him the time to do the extra prep lap on the new tyres on each occasion. In theory, that would allow him to take fuller advantage of the way the track tends to be grippier at the end of the session, as more rubber has been laid down.


Perez’s first run gave him a marginally faster time than Verstappen. But into the final runs Verstappen, with his extra prep lap, had already beaten Perez’s first sector time from the first runs and looked on-course to leapfrog ahead. Unsurprisingly, given his under-temperature tyres, Perez’s second run was not shaping up well and he was not set to improve. That became a certainty as he piled his car into the wall at Portier corner and was then collected by Carlos Sainz’s Ferrari. The red flags for that incident ended qualifying and ensured that Verstappen didn’t get to complete the lap which had been looking likely to eclipse Perez’s earlier time – and maybe even that of Sainz. All of which put Perez third on the grid, Verstappen fourth.


Verstappen smelt a rat. It wasn’t unheard of at Monaco for a driver to crash under suspicious circumstances after setting a good time on the first outing, thereby preventing rivals from taking advantage of a less-good final run. Michael Schumacher had been thrown to the back of the grid in 2006 for just such an offence. In 2014, Nico Rosberg had brought out the yellow flags on the final runs, preventing teammate and title rival Lewis Hamilton from improving. Without definitive proof, the stewards were forced to accept Rosberg’s explanation that it has been a simple misjudgement. Unlike with Rosberg, Perez wasn’t even called to the stewards to explain. But what the team – and Verstappen – saw on his telemetry and in-car footage left them in little doubt. They believed Perez had deliberately crashed, with an untypical full throttle application very early in the corner and little apparent attempt to control the resultant power slide.


Perez dismissed it without much conviction and would quickly move the conversation on. For an F1 driver to have stood so hard on the gas at the wrong point of the track, and to have not made any significant steering correction until so late, is unfeasible if it was not deliberate. ‘It’s just part of the sport and the speculation people like to make,’ he said. ‘To me, this happened so many races ago that it’s totally irrelevant.’
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Two things about Max Verstappen: his competitive zeal is extraordinarily intense, even by the standards of an F1 driver, and he tends to be binary in his assessment of situations – black or white, not grey. These are traits shared with his father. Someone who saw both in action at close quarters was Kees van der Grint. ‘Once when Jos won one of the European kart championships and he had only to finish third or fourth in the final to take the title, Mike Hezemans was leading but Jos just drove over him. Literally over the top of him. He landed in a good place and won. After I congratulated Jos I asked him why, when it could have gone wrong. He said: “I don’t care about the championship.” He just wanted to be first. That’s part of the Verstappen DNA and it’s very hard to fight that. It’s the same with Max. He has the judgement and maybe is not so rash on the track but inside he respects absolutely no one as a rival. He knows how good he is and if someone is in the way they do not get the benefit of doubt.’


It’s one thing for that intensity to be triggered by a rival but when it was from within his own team – and from a driver he considers a support, not truly a rival – Max’s indignation was immediately apparent and he didn’t care to hide it. ‘It is irritating,’ he said in the paddock afterwards, ‘and a pity of course that the one who put it in the wall was my teammate. But in the end, you don’t get a penalty for that. So, if you know you have a good first run, then you can think: ah well, you know what, I’ll park it and tactically send it into the wall. You could do that.’


He always talks straight like this when he feels strongly about something. There’s no PR filter. And he clearly felt very strongly about this. He felt even more strongly about it the following day when Perez’s better starting position won him the race. In Red Bull’s race with the Ferrari drivers, Perez, as the team’s leading man, was pitted from wet tyres to intermediates at a time to maximise his chances of overhauling early leader Charles Leclerc (and subsequently Sainz too). The timing of Verstappen’s stop, as the car behind and thus not within as close a striking range of the Ferraris, was dictated by Perez’s stops. Thus compromised, he came in third. Perez – who had just signed a two-year extension to his contract – partied hard with the team to celebrate his victory. The Verstappens, however, were not in a party mood.


Jos took to Max’s website the following day to articulate his displeasure: ‘To be honest I wasn’t left with a good feeling about the race weekend in Monaco. And that’s putting it mildly . . . As a father, I was also disappointed with the race. Max’s third place was very disappointing. We all saw that it was a difficult weekend for him. It starts with the car, which simply doesn’t have the characteristics for his driving style yet. Max has far too little grip at the front axle. And especially in Monaco, with all those short corners, you need a car that turns very quickly. That was just hard.


‘Red Bull achieved a good result, but at the same time exerted little influence to help Max to the front. That he finished third, he owes to Ferrari’s mistake at that second stop of Charles Leclerc. The championship leader, Max, was not helped in that sense by the chosen strategy. It turned completely to [Perez’s] favour. That was disappointing to me, and I would have liked it to be different for the championship leader.


‘Pérez actually won the race because of the earlier pit stop. The team can perhaps explain that as a gamble, but they had already seen, with for example Gasly, that the intermediates were the best option at that time.


‘I would have liked them to go for Max, but of course I am not entirely objective. I think 10 points from Max have been thrown away here. Especially with the two retirements we’ve had, we need every point. Don’t forget that Ferrari currently has a better car, especially in qualifying.’


Unlike Max, Jos had stopped short of mentioning Perez’s qualifying but to be so publicly critical of the team on Max’s own website was no small thing. It may have been partly the father’s famed knee-jerk emotions but it was also Jos acting to pull Red Bull up short and with the implicit power to do so because of Max’s phenomenal ability. Red Bull’s Helmut Marko didn’t waste any time in responding.


‘I called him right away,’ he told De Limburger. ‘I said, “What is this, Jos?” Everyone can have their own opinion, including Jos, but he shouldn’t publish it on his son’s website. He said, “Yes, but I am the father”, which is fine but don’t do it in that way.


‘Jos is great and that’s why Max has come this far. When Max came to Formula 1, at the beginning it was sometimes not easy with Jos. He had an opinion about everything and still does, by the way. His comments create resentment within the team and give journalists something to write about. Anyway, Jos is Jos. He can sometimes get angry quickly and none of that is going to change.’


In other words, there was little Marko could do beyond expressing his displeasure. This was the same struggle for power and control that had existed between Red Bull and Team Verstappen right from the start and which clearly the winning of the 2021 world championship and the multi-year mega-contract that followed had not dissolved.


The events of Monaco 2022 are quite illuminating in this regard. They tell us about the complex, delicate relationship between Red Bull and Max and how even though they rely on each other totally for their combined success, in some respects it’s still not a full marriage. They have been partners for many years and enjoyed good times. But there’s still a distance – and it’s put in place by the Verstappens. It’s about control.


Red Bull has its famed junior driver programme, sponsoring young drivers throughout karting and in the junior car categories, looking for the next champion. Helmut Marko – an F1 driver of great promise in the early 1970s – oversees that search as part of his role. Part of that ladder of opportunity is the fact that Red Bull has a junior F1 team (then named Toro Rosso, now AlphaTauri) to bridge the gap between the junior categories and the top team, where drivers can either establish their credentials as a future world champion or be cast aside.


But through karting and F3, Verstappen was never a Red Bull junior driver despite his obviously immense potential. Jos had kept him independent absolutely for as long as necessary – by design, to keep his options open as long as possible. Only when Red Bull offered Max, who had completed only one season in car racing (in 2014 F3), a cast-iron F1 drive for 2015 with Toro Rosso did he enter the squad.


‘There was a tug of love with Mercedes to get him and part of that was this competition between the two Austrian old boys,’ explains Red Bull team boss Christian Horner in reference to Helmut Marko and Niki Lauda, the latter filling a Marko-like roving brief at Mercedes. The two had competed with each other since the late 1960s, to see which of them got to F1 first (it was the same race), which of them made it big first (it was looking like Marko until his accident), which of them might get a Ferrari drive (Marko had a Ferrari contract offer in his briefcase the weekend of his accident, but the drive eventually went to Lauda who won two world championships there). They became good friends but the rivalry remained. Two old warriors of the track, both disfigured by accidents in what was a lethally dangerous era of F1, would continue to score points off each other. Marko would frequently remind Lauda that he owed his career to Marko’s accident, that he took all the drives Marko had been forced to vacate. Lauda would tell him he’d never have made it anyway. So it was as they vied to land F1’s obvious next superstar for their respective teams.


‘So [the Verstappens] were going backwards and forwards between us and them and I remember having dinner in Heidelberg at Hockenheim with Helmut and he said, “The only thing that we have for Max that Mercedes don’t is a seat in Formula One.” And that we should offer him a seat next year in Toro Rosso.


‘Initially I thought that was a massive step, you know? Then you think, he has done it in Formula 3. So we thought, why not? The kid looks an outstanding talent, if he is good enough, he’ll adapt. Mercedes were trying to position him in a GP2 team and they couldn’t offer him a Formula One seat straightaway. And so that was our trump card. I think Helmut took delight not only in signing him because of the talent he was but also because it was a big middle finger to Niki!’


The importance Jos had placed on keeping Max’s options open until this point was fuelled by perhaps the single most important factor in Jos’ own F1 career not working out in the 1990s – he surrendered control to someone else (Benetton boss Flavio Briatore) and was put in a subservient role (to Michael Schumacher). This probably did immeasurable harm to Jos’ psyche. He had been every bit as big a sensation in karts and junior car racing as Max would subsequently be. He was seen as the next big thing. Straight out of F3, Jos had been the number one in everything he’d done up to his arrival in F1, but here suddenly he was relegated into a support role and – even worse – a support role without even the same tools at his disposal as the number one. Perception is everything and his F1 career was defined as less than it might have been from that moment. Control was therefore always a massive part of Jos’ strategy with Max’s career.


So even as Red Bull gave Max the F1 ride straightaway, they were new to each other. The Verstappens had chosen Red Bull rather than Mercedes only because of what Red Bull was offering. Jos had leveraged Mercedes’ interest brilliantly to get the 2015 F1 drive with Toro Rosso, allowing Raymond Vermeulen to negotiate a tough deal. Not in monetary terms, but in terms of control, something which Red Bull junior drivers notoriously did not have. Daniel Ricciardo, under Red Bull’s wing since 2006 and making his F1 debut in 2011, had only become contractually free at the end of 2018. Any time in between he could have been dropped if his performances were deemed not up to scratch, as had happened to many before: Christian Klien, Jaime Alguersuari, Jean-Eric Vergne and others.


Max’s Red Bull contract was nothing like that. It was almost as if Jos and Raymond were doing Red Bull a favour by lending Max to them – hence the immediate F1 race seat (plus a few Friday practice sessions in the remaining 2014 races) and the options open after that to defect if he were not promoted to the senior team by an agreed date.


‘There was a junction within Max’s agreement,’ confirms Horner. ‘By switching him with Daniil Kvyat we extended Max’s agreement with us. We could do that because the two teams were under common ownership.’


It was brilliantly negotiated and tightly controlled by Jos and Raymond. They parlayed Max’s talent and obviously enormous potential with incredible nerve and to clinical effect. This was a match of mutual interests, not some happy ending sealed with holy vows. The Verstappens were not necessarily going to be staying at Red Bull long term.


That cool headedness remained even as the partnership flourished: even after Red Bull promoted Max out of Toro Rosso to the senior team in 2016, just five races into his sophomore season (thereby contractually closing off the possibility of losing him at the end of 2017); even after he sensationally won his very first race with the senior team in Spain in fairy-tale fashion, the youngest ever grand prix winner at 18. Even after all that, he was still a gunslinger for hire and the Verstappens were not signing up to anyone’s legion but their own.


That inevitably created a certain tension in the relationship, which rumbled on as Mercedes continued to dominate the sport and Lewis Hamilton rewrote the record books. For the next five seasons, Max Verstappen raced a car which was in no way comparable to the Mercedes, good enough only to snatch the odd victory when something had gone wrong at the silver team. For Max, quite possibly the fastest driver on the grid – and increasingly recognised as such – it was an exercise in controlling his mounting frustration, so that it didn’t come through in his personal performances. In the power dynamic with the team, the Verstappens continued to have the upper hand, but what use was that when the team couldn’t give him a title-calibre car?
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A clause negotiated by the Verstappens for 2019 meant that if certain performance targets were not met by the team by a certain cut-off date, Max could be contractually free for 2020. There were rumours of renewed interest from Mercedes, of him being paired there with Lewis Hamilton to form a super-team, which would have been a devastating blow to Red Bull. Nothing came of it, not least because the performance clauses were met. But Team Verstappen were publicly quite open about looking around to see where Max’s long-term future might best be served. The Mercedes rumours were at their height around the time of the 2019 British Grand Prix. I had been pestering Red Bull for an interview with Max and had received a firm ‘no’, the PR department surely concerned I’d be asking about him and Mercedes. But it was in Team Verstappen’s interests to have their views out there and so they made the interview happen anyway. The windows of Max’s Red Bull motorhome looked out over not just its own trucks at the back of the garages but also those of the adjacent Mercedes team. The big three-pointed star formed the perfect backdrop for the picture the photographer had in mind as Max sat down with his back to the window. Could he just angle his seat a little, the photographer asked. Max glanced over his shoulder to see what would be in the background, smiled and said, ‘Sure.’ Just games, but it did signify something of the dynamic between team and driver. Then, finally, a competitive car arrived in 2021, Max’s sixth season at Red Bull. And with it came the first title, after that epic, season-long controversial battle with Hamilton and Mercedes. This finally seemed to convince the Verstappens that Red Bull was home, not just a temporary stop along the way, and at the beginning of 2022 a seven-year mega deal (actually a two-year extension to his previous deal but on totally new terms, starting immediately) was announced.


‘Max was on the radio in Abu Dhabi [2021] saying can we do this for many, many years,’ relates Raymond Vermeulen in the Lion Unleashed documentary on Max’s career. ‘That was the reason for Dr Marko calling me again and from “let’s sit and have a coffee to see how we can work this out”, we worked for a few weeks and the deal was done. It was a very natural conversation and negotiation, we made a deal, and this is a long-term deal so I think that is something that was important for Red Bull to have Max on board for their long-term future because they are investing heavily in their powertrains and other things. We felt very comfortable with signing up with Red Bull for the long term, so the deal was done pretty easily.’


Vermeulen, a real estate investor before he took over the commercial management of Verstappen Senior’s career, has Jos’ total trust. He became busy all over again – this time much more lucratively – when Max began racing seriously. Affable but a tough and shrewd negotiator, he has been instrumental in maximising the Verstappens’ earnings.


The new deal unambiguously aligned Red Bull and Verstappen for the long-term whereas previously there were always feasible loophole clauses, notably for non-factory engines.


This is a typical contractual get-out clause for a driver. If he originally signed with a factory team – a team with an engine partnership with an automotive manufacturer as its engine supplier – and the team subsequently loses that status and becomes a customer team (which has to buy its engines), then very often the driver can be released before the contract has run its course. This had always been a sensitive point for Red Bull, especially given its often-acrimonious relationship with its previous partner Renault, which ended in 2018 after 12 years. Renault was replaced by Honda and although that relationship was infinitely better, at board level the Japanese manufacturer was not committed to F1 long term.


Mercedes and Ferrari – the only other teams of comparable calibre – didn’t have this problem, as they made their own engines. It was time Red Bull did the same. So, at the end of 2020, Dietrich Mateschitz, the soft drinks billionaire from Austria who had founded the team, gave the investment green light for the creation of Red Bull Powertrains. Honda would remain involved at least for a time, but the team was no longer reliant upon them, no longer subject to the whim of a big corporation on the other side of the world.


In terms of Max’s contractual situation, the closing off of that engine loophole combined with the fact that Mercedes and Ferrari had seemingly already instigated their own long-term succession plans with George Russell and Charles Leclerc respectively, surely brought Team Verstappen and Team Red Bull more permanently together.


There was speculation that the financial terms may even have bettered those enjoyed by Lewis Hamilton at Mercedes at somewhere between £40–50 million per year. ‘I don’t know if that’s true,’ answered Helmut Marko to the question, ‘because I don’t know Hamilton’s contract. But it seems normal to me that Max will earn more as world champion. I am proud of what Max has achieved. It confirms that it was the right choice at the time to bring him to Formula 1. And it has also silenced all the scepticism that existed in the beginning.’


But Marko did admit to being relieved. ‘A little, yes. In the long run, when we couldn’t give him a championship car, I was afraid he might go somewhere else.’


Verstappen is central to Red Bull: it all revolves around him at an operational and support level, he’s very happy in that role and that brings its own spiralling benefits. Before this deal, there was always the possibility that his Red Bull success would be the equivalent of Schumacher’s at Benetton or Hamilton’s at McLaren – impressive but less than the entirely different level the driver was capable of if everything was in full alignment, as each showed with their blockbusting era-defining runs at Ferrari and Mercedes respectively.


But even now that Max and Red Bull were contractually aligned for the foreseeable, it still wasn’t the Ferrari/Schumacher love-in where the joins were almost invisible and not a raised eyebrow of public criticism ever crossed Schumacher’s face. It wasn’t even the slightly less serene but still very close relationship of Mercedes and Hamilton.


The fall-out from Monaco 2022 demonstrated that Red Bull could not take Max’s commitment to the mutual cause for granted, mega-contract or no mega-contract. The balance of power had permanently changed over the years and there would be more evidence of that through the season. Post-Monaco, behind the scenes, the Verstappens demanded changes, and quick. Two races later, Max had a further developed car, tailored to fully exploit his freakish abilities – and which Perez found much more difficult, putting him firmly back in the support role. Thus, the foundation for Max’s subsequent domination of the 2022 season was put in place in the aftermath of that Monaco weekend. Maybe it would have happened even without Jos throwing Max’s weight about. But Jos isn’t one not to take matters into his own hands and Team Verstappen’s tolerance for anything other than full commitment to Max is now zero.


‘When I think it’s shit, it’s shit,’ said Max in typical Verstappen style to the Guardian in July 2021. ‘When it’s good it’s good. That’s how I interact with the team. That’s what I say to the team: “You can say the same to me. When I am a dickhead you can tell me.” When I fuck up, I fuck up. When I do good, I do good.


‘I cannot always be super-polite and nice; that’s not how I work. You need to be hard on each other, especially in tougher times or when you are not happy with certain things. It works both ways. They tell me, I tell them. You should be able to be criticised and take criticism.’


Team boss Christian Horner is a skilled operator and understands the delicate dynamic well. His first experience of walking that line came in Red Bull’s first era of title success with Sebastian Vettel who didn’t always react well to any challenge from teammate Mark Webber. The Australian, in turn, was capable of blowing up any internal conflict into a very public matter when he felt his own chances were being compromised. Yet Red Bull and Vettel still won four consecutive titles with Webber alongside. The Verstappens provide Horner with different challenges and the relationship is perhaps tougher, less emotionally close. But Horner harnesses their relentless energy incredibly well within the team to drive overall performance to an increasingly dominant level.


‘He can be very sharp and cutting,’ says Horner, ‘when emotions are running high and a lot of engineers would wilt under that strain. He is demanding. The fuse is a little shorter than it was with Seb.’ Of Jos, he says merely that while he is a ‘passionate dad as a lot of the dads are. He no longer gets overly involved as he was wont to do in the early days at Toro Rosso. He has been as good as gold with us.’


It just works, he says. ‘Max feels very comfortable in the environment. There is a belief and a passion and a shared philosophy of how we go racing and I think he enjoys that. He is very loyal and protective of the team.’


The closest Max had to a personal bond within Red Bull was probably with Dietrich Mateschitz. The 78-year-old team founder passed away in October 2022 after a battle with cancer but lived long enough to see Verstappen clinch his second title in Japan. He died on the weekend of the following race, in Austin, where Verstappen said: ‘I find it really incredible what he has done. Luckily, I got to spend a little bit of time with him a few weeks back, which is now of course even more special. I really enjoyed that . . . The last time I saw him, the things we discussed, that made the day very special even then. And now that final encounter has gained even more depth. The news of his death is very difficult to take. I will remember him as a man of gentle character who took care of people with extreme love. He didn’t seek the limelight. I got to know him as a racer at heart with an enormous passion for the sport. I mean, who else in the history of Formula 1 has ever started two teams?’


Mateschitz wasn’t involved in the nitty-gritty of running those teams, typically appearing at no more than a couple of races per season. But his projection of freewheeling, high-risk adventure to market the Red Bull soft drink is part of the team’s brand DNA. Red Bull, much more than any corporate automotive team, can wear a little bit of controversy quite comfortably. The Verstappens fit into this ethos well – it’s even possible that Max derives some performance from it. This boy was always going to go racing if he wanted to and had the talent. It’s led to a certain free-spiritedness in his approach, answering only to himself.


Perhaps more than any driver on the grid, maybe even more than Fernando Alonso, Verstappen is racing on his own terms. Red Bull’s only intolerance – and it’s a severe one – is lack of performance, which is not something Max has ever had to worry about. He oozes performance, it’s locked into his own DNA, allowing him to be supremely relaxed in doing what he does – which only adds to the performance.


More than any other track, it was Monaco that showcased the off-the-scale potential of the boyish novice in 2015; the over-the-top attack mode of the early days at Red Bull in 2016; the crucial error in 2018 which triggered the re-set; the truly great driver that resulted to gain his first Monaco win in 2021; and finally, in 2022, the team turmoil that led the Verstappens to lay down their terms of total dominance within the Red Bull team.


As Max jogs around the streets of what is now home, he could doubtless reflect on each of those step-change moments. If he were the reflective type.
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