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To the talented and generous sports editors of The Times – David Chappell, Keith Blackmore and Tim Hallissey – who offered me the time and space to revel in sports reporting, and the Fleet Street gang who kept me sane over hundreds of thousands of miles of travelling with the Formula One circus, particularly Bob McKenzie and Jonathan McEvoy. And to Bernie Ecclestone and his incredible gang of entrepeneurs. It was a privilege to be a small part of their story. 










Introduction


The verbal tirade came from somewhere above me. I couldn’t see where, but I would recognise that Irish brogue any day. Eddie Jordan was on a balcony of the Yas Marina circuit and spotted me wandering in the paddock below.


After almost 300 grands prix, Abu Dhabi would be my last as motor racing correspondent for The Times and Jordan, the first team owner I met in Formula One, clearly wanted to mark the occasion. ‘We’re better rid of you,’ he shouted, turning into a character that could come from Mrs Brown’s Boys on television. ‘You were never any good. You know fuck-all about Formula One anyway.’


You know what? He was right. Jordan’s tongue was in his cheek but, compared to him, I didn’t know much, even after 20 years at the heart of this most extraordinary of sports. Like Jordan’s exit from Formula One as a team owner, though, my timing was perfect.


This was November 2016, and I was quitting my job at the end of an era when Jordan and a cohort of fellow entrepreneurs ruled the most glittering sporting extravaganza in the world. Bernie Ecclestone didn’t know it then, but it would be his final grand prix in charge of a sport he ruled for almost forty years; Ron Dennis, the titan of McLaren, had gone just before this race and the rest – Flavio Briatore, Luca di Montezemolo and so many others – had disappeared in dribs and drabs.


To be a sports journalist is a great job; to be a sports journalist at The Times is a privilege; and to be a sports journalist in Formula One . . . well, it was a blast.


Unlike so many in the Formula One media centre, who are essentially fans, I had a long career before Formula One (a proper job, I always said), coming through local newspapers where my first interview as a callow 17-year-old trainee was with Evelyn Harrison, a tiny woman with a purple bob haircut and wearing a 1920s flapper dress, who insisted on feeling the bumps on my head to ascertain whether I was trustworthy before telling me about her lonely hearts club. I passed the bump test. I interviewed Prime Minister Ted Heath about Britain joining something called the Common Market, and reported on the miners’ strike and thousands of redundancies in Britain’s car industry. I joined Fleet Street as an industrial correspondent, and followed Neil Kinnock on his ‘red rose’ general election tour of 1987, clutching my first mobile telephone (it never worked). But I also stood in a field close to the jet that crashed at Kegworth in 1989 killing forty-seven passengers, and later that year leaned on the wall overlooking the Thames at the hulk of the sunken Marchioness pleasure steamer, in which fifty-one party-goers lost their lives. In 1997, I was on the road for the general election again and was part of the team reporting on the death of Princess Diana that year.


I was also motoring editor, a diminutive version of Jeremy Clarkson if you like, driving every type of car you could imagine in every corner of the globe, crashing a famous Ford GT40 at Silverstone and spinning a Ferrari 360, appropriately through 360 degrees, to applause from Ferrari mechanics. It must have been an audition because in March 1998 I was on a plane to Australia to cover my first grand prix. After reporting on strikes, deaths, elections and cars, I was sent to watch the world’s most expensive soap opera – and it was fascinating. There were glorious winners and plucky losers, whose stories could be just as compelling.


I thought I had seen it all in journalism, but I was mesmerised, not just by the cars, the paddock and parade of famous faces (I bumped into George Harrison coming out of the loo), but the people.


Sepp Blatter ran Fifa, football’s world governing body, like a medieval prince with a subservient court, but he had ‘no skin in the game’, as they say. It wasn’t his money or his neck on the line if things went wrong, unlike Eddie Jordan, who risked every penny he had on Formula One. Blatter hadn’t had to watch footballers die horrifically on the pitch or lose a best friend in a fiery blaze in the middle of a game, like Sir Frank Williams or Bernie Ecclestone. Blatter hadn’t risked his livelihood and still built an empire like McLaren’s Ron Dennis.


This book is not a history, nor an investigation – there are authors like Tom Bower, Tim Collings, Susan Watkins and Richard Williams who have examined the inner workings of the sport forensically and with excellence. It is not really about motor racing. Instead, it is a series of memories, snapshots and anecdotes from a journalist who had a seat at the top table of Formula One, an attempt to put some colour into characters who seemed to me to appear in monochrome in television interviews, and to review the events that shaped them. I met up with them again for this book to help me remember the flipside of their personalities so rarely revealed. And to remind me that the men who made Formula One, who transformed the sport into a global phenomenon worth billions of pounds and engaged the interest of tens of millions of people, were extraordinary and unique. They were quite simply driven.
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THE MAN WHO MADE US RICH


7 MARCH 2017: Nineteen words in silver lettering on the invitation to dinner summed up a life: ‘A tribute to Bernie Ecclestone, the man who made Formula One great.’ And then the afterthought: ‘And made a lot of people rich.’


The invitation could have gone further, for this was not just a tribute to a man, but to a unique era in all of sport, marking the end of an age of extraordinary entrepreneurs, led by Ecclestone, who transformed Formula One from a rabble of enthusiasts scraping a living from motor racing into a £1 billion entertainment behemoth.


They were giants of men, yet ruled, ironically, by the smallest. At 5 feet 3 inches, Ecclestone looks as though a gust of wind would blow him over, but you would be wrong. He was tough enough to trade second-hand cars in London and take care of himself among plenty of East End hard men, scaring people twice his size half to death in his prime before muscling into Formula One where he became the P.T. Barnum of sport, the Great Showman, the ringmaster with his incredible flying circus travelling to every corner of the world to thrill and entertain millions.


Not any more, though, for his extraordinary reign had come to an end. Ecclestone, who had ruled like a dictator for forty years, had been unceremoniously deposed from the sport he had created in his own image. For the first time in his eighty-six years, Ecclestone was out of work, and, for the first time since anyone could remember, there would be no Bernie when the new Formula One season opened just nineteen days after this celebratory dinner with fifty or so of his high-rolling associates and chums in a swish Chelsea restaurant.


As each guest arrived, they were given a souvenir programme and a mask emblazoned with Ecclestone’s face, so that they could welcome the guest of honour with a spooky array of Bernie visages.


David Coulthard, the ex-driver with Williams, McLaren and Red Bull and winner of thirteen grands prix, was master of ceremonies and assigned the job of welcoming each guest, including me, the lone journalist and an interloper in a room crowded with multimillionaires. Formula One had, unfortunately, not made me rich, unlike Flavio Briatore, the former head of the world championship-winning Benetton and Renault teams, who had organised the dinner at Sumosan Twiga, a curious Japanese-Italian fusion restaurant at the end of Sloane Street, one of the most glamorous thoroughfares in London. This was part of Ecclestone’s ‘manor’, the area of Chelsea and Knightsbridge where he had set up home and presided over Formula One from his tiny headquarters within walking distance of Harrods and Harvey Nichols, the department stores for the ultra-chic ‘Made in Chelsea’ set, and the line of expensive shops, from Bulgari to Tom Ford, Louis Vuitton and Versace that attracted wealthy tourists.


Sumosan Twiga nestles up against the Jumeirah Carlton Tower, a hotel where Middle Eastern royals park their gold Lamborghinis and inhabit suites that can cost as much as £2,600 a night. Once, Formula One was sandwiches and bottles of beer, but by the end of Ecclestone’s reign, it was champagne and Chelsea.


Each time Sumosan Twiga’s double doors opened, a familiar face from the world of Formula One – Bernie’s world – would appear. Luca di Montezemolo, the aristocrat forced out of the Ferrari business he had rescued and rebuilt, had flown in from Rome, looking slender and immaculate, much as he did in his prime when he transformed Ferrari into the wealthiest and most successful team in Formula One. And then there was Piero Lardi Ferrari, the illegitimate son of Enzo and last family link to the great founder of Ferrari and pioneer of Formula One.


Across the room, clutching his glass, was Vijay Mallya, the Indian drinks billionaire once behind brands like Kingfisher. That was before the Indian authorities decided to pursue him on a series of corruption charges that Mallya condemned as the victimisation of a celebrity for political ends in his homeland. No one here cared much about that, and the owner of the Force India Formula One team was resplendent as always in huge diamond earrings and chunky gold jewellery.


Toto Wolff, the lanky Austrian head of the Mercedes F1 team, arrived with his wife Susie, closely followed by Christian Horner, the Red Bull team principal and Ecclestone’s best man at his wedding. They are the new boys, the corporate youngsters who moved in to take over from the entrepreneurs who had risked their own money and livelihoods to go racing. Horner’s wife Geri, the former Spice Girl, was on her usual bubbly form, and soon hooked up with David Coulthard’s wife Karen and Susie Wolff to claim their ‘women only’ table, where they would be isolated from the testosterone-fuelled banter of the overwhelmingly male guests.


HRH Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa, Crown Prince of Bahrain, short and dapper and clutching his trademark cigar, was the first royal to turn up. Bahrain’s crown prince was behind the radical plan to build a $150 million racetrack in the desert, a palace of speed of absolutely no interest to many of the ordinary people of his country and the subject of years of protest. No matter, he liked it and insisted his motor-racing palace built on a sand dune was of great benefit to his tiny island nation.


Prince Salman was followed by more minor royalty, this time Prince Albert of Monaco, in grey suit and open-necked white shirt. Formula One is in the Grimaldi family blood. They have been organising grands prix around the narrow, twisting streets of their toy-town principality since 1929. Monaco remains the jewel in the Formula One crown, which is probably why it is the only race that pays nothing for the privilege of staging a grand prix. The prince can look down from the battlements of his castle onto the most famous racetrack in the world around streets described by Somerset Maugham as ‘a sunny place for shady people’. Perhaps that was true once, but many in Formula One – like Lewis Hamilton, David Coulthard and Eddie Jordan – succumbed to the attraction of the tiny tax haven clinging to cliffs on the Côte d’Azur because of its fine weather and safe community away from the prying eyes of the public.


As the room filled and the noise level rose, I spotted the pale, lean figure of Max Mosley in a corner. Mosley was one half of the partnership that once ran Formula One – Ernie Wise to Ecclestone’s Eric Morecambe, if you like. They were the most unlikely of friends: Mosley, a cerebral, aristocratic lawyer, who inherited the family fortune, and became president of the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile, the governing body of motor racing, and Ecclestone, the used-car dealer from a tiny village in Suffolk, who ruled Formula One through a combination of fear of retribution and the lure of hard cash.


They had a vision for Formula One and shared something else that bound them closely – a delight in mischief-making. No wind-up was too great, no character in the sport too pompous to be embarrassed. They had connived and run Formula One like their own fiefdom since dislodging the ruling elite, but now the old pals were both out of the sport they had dominated for so long. Mosley isn’t much of a party man either and preferred to stay in the background, sipping quietly at his champagne, modestly dressed in sports jacket and black roll-neck sweater. ‘I wonder if Bernie will be able to retire?’ I once asked Mosley. ‘He thinks of nothing else from waking up to going to bed. It has been his life. Do you not miss it, Max?’ ‘No, not at all,’ Mosley said. ‘There are so many things to do now I don’t have all that fuss with the teams and so on. There are so many books to read that I never got around to. Then again, I don’t suppose Bernie reads much.’ That was true, I reflected, of a man whose reading matter had likely only ever been contracts.


Then, the chatter died down. Briatore was at the front of the crowd, signalling silence. The doors swung open and there was Ecclestone, characteristically dressed in a handmade, dark grey suit with blindingly white shirt, blinking as the room erupted and he faced fifty paper Ecclestone faces staring back at him. As the comedy masks came off, his wife Fabiana took his arm and guided him into the melee. Ecclestone looked shell-shocked and desperate to slink away, but there was no escape from the adoration as everyone removed their masks to reveal their identities. After dinner came the grand finale – the cake. It was enormous and covered in pictures of Ecclestone’s decades in the sport. He was handed a huge knife to carve, but looked positively tentative, as if not wanting to destroy the images of a lifetime. Fabiana, almost half a century younger than her husband, took charge, as she seemed to whenever Ecclestone suddenly looked his considerable years, and helped him to cut through the sugary layers. At the end, Ecclestone made his way around the room to speak to everyone there. He spotted me and touched my arm. ‘Thanks for coming, sport,’ he said, before moving on, as though looking for a convenient exit. The party was over . . . in more ways than one.
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FRIENDS AND ENEMIES


They were chalk and cheese, apples and oranges, night and day – take your pick of simile. The entrepreneurs who created Formula One for the modern era ranged across the spectrum of shapes and sizes, intellect and upbringing, and the only thing this disparate band of brothers seemed to share was their obsession with perfection in a sport that ruled their lives to the exclusion of everything else.


They might not have been much alike, but they operated like a sporting Mafia family, outwardly close and united, but sometimes bitter enemies behind the closed doors of the negotiating room. They competed on the track and scrapped to outdo each other’s bank balances, yet whenever the shit hit the fan, they closed ranks like the Corleones, the fictional clan of ‘The Godfather’ movie series, with every man watching the back of every other with a ferocity that could repel even the most powerful critics.


Some started with eye-watering overdrafts, but they all ended up with eye-watering wealth. The money seemed almost obscene, as each of these men became multimillionaires and Bernie Ecclestone gained infamy as Britain’s highest-paid executive in the 1990s, at a time when a billionaire was a rare breed.


The rows were very public and the threats of a split constant and it sometimes seemed as if Formula One was in a perpetual state of war over who should get the biggest slice of the sport’s ever-growing financial cake. David Richards, now in charge of the Motor Sports Association, is one of the most intelligent men in motor racing and steered Colin McRae and Richard Burns to World Rally championships before running both the Benetton and BAR Honda teams. He sees it differently: ‘It’s competition and bragging rights. It’s not about money. The most competitive people in the world were around that Formula One table. They were extraordinary and would be extraordinary in any walk of life.’


Bernie Ecclestone, born in 1930, is the son of a Lowestoft trawlerman and the antithesis of Max Mosley, born ten years later to the fascist leader Oswald Mosley and his wife Diana, the couple notorious for their admiration for Adolf Hitler. Ecclestone and Mosley became as close as Siamese twins when they ruled Formula One together, although Mosley could perhaps have used his experience to advise Ecclestone not to tell The Times of his respect for Hitler’s ability to ‘get things done’ in an interview in 2009. Mosley understood more than most just how contentious that would be.


The aristocratic Luca Cordero di Montezemolo was born, in August 1947, into one of Italy’s most privileged families in Bologna, while Ron Dennis, just two months older, came from a semi-detached home in Woking, a commuter town along the M3 corridor in the south of England. Montezemolo is multilingual, urbane, and was courted to become president of Italy; Dennis invented a strangulated version of English called ‘Ronspeak’ and confesses to suffering from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, but nevertheless dragged McLaren into position as the most successful Formula One team in history after Ferrari. Both men, as different in temperament and style as it is possible to be, left a legacy of two companies – Ferrari and McLaren – whose brand names are famous the world over and bywords for technological and engineering excellence.


Sir Frank Williams was born five years before Montezemolo and Dennis, and a world away in South Shields, a fishing town in the northeast of England, where he lived until his parents split up and he was sent away to boarding school. By then, Sir Jackie Stewart, born in 1939, was being prepared for a life in his family motor business, dealing in Jaguar and Austin cars. Both men became motor-racing knights, yet their lives are marked by their differences.


There were significant others who came and went, like Eddie Jordan, born in 1948. The Irishman risked everything – his home, his future and his family – but walked away with a fortune because of his frenetic and indefatigable will. And there was the latecomer who knew nothing of motor racing: Flavio Briatore, flamboyant, opinionated and accused of cheating on an epic scale, was born in 1950 in the small town of Verzuolo in northern Italy. One of his early jobs was assistant to a businessman rumoured to have Mafia connections after he was killed by a car bomb, a glamorous embellishment of the story of the man whose brash confidence and business acumen helped turn the Benetton fashion brand into a household name before he moved into Formula One.


Put all of these characters into the same room and it would be impossible to fathom what they might have in common, save for one thing: Formula One. And maybe a second: they were all utterly driven to succeed. Perhaps one day a psychologist could prise open their skulls and tell us why such a small group of maybe half a dozen men, with some notable additions, could arrive in a single sport as contemporaries and turn it into their personal property, as well as propelling its image onto tens of millions of television screens around the world and generating billions of pounds of wealth.


There could be nothing but Formula One in their lives. Ron Dennis’s neurosis turned out to be both affliction and strength. Was that what drove him as a youngster to work day and night with no time for an evening at the pictures with his arm around a girl, or a day at the seaside with his mates or a holiday at the beach? He simply never stopped.


‘If you want to be the best in our world, everything else has to come second. To be focused and dedicated you need to be full of passion. My passion was extreme,’ he told the American Academy of Achievement when it honoured his life in 2017. ‘There was no room for girlfriends in my life, even in my early twenties, and I had no opportunity to spend my money because I didn’t socialise because I was always working.’


Dennis didn’t marry until he was thirty-eight. He was divorced from Lisa, his wife of twenty-two years, in 2008. They were a formidable combination, and there was a wistful note in his voice when he added to his analysis of the passion that has driven him. ‘Sometimes you don’t have time to decompress when you leave work. You are still at work when you get home and your family gets it.’


Claire Williams felt the restless quest that overshadowed these lives acutely, growing up with a father who invested everything he had in Formula One. Having succeeded once, Sir Frank Williams then had to overcome terrible disability, confined to a wheelchair for more than three decades. His private apartment is on the boardroom floor of the Williams factory, just around the corner from the buzz of office secretaries, designers and engineers. The longest-surviving tetraplegic in medical history, Sir Frank no longer plays an active role in the eponymous team he founded and nurtured into one of the most successful of all time, but he still could not let go of the sport that had been his life. According to Claire Williams, even her father’s disability has had to take second place to his obsession with Formula One.


‘The only thing my father did for me – from primary to boarding school and to university – was attend one single parents’ evening. I don’t begrudge that because Dad achieved so much. If you are going to be successful, you have to have that single-minded focus. But to give your whole life, to be so consumed, to be so obsessed and not have any other passions or pastimes, I find difficult to compute.’


To those outside Formula One, none of this makes sense in the real world, where people go shopping, take the kids to the playground and have something called hobbies. Then there is the sport, a curious combination of geeky obsession with mechanics and aerodynamics, tyres and computers, all contained in a glittering bubble that looks like something plucked from an edition of Vogue. Formula One has long been sporting Marmite: people love it or loathe it; there is rarely ambivalence. Newspaper, television and radio sports editors, usually steeped in football, cricket and rugby, cannot understand the jargon and the intricacies, never mind the constant references to huge amounts of money that seem to be the driving force. Reader comments below Formula One stories will often be populated by snarling, insulting remarks, usually summed up as: ‘It’s not a sport.’


There is little comprehension of why men like Frank Williams should be so hooked on the thrills of speed and danger, or why fans are so desperate to peek into the conspicuous opulence of the paddock with its supermodels and yachts.


Instead, Formula One is despised by many, who simply see it as a monotonous sport for anoraks. Worse still, the chattering classes often make a virtue of denigrating a sport that has appeared dedicated for so long to consuming so much. Take this withering description by Camilla Long in The Sunday Times in February 2018, a few days after Formula One’s new owners Liberty Media announced that they were banning grid girls, one of the more infamous appendages of Formula One for generations, because they no longer fit the sport’s ‘brand values’. Long pulled no punches: ‘I was fascinated to hear what F1’s “brand values” actually were as I can’t think of an industry more predicated on naked curves and the ogling of giant pneumatic breasts than the gas-guzzling, sock-on-the-head git circus that is automotive racing.’


That is a superficial assessment from a writer whose speciality appears to be grinding axes, but it might echo with millions, particularly women who see Formula One as a ‘male only’ preserve in these days of the #MeToo movement. Claire Williams felt it acutely at her first meeting with the sport’s top executives as her father’s new deputy team principal: ‘We are all around the table and every so often Luca [Di Montezemolo] would look at me. It was all very awkward and embarrassing. Eventually, he got up and stopped behind me and said, “Now I know who you are. You are little Claire. I have known you since you were so small. You were that little person and now you are here.” And he pats me on the head. I wanted the chair to swallow me up. Can you imagine someone doing that?’


It might have been a patronising moment, but there is a place for women. Apart from Claire Williams leading a famous team, check the garages during a broadcast and there will be women at laptops, others in overalls pitching in with the men at all levels of the teams. The missing link is a driver: women have had their chances – Maria Teresa de Filippis in the 1950s and Lella Lombardi twenty years later are the only two women to have started a grand prix – but no one knows why they fail to make the grade. Then again, plenty of men fail the ultimate test of Formula One. Perhaps salvation lies with Jamie Chadwick, a feisty young Briton, who won her first race in British Formula Three in 2018, the same series that groomed drivers like Martin Brundle, Mika Häkkinen and Ayrton Senna. She says that motor racing is desperate for a female champion – and she is right. Sponsors and teams would fall over themselves for a brilliant young woman to break up the ages-old male cartel.


But perceptions are everything, and Formula One’s image has been forged over generations. Outsiders often only see the glitter of gold from the paddock and fail to understand the rich seam of passion that runs through the sport, as well as the technical brilliance admired around the world. There is little credit given for the creation of a magnificent, world-leading British industry, which has Formula One at its apex. From a clutch of garage enthusiasts, Formula One led British motorsport to become a £9 billion industry involving 4,500 companies, which export 87 per cent of everything they make and employ more than 41,000 people, according to figures calculated by the Motorsport Industry Association in 2013. That is, by any measure, huge.


Yet Formula One is rarely lauded and decades of bickering over cash has led to the assumption that this is a cold, calculating industry built on a thirst for riches at the expense of all else. Little wonder, then, that politicians and virtue-signallers will not allow any leeway for a sport that has garnered a reputation for excess and flirted with allegations of corruption and cheating on a scale that takes the breath away.


The drivers are the combatants on the track and grab the headlines with their exploits and their seven-figure salaries and many have forged their names onto the public consciousness to become unforgettable monuments of sport. Juan Manuel Fangio, Stirling Moss, Jackie Stewart, James Hunt, Michael Schumacher and Lewis Hamilton are among the poster boys who have thrilled millions with their exploits and shared grief when one of their own failed to return from a race.


But motor racing is not all cosseted drivers, conniving bosses and wall-to-wall champagne, it is men and women from ordinary families who have chosen to work in a business that demands loyalty, precision, dedication and just as much passion as from any of the superstars who hog the television interviews and parade around the paddock in front of millions. They are unseen and largely unsung, but their emotions run just as deep.


Flavio Briatore knew nothing of Formula One when he arrived from the United States, having helped transform Benetton into one of the world’s biggest fashion brands. Briatore thought it was just another job, but soon realised how wrong he was when he turned up at the Benetton factory in rural Oxfordshire in 1990.


‘I couldn’t understand what was going on. It wasn’t a business, like Benetton, because people were very emotional about the racing, right down to the guy sweeping the floor,’ he told me. ‘There was a big accident at a test and the car was very badly damaged. Everyone, including the secretaries, came into the courtyard to look at the car. I thought they were all mad. What is my secretary doing looking at the car? She can’t fix it. Everyone was so emotional, so taken up with the cars and how they looked, how fast they were and who was driving them. This wasn’t business for them. Formula One is noise and speed, but more than that, it is a lifestyle.’


Finbarr O’Connell is as far from being a motor-racing nut as you can get. In the City headquarters of Smith & Williamson, O’Connell is a star administrator, handling some of the firm’s biggest accounts, trying to sort out failed businesses. He has run gold mines in Ghana, worried about wheat in the Ukraine and was involved in sorting out the mess of Boris Becker’s bankruptcy. But Formula One, that was different. When he walked through the gates of the collapsed Caterham team in Leafield, Oxfordshire, in October 2014, he found himself staring at some of the most glamorous pieces of engineering in British industry and meeting a workforce that refused to give up, take their redundancy and slink into the countryside. ‘One thing I will always remember is the team spirit – the guys, mechanics, all of the staff,’ O’Connell says in his soft Irish burr.


The easy way out would have been to close the doors of the factory and sell off all the shiny chassis parts and carbon fibre, but O’Connell was inspired to try a last throw of the dice to keep Caterham alive. He started a crowd-funding page to get the team to the final grand prix of the 2014 season in Abu Dhabi. They had missed two races after the finances dried up, but O’Connell was hoping someone would spot the dedication and passion of the team members and step in with an offer to buy, if he could get the squad to perform one last time. The crowd-funding raised more than £230,000 and another £500,000 worth of sponsorship was enough to get the team on its way. Any bitterness among the workers was put to one side as the Caterham men and women scurried into action. That alone was impressive, but O’Connell had to bear in mind that this team was no world-beater: Caterham had not scored so much as a single point in five seasons in Formula One. There had been no celebratory champagne in the dark green Caterham motorhome, and not a single hurrah from five seasons of slog with no reward from one side of the world to the other.


In a sport deliberately skewed to favour the rich and powerful over the underdogs, you wondered why small teams like Caterham bothered. They could never win or even catch a close-up glimpse of a trophy, unless one of the big teams dropped one in an airport lounge. Every grand prix was a hopeless quest against the odds – but it was their hopeless quest. Perhaps the doggedness was built in, for this was their team, and their sport, and they weren’t giving up that easily. O’Connell appeared an unlikely leader – a bespectacled accountant with greying hair and a twinkly smile – but where he led, the Caterham people were willing to follow.


If O’Connell was surprised at the readiness of mechanics and engineers to work unpaid for almost a week under the intense sun of the Middle East and knowing their futures were on the line, he was amazed when he entered the Abu Dhabi paddock a little over a month after taking over. Suddenly, Formula One made sense to a man who had never seen a race or heard the blast of a Formula One engine. Money dripped from the sand-coloured walls of the hospitality offices, where Arab sheikhs mixed with European businessmen, and champagne flowed into the night illuminated by thousands of high-powered floodlights.


‘At that point, I got it,’ O’Connell says. ‘Here I could see all the attractions and why people get so passionate about it. They were just excited at being there. If you were a skilled mechanic servicing very wealthy people’s cars, you would make twice as much money as you would make as a Formula One mechanic, but that isn’t what they wanted. You could see they were all loving it.’


Entertainment in the paddock had once been rickety deckchairs and trestle tables groaning under the weight of sandwiches, with bottles of beer and the promise of cake, and shelter was a motorhome with an awning stretched out from the roof of a van that carried the tools as well as the food. If it rained, you got wet; if the sun shone, you got hot. Now Formula One entertains in huge, air-conditioned ‘hospitality centres’, where supermodels and business tycoons rub shoulders with stars like Michael Douglas, Al Pacino, Rihanna, David and Victoria Beckham, or chef Gordon Ramsay.


The people were beautiful, the food was beautiful and the wines fine, and the paddock was a paradise only accessed by an electronic pass issued with the personal approval of Ecclestone. That pass unlocked the gates to a parallel universe of wealth and glitter and everyone’s aspiration was to get into that paddock. Those locked out were left with their envy. Every glitzy moment was a product of the Ecclestone gang’s obsession with neatness, shiny metal and precision, and the Yas Marina circuit, the hub of more than $40 billion worth of investment by Abu Dhabi, is the zenith of their achievements.


This gang of entrepreneurs succeeded because they couldn’t curb the compulsion to compete and those who didn’t commit themselves body and soul discovered that there was no place for them in this strange asylum of people chained to their obsession. David Coulthard has lived his entire adult life in Formula One, first as a driver at Williams and McLaren, then Red Bull, where he transformed himself into a television pundit and successful businessman with his own television production and events companies. This is what he says of Ecclestone and his unique circus of speed: ‘They are all on the spectrum, wrapped up in total belief. Where other people would give up because they are tired or cold or hungry or fed up, these guys can’t. The majority of people go to a desk and work nine to five and then leave the job. These guys live their work. You either get swept up in this industry of Formula One – or you get chewed up and spat out.’
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THE PIONEERS


The inbox in Kimi Räikkönen’s email account pings to signal a new message arriving just hours before he pulls on his red overalls to drive for the most famous Formula One team of them all. Räikkönen, poker-faced and almost mute in public, is a friendly and garrulous man in private, capable of extreme warmth and fun, according to his biggest fan, Brenda Vernor.


Brenda worries that he gets tangled up too often in crashes and incidents with that young kid Max Verstappen. ‘I told Kimi something should be done. It is absolutely wrong and no driver in the past has been like that.’


Brenda should know because she has been friends with so many drivers down the years. Kimi was always a favourite of Brenda’s, and she was protective of the young Finn she first met when he replaced Michael Schumacher at Ferrari in 2007. She wasn’t that keen on Schumi, the way he assumed that he could take up residence in Enzo Ferrari’s cottage in the middle of the Ferrari test track at Fiorano when he came to put his latest Formula One car through its paces. He would demand clean sheets every day and let his dog eat off the kitchen floor, she says, and then order takeaway food from the nearby Montana restaurant, a favourite with the Ferrari team, to eat alone. No, she was sorry for Michael, but she never warmed to him.


He wasn’t close like Kimi or Jody Scheckter or Gilles Villeneuve, or the many who passed through her life since she’d pitched up in the little industrial town of Maranello, a young woman from Croydon who taught herself Italian with the distinctive Modenese accent of the region and with an attitude. She got a job teaching English to a teenager called Piero Lardi and encountered a grey-haired man in formal suit often lingering outside the room. She discovered that he was more than a visitor and that Piero was his illegitimate son, although she had no idea who Enzo Ferrari was. Then he phoned one day and offered her a job as his secretary. If she knew nothing of Ferrari then, she is encyclopaedic now. Drivers had to pass muster with Brenda before they got to Enzo Ferrari’s inner sanctum, and she was the contact point for Bernie Ecclestone and his British garagistes, the upstarts who stole the thunder from the world’s most famous racing marque. She was the gateway to Enzo Ferrari, the ‘Old Man’.


Brenda is eighty-four when we meet and takes me to one of her favourite haunts, a trattoria down the road from the Ferrari factory gates where the scene is much the same as when she worked there, the only English voice in Maranello and the only woman among 200 men on the race team. She would rally round the mechanics she regarded as her family, taking trays laden with Lambrusco and prosciutto to keep them going through long nights when the red race cars were being prepared for their next grand prix. She washed overalls for the drivers and sewed on their sponsor patches She laughed and dined with them and then sat in rueful silence if they didn’t return from a race, another cross on the casualty list. They were the days when she avoided the Old Man, as she calls him. He never showed his emotions and he never cried in public. A driver died but Ferrari lived on.


The Ferrari name in yellow is still over the rectangular tunnel entrance to the factory, and the walls remain a murky terracotta. Every now and again, a car emerges, its nose covered in sheets to disguise its sleek features, to set off down the narrow road, its engine barking like an angry dog.


Schumacher didn’t make Brenda’s favourites list, and nor did Alain Prost or Mario Andretti, but plenty of others did: Ayrton Senna was a gentleman, she says, and she remembers Jochen Rindt’s eyes as the most beautiful, while Carlos Reutemann left her speechless because he was so handsome. She is still in touch with Jody Scheckter, Jean Alesi and Gerhard Berger, who used to change into his race overalls in her office before heading off to test drive his Formula One car.


She adored Gilles Villeneuve, his playfulness, like a child who couldn’t grow up. He scared her so much driving to dinner one night that she insisted he stop so that she could get out. He once sent her a note and, instead of addressing it to Brenda Vernor, care of Ferrari, he addressed it to Ferrari, care of Brenda Vernor, almost acknowledging her role as the mother hen. She kept the note. His death at the 1982 Belgian Grand Prix was devastating, yet she knew deep inside that his risk-taking would end in tears. Enzo wouldn’t have a word said against his favourite, even when the engineers complained that Villeneuve was wrecking their machinery with his hard-driving style. There is a picture of the two men together, Villeneuve with a bottle of fizzy Lambrusco in hand and Ferrari wreathed in smiles. After Villeneuve died, nothing was said. ‘Gilles was like a son. Monday morning was like any other Monday morning. I didn’t knock on the door. I just left the Old Man alone. It was business as usual.’


Lorenzo Bandini, dark-haired and with a lust for life, lived in her apartment building. ‘He was a naughty boy. He used to be out until the early hours and I would have to cover for him. He was great fun.’ Brenda was in Monte Carlo on that day in May 1967, when Bandini lost control of his Ferrari and flipped into the primitive hay bales that passed for a safety barricade. Suffering chest injuries and 70 per cent burns, Bandini died three days later. ‘I said I wouldn’t ever return to Monaco and it was ten years before I could go back,’ Brenda says, visibly saddened as she cradled her small glass of Sangiovese, wine from grapes that grow in fields around Maranello. There were no special words for Bandini, dead at just thirty-one and no commemoration. But then, it would need a huge monument to pay tribute to all of the drivers who had died racing in a Ferrari. So much talk of sadness and lost friends makes the short return journey into Maranello more subdued.


We pass the main roundabout that signifies that Maranello is not so much a one-horse town as a Prancing Horse town, because its existence is dependent on Ferrari. On the roundabout, there is a statue of the horse rearing on its hind legs – the famous Cavallino Rampante, the symbol of Ferrari. It is the first thing to greet you if you drive the ten or so miles from Modena along the same winding roads, through olive groves and rows of vines, that Enzo Ferrari would have taken on his daily commute to his factory in the centre of Maranello.


The roads were full of traffic, including many red or yellow Ferraris, their exhausts rasping as enthusiastic drivers planted their feet on the throttles in an exhibition of Italian horsepower. The locals don’t even bother to look up – they know all about Ferraris. The Ferraris head for the museum dedicated to the man who founded the legend they worship. It is difficult to imagine such pilgrimages to Woking or Milton Keynes, as successful as Ferrari’s British rivals have been, because they don’t have the mystique, the history, or the towering figure who created the myth. Crowds of people of all ages throng the concourse in front of the museum, taking the inevitable selfies, while inside families pose in front of one car after another. One floor is all Formula One cars and the other is devoted to cars for the road, including the Enzo, a 220 mph monster named in honour of the founder. Only 399 were built, with an on-the-road price of $659,000 in 2002; you would be lucky to get one at auction now for less than $3 million.


All this for an old man with claustrophobia and a complex love life, with his tempers and his authoritarianism, who loved the opera of Puccini and Verdi but hated travelling, and who shunned riding around in a Ferrari and drove a little Renault 5 instead. He was aloof and austere yet kind and generous, and he built one of the greatest symbols of all Italy, not a Formula One team but a national monument to an intoxicating, thrilling way of life. And he was never satisfied. When asked once which was the best Ferrari, he said simply: ‘The next one.’


Only one name has been a constant in the modern era of Formula One, only one team has contested every season of the Formula One world championship since it was inaugurated in 1950, and only one team can be recognised from one side of the world to the other, from housewives in Los Angeles to schoolchildren in Shanghai: Ferrari. More than that, Enzo Ferrari was the bridge from the old world of motor racing to the new age of entrepreneurs who made Formula One their own. Enzo Ferrari was revered in his homeland as ‘Il Commendatore’, the Commander, but he preferred the simplicity and the meaning of ‘L’Ingegnere’, the Engineer. He might more accurately have been called the Pioneer.


It seems impossible to imagine now, but Enzo Ferrari was born in 1898, just a dozen years after the date that experts regard as the birth of the motorcar. He was only ten when, in 1908, his father Alfredo took him to watch the Circuito di Bologna, a 50-kilometre course that followed public roads surrounding the city before hurtling back down the Via Emilia, the main drag towards Bologna Station. The red Fiats dominated, with Felice Nazzaro winning at an average of 74 mph, on the straight, dusty roads. It must have been a thrilling spectacle for a small boy, and you can almost imagine him going home to Modena, his head brimming with the sights and sounds that decades later would still hold their extraordinary grip on his life.


Enzo achieved his dream of becoming a driver with the Alfa Romeo company, a dominant force in the early days of motor racing, and won at the Circuito del Savio near Ravenna, where he met Count Enrico Baracca, the father of Francesco, the wartime fighter ace who was in the same air squadron during the First World War as Enzo’s late brother Alfredo. Aware of the link between the families, Countess Paolina asked Ferrari to use the Prancing Horse emblem that had adorned her son’s primitive aircraft before he was shot down and killed. According to legend, a humbled Ferrari did so, adding the yellow background, the colour of his home city of Modena.


The Prancing Horse is emblematic of an era when racing drivers were adventurers, risking as much as the tragic Francesco Baracca did in his rickety aircraft in the skies over war-torn Europe. The cars were heavy, awkward and primitive, and death was ever-present. Ferrari held Ugo Sivocci, an early mentor and teammate, in his arms as his life ebbed away after a crash at the Circuito del Savio and was shattered in 1925 by the death of another friend and teammate, Antonio Ascari, who was killed at the French Grand Prix. It has been said that grand-prix racing was war without the shooting, and here was proof.


Driving gave way to running his own operation, but during the Second World War, Ferrari moved his factory from near the railway lines of Modena, which were vulnerable to Allied bombing, to a patch of agricultural land a dozen miles south in Maranello where his business made valuable components for the war effort. But his head was full of his beloved red cars and racing. The war was barely over before he switched back to car production and, by 1949, his cars had won the Le Mans 24 Hours Endurance Race and added the Targa Florio and the Mille Miglia to the trophy cabinet. Now he was ready to race the mighty Alfa Romeo and Maserati squads with his own cars in the new Formula One world championship inaugurated in 1950.


Two years later, in 1952, Alberto Ascari, the son of Enzo Ferrari’s late colleague and friend, became the first Ferrari world champion, after a dominant season in which he won six of the eight grands prix. The legend of Ferrari was born.


As Ferraris were roaring around the tracks of Europe, Britain was still recovering from the pain of the war years. But a spirit of enterprise was also dawning, fuelled by a lust for life in the aftermath of so much destruction. The fledgling National Health Service was taking shape, a medical student called Roger Bannister had run the first four-minute mile and the world’s first jet airliner flew from the De Havilland airstrip in Hatfield in Hertfordshire. Sedate dances were giving way to skiffle and raucous pop music, performed by young men with swaying hips and slick hair. Youngsters flocked to the cinema for their Friday night entertainment, not for cheery musicals and Westerns but to watch hard-hitting social dramas, in which they were given a voice of defiance against the establishment. The world was changing fast and so was the world of Formula One.


There was passion enough for motor racing in Britain, but not the infrastructure that the Italians had built up around Modena, Italy’s engineering epicentre, where Enzo Ferrari could take his pick from the artisan workers who specialised in skills like welding and machining. But a generation of engineers in Britain had been trained in the Royal Air Force, often in only a few weeks, learning to work fast and smart, youngsters like Ken Tyrrell, who served in bombers as a navigator, and Colin Chapman, who completed his National Service with the RAF.


Money was scarce and the grandeur of grand-prix racing was largely beyond the stretched finances of those left after the hostilities with Germany had ended. Tyrrell was in the family timber business, although he looked as though he was made of granite. He was a useful centre-half with the village football team and joined in when they decided to throw some crates of beer onto a bus and drive up to Silverstone to watch the BRM cars in action at the 1951 British Grand Prix. The Alfa Romeos of Giuseppe ‘Nino’ Farina and Juan Manuel Fangio dominated the BRMs, but Tyrrell was still captivated. For his biography, he told Christopher Hilton, a friend and journalist: ‘I had never even read anything about motor racing before that, but it really got to me. As soon as I saw it, I fell in love.’


But grand-prix racing was not for the masses yet. Instead, motorcycling – cheap and easily available – was big business and fertile ground for a young man whose fledgling business career had started in the playground, selling buns and pens to classmates to turn a few quid like an apprentice market trader. Bernie Ecclestone was a natural salesman, as a teenager able to turn on the charm and make a sale before his customer had time to blink. He left school at sixteen to work for the Gas Board, but spent all of his time on the company phone finding motorbikes to buy and sell and cleaning his treasured stock. Ecclestone knew his way around a motorcycle after starting to race as a sixteen-year-old from 1946 as the debris of war was cleared, competing in hill climbs and scrambles before taking his motorcycle to Brands Hatch, where there would be thousands of spectators yearning for cheap and cheerful excitement after the privations of war. It was entertainment for the crowds, but dangerous for the participants, and Ecclestone was carted off to hospital concussed and bruised more than once.


For Ecclestone, it was all about the next move, the next deal, the next victory. The £5-a-week wage at the Gas Board was soon ditched as he discovered he could make more money from selling motorbikes. He set up his nascent business in a garage in Bexleyheath in southeast London called Harcourt’s, but, just eighteen months later, moved across the road to share a bigger and better forecourt at Compton & Fuller. There he could see more trade and more profit, buying in motorbikes, cleaning and repairing them before selling at twice the mark-up – and then dashing off to a race for his adrenalin rush.


A legacy of the war was redundant airfields: Spitfires and Hurricanes had flown out of West Hampnett next to Goodwood House, and paratroopers in gliders left Thruxton to take part in the D-Day landings. In Northamptonshire, Wellington bombers trundled into the skies from a flat, treeless expanse with long runways near the village of Silverstone – an ideal location for a racer with a thirst for speed and with what should have been little risk. In September 1947, a group of pals led by Maurice Geoghegan, who lived in the village, raced over a two-mile circuit along the runways that had once carried their deadly cargo to war. There was a single casualty this time: Geoghegan hit a wandering sheep and the car was written off. The event was commemorated as the Mutton Grand Prix.


The Royal Automobile Club saw the potential for a permanent home for British motor racing – minus the sheep – but it was a time of austerity, with little money available for a project that would be seen as frivolous and for the benefit of a few privileged and wealthy drivers and a host of foreign manufacturers. Silverstone, however, provided a cheap and reasonable proposition, positioned almost in the centre of England, and with land to spare as well as asphalted runways and perimeter roads. It was ready-made for action. A year after the Mutton Grand Prix came the official British Grand Prix, attended by more than 100,000 spectators, who were helping to establish the circuit as a permanent feature of British sporting life.


The 1949 grand prix was to entertain yet more huge crowds, but also provide a platform for a man who would become as much part of Sunday life in Britain as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. Murray Walker was brought up in the world of motorcycles, his father Graham competing at the Isle of Man TT races, but he remembers being taken from his Warwickshire home to the Donington circuit in 1938 as a fifteen-year-old, where he met Tazio Nuvolari, dressed in his blindingly white overalls before he drove the fearsome Auto Union to victory. After fifty years at the microphone, commentating on grands prix and meeting almost every key figure in Formula One, Nuvolari remained his hero.


Walker was sent to the 1949 British Grand Prix, to make his commentating debut, installed in a makeshift wooden box at Silverstone’s Stowe Corner to report on the action, although he barely knew what was happening. There was none of the coverage of today, with computers and high-definition cameras and clever electronic timing boards. He was alone with a microphone, a set of notes and a great deal of hope. The huge cars snarled past, their tyres squealing, leaving behind an odour trail of oil and petrol. Suddenly, an English Racing Automobiles car belonging to John Bolster cartwheeled past him end over end. Bolster was thrown clear and landed bleeding badly, almost at Walker’s feet. All that the fledgling commentator, later to be affectionately known as ‘Motormouth’, could think to tell his listeners was: ‘And Bolster’s gone off.’


The adoption of Silverstone was a physical landmark in the revolution starting to take place in a sport now known and accepted as Formula One, and the old airfield was to provide the stage on which to launch history. The grid for the first Formula One world championship race for drivers – the British Grand Prix at Silverstone on 13 May 1950 – was dominated by the powerful Alfa Romeo and Maserati works squads. Only five British-made cars were entered, all from English Racing Automobiles, better known as ERA, the marque started before the war by Raymond Mays from a garage behind the family home in Bourne in Lincolnshire.


Enzo Ferrari refused to send his Scuderia to this gala attended by 150,000 spectators and the King and Queen, Princess Margaret and Earl and Countess Mountbatten. In a huff over the prize money on offer, Ferrari took his team to a minor Formula Two race at Mons in Belgium, while his countryman, Giuseppe Farina, dominated at Silverstone, with pole position and victory for Alfa Romeo. The man from Turin, Fiat’s city, would go on to become Formula One’s first official world champion.


Apart from the odd foray, British marques were largely absent from the early post-war years of Formula One and the first world champions drove cars from Italy or Germany – Alfa Romeo, Maserati, Mercedes and, of course, Ferrari. Imperceptibly, though, a cluster was forming: long before the concept of Silicon Valley, the south of England was becoming the world’s motor-racing valley, its boundaries at first set from north London, running south to affluent Surrey.


In north London a young man, fresh out of the forces, wanted to put the engineering knowledge he had gleaned – first at University College London and then in the RAF – to good use. There wasn’t much in the way of family money behind Colin Chapman. His father ran the Railway Hotel in Hornsey and when he married Hazel, his new father-in-law let him use his lock-up garage for the princely rent of ten bob a week – 50 pence in today’s money. Chapman was never that good with money and the ten shillings probably never changed hands. Hazel was a driving force, though, and it was her £25 that paid for the start-up of Lotus Engineering in 1952. It was hand-to-mouth stuff, with Chapman initially rebuilding Austins and Fords, but slowly Lotus cars began to take to the tracks and his major success came with the Lotus 7, a lightweight two-seater that doubled up as a road and track car. He sold more than 100 in 1956, and his career as an engineer and team owner took off.


Stirling Moss was Britain’s flag bearer, becoming the nation’s first driver to win a world championship race in 1955 at the British Grand Prix on the old Aintree circuit on Merseyside, although he had to do it in a Mercedes from Germany, and then Tony Brooks signalled Britain’s emergence from the domination of foreign constructors when he drove a Connaught car, which came out of a garage in the small village of Send in Surrey, to victory at the non-championship Syracuse Grand Prix that same year. Two years on, Stirling Moss and Tony Brooks jointly won the British Grand Prix at Aintree in a Vanwall built in Acton, west London. It was a first for a British constructor in the modern era of the world championship, and a glorious triumph on home ground.
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