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Preface


The Monaco Grand Prix. Sunday, 29 May 2016. As the cars lined up on the grid for Formula One’s flagship race it was hard to find anyone who wasn’t beaming. Every year the storied streets of the tiny Mediterranean principality are transformed into a race track for the social event of the sporting season.


Actors Patrick Dempsey and Rosamund Pike swanned down the grid trying to get a glimpse of pole-sitter Daniel Ricciardo, who was giving his trademark toothy grin to the gaggle of photographers. Over in the teams’ compound, known as the paddock, the attention was on singing sensation Justin Bieber, who was decked out in a Day-Glo T-shirt as he cheered on his buddy Lewis Hamilton from the Mercedes control centre.


However, by far the most smug spectator was sitting on a yacht wearing a smart suit and sporting a prodigious handlebar moustache. His name was Chase Carey and he had good reason to be satisfied with himself.


A seasoned media executive, Carey was the linchpin in an audacious takeover bid for F1 by American investment firm Liberty Media. The deal was revving up, so Carey had been dispatched to Monaco to meet F1’s 85-year-old chief executive Bernie Ecclestone. It was his first ever visit to an F1 race and he was captivated. ‘You can’t help but be awed,’ he later said.


Carey suspected he would have to seize control from F1’s eccentric billionaire boss to steer the sport into the social media sphere where it had been spluttering. Liberty was in pole position to buy F1 as, although the sport came with an $8bn price tag, Liberty had worked out a way to buy it using only $301m of its own money.


Surprisingly, the glitz and glamour weren’t what drew Liberty to F1. One of its biggest attractions was that it hardly paid any tax on the high-octane profits it generated.


A powerful business engine beats under F1’s bonnet. Unlike most other sports rights holders, F1 retains the lion’s share of the revenues, including fees from broadcasters, trackside advertisers and race hosts along with corporate hospitality ticket sales. The ten teams receive just over 60 per cent of the profits made by F1’s rights holder – in 2024 that equated to almost $1.3bn.


Money from the sale of race tickets is the only major revenue stream that F1 doesn’t usually receive. This goes directly to the race organisers and usually covers the running costs so that the events just about break even. They have a bigger-picture benefit than profit.


The race organisers tend to be independent local companies or government-backed businesses in order to afford the hosting fees, which average at around $33.5m every year. Governments justify this spending on the grounds that the races drive tourism through exposure to F1’s television audience, which came to 1.6 billion in 2024. They also recoup the hosting fees through the tax on the money spent in local businesses by spectators, with a total of 6.5 million attending F1 races in 2024.


It took more than 70 years to build and fine-tune F1’s business model in a series of deals that cover everything from handshakes in bars and purchase prices written on scraps of paper to contracts drafted by armies of lawyers. There are usually so many twists and turns between the catalyst and the end result that it can be hard to connect them under the heading of a deal. In some cases, no money changed hands, even though the effect of the transaction added billions of dollars of value to the industry. This is how F1 has manoeuvred its way to becoming one of the world’s richest sports.


Importantly, it is also one of the few global sports that is run by a privately owned company rather than a not-for-profit sports federation like its rivals the Olympics and the Football World Cup. There is no doubt that profit is F1’s yardstick of success.


 


The scale of the money in Formula One is hard to comprehend. Over the 40 years to 2022, F1’s rights holder made $7.2bn of operating profits on a staggering $27.3bn of revenue. F1 also has a halo effect that gives a glow to the finances of all of its participants from the 10 teams, 24 tracks and 20 drivers right down to the truckies who haul equipment around the world. They are all paid turbocharged sums.


World champion Max Verstappen receives an annual salary of around $60m, while his Red Bull Racing team receives an estimated $120m annually from US tech giant Oracle, which along with Mercedes’ title partner Petronas is F1’s biggest-spending sponsor. Their payments help to keep the teams’ wheels turning, which is no mean feat.


According to Mercedes’ latest accounts, in 2023 alone the team spent £432.7m, enough to buy a fleet of four Eurofighter Typhoons – one of the world’s most advanced military jets.


Over the five years to 2023, the eight teams that file publicly available accounts had total costs of £9.1bn and every last penny of it was spent on a bid to win on track. There is a saying in F1 that the quickest way to become a millionaire from the sport is to start as a billionaire and buy a team. There is good reason for this, as the teams made combined net losses of £40.3m over the five years to 2023 with the deficit covered by a mixture of loans and investment from their owners.


The theory is that it is better to win on track and make a loss rather than make money and finish low down the standings. Victory on track increases the value of the team, which gives its owners a payout when they come to sell it. It also increases the team’s ability to bring in more money from sponsorship since brands are prepared to pay more to be associated with a winner. While team owners can get a financial return from selling their squads in the long run, they have to resort to more abstract ways of justifying their investment when things are running at a loss in the meantime.


If the owner is a private individual who runs the team they can take an annual salary. This comes out as a cost to the team, just like salaries paid to staff. However, if the owner of a team is a company that sells products, such as Mercedes, Ferrari or Red Bull, the benefit they get while the team runs at a loss comes from the exposure their logos on the cars get on television.


This is quantified as Advertising Value Equivalent (AVE), the price a brand would have to pay for a similar amount of advertising time on television compared to the exposure it gets through the F1 cars.


According to filings from Mercedes, when its team last won the F1 drivers’ title in 2020 it generated $5.8bn of AVE for its sponsors. The filings reveal that the value of the Mercedes-Benz brand itself accelerated from $31.9bn in 2013 to $49.3bn in 2020, according to Interbrand. It adds that F1 made an important contribution to the status of Mercedes-Benz as the eighth most valuable brand in the world.


There is a crucial difference that separates F1 sponsors from those in any other sport. A shirt sponsor of a football team can’t increase the players’ chances of scoring a goal but if an F1 sponsor supplies cutting-edge products to a squad it can be the winning formula. Oil, engine and tyre sponsors all have a direct impact on a team’s performance, but the difference that many of the others make is much more subtle.


F1 cars are packed with technology. Hidden under their sleek shells is 1.5km of wiring and more than 300 sensors generating 3Gb of data and 1.1 million telemetry data points every second during a race. The faster the readings reach the team’s pit crew, the more time they have to alter the car’s settings and boost its performance. It can make the difference between winning and losing, as the cars are often just thousandths of seconds apart despite travelling at more than 220 miles per hour.


Tech companies, software suppliers, parts manufacturers and more showcase their products in action through their F1 sponsorships. It makes for a high-powered marketing message as the brands can quite rightly say that they helped to drive the team’s success. And it doesn’t stop there.


By supplying products which haven’t hit the market yet, sponsors can give teams an edge over their rivals. It also allows brands to stress-test their products on the toughest stage in sport before they reach consumers. This benefit reaches beyond tech and automotive brands. High-end watch manufacturers even give F1 drivers their latest models to wear during races to see if they can withstand the rumbles and vibrations in the cockpit.


The teams each spend around $50m annually on developing their cars, with the material costs of each one coming to approximately $2.4m. Unlike the teams in rival race series, every F1 squad has to be a constructor, which means it must design and build its own chassis. That alone costs around $1.4m, followed by the floor at around $400,000. Even a single suspension strut can cost upwards of $13,500. The components aren’t just expensive because they are made from high-tech carbon fibre, but also due to the tight window for manufacturing them.


Although the majority of each F1 car is designed the year before it hits the track, teams also rely on what are known as rapid prototype machines during the season. They use lasers to cut pieces of carbon fibre so that teams can manufacture new parts over the few days between each race in a bid to boost performance.


Even the seats in the cars are specially designed and anatomically crafted to suit the contours of the drivers’ bodies. Several seat fittings can be required just to make them.


Since F1’s technical regulations state that the driver must be able to get out of the car within seven seconds, removing nothing except the steering wheel, rapid release is essential. Hence, one of the most technically complicated parts of an F1 car is the snap-on connector that joins the steering wheel to the steering column. It has to be tough enough to withstand huge forces, but also has to provide the electrical connections between the controls and the car itself. The cost of this all adds up and the price tag of the steering wheel is a cool $75,000.


It’s perhaps no surprise that the drivers in charge of these money machines are so well paid and that no expense is spared when it comes to the tools of their trade.


Drivers have to wear high-tech gloves featuring sensors stitched into the fabric to monitor their pulse rate and the oxygen levels in their blood. The gloves also transmit that potentially life-saving data back to the medical team at the track, before, during and after a crash. The drivers’ principal form of protection is a fireproof suit, costing around $1,500, and a helmet. They start at approximately $7,000 each but can cost thousands more if they have an intricate paint scheme.


Very little is off-the-shelf in F1 and it even uses a special type of tarmac to withstand the pressure produced by cars racing at more than 200 miles per hour. Building a circuit isn’t for the faint-hearted and can cost up to $400m in addition to the annual hosting fee. Although that averages at $33.5m, the sting in its tail is the escalator clause in the contracts. This can increase the fee by as much as 10 per cent every year over the duration of the deal, which is typically five years with a five-year extension. It brings the total fee to a staggering $534m and there is no way to short-cut it.


Hosting a race on city streets doesn’t involve the high-octane upfront expense of buying and developing the land but the annual running costs of around $90m are more than double their counterparts at permanent circuits as they include the expense of transforming public pathways into a top-flight race track. The staff numbers alone are eye-watering.


Every year the Automobile Club de Monaco (ACM) recruits more than 600 marshals, 500 security personnel, 400 voluntary workers and 40 doctors to transform Monaco into F1’s most famous circuit. According to the ACM, the race involves more than 3,000 people covering every state service from the police, fire and emergency services to civil engineering, town planning and cleaning.


It takes even more people to keep the teams’ wheels turning. Seven of them are based in the UK, with the majority located in the so-called Motorsport Valley cluster around Oxfordshire and the Midlands. The teams have fuelled the development of a local industry that is home to around 4,300 motorsport businesses with an annual sales turnover of an estimated £10bn according to the Motorsport Industry Association (MIA). Together they employ more than 40,000 people, but the most significant person in F1’s history isn’t one of them.


The story of the business of Formula One is inextricably tied up with the fortunes of one man who essentially built the sport into what it is today. Bernie Ecclestone had a humble upbringing in the bleak inter-war Britain of the 1930s but used his street smarts to parlay a career selling used cars into one running F1. He steered it from an amateur pastime to becoming the world’s most-watched annual sports series and at its heart is still the same company that he set up to run it more than 40 years ago. This enables the twists and turns to be traced back to the start in order to piece together a roadmap of the key deals that built the F1 industry into one that generated revenue of $3.4bn in 2024 and is valued at more than $20bn. It isn’t just thanks to the foundations built by Ecclestone.


In 1981, Ecclestone, the teams and their lawyer Max Mosley decided among themselves that the rights to F1 were owned by motor racing’s governing body, the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) – an organisation based in Paris made up of motoring and motorsport clubs across the world. Mosley was Ecclestone’s closest confidant and became his greatest ally when he seized the role of FIA president in 1993 following a dramatic coup. It enabled him to hand Ecclestone the keys to the billionaires’ club by steering the F1 rights to his company through a secret contract in 1995.


F1 has been engineered since then to ensure that as little tax as possible is paid on the billions of dollars of profits generated by the business; F1 may seem like it’s purely a sport but actually it’s a high-octane tax-avoidance vehicle for its owners and it is all entirely legal. The manoeuvres that enabled it have never been revealed. Until now.


The late team boss Sir Frank Williams once said that F1 is a sport for around 20 weekends every year but at all other times it is a business. As this book reveals, that is no exaggeration.
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THE EARLY DAYS
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GOLDEN BEGINNINGS


 


Saturday, 13 May 1950. There’s not a cloud in the sky over Silverstone, the former airfield in Northamptonshire where Wellington bombers were stationed during World War Two. The Royal Standard flutters in the wind; the drivers are greeted on the grid by King George VI. Hay bales separate the cars from a crowd of more than 100,000 fans – many of them have poured off coaches; plenty have snuck in through the hedge at Copse Corner.


Newsreel footage reveals Alfa Romeos and Maseratis resplendent in rosso corsa, the British automobiles in deep racing green; all national liveries unadorned bar for the bright white numbers and car manufacturer badges. Thai Prince Bira and Swiss Baron de Graffenried are on the grid in their Maseratis, vestiges of a time when motor racing wasn’t seen as a sport but rather a hobby for wealthy aristocrats.


From the ashes of the war a new spirit of adventure has emerged and motor racing is at its vanguard. In the pits, a group of elderly French officials wearing blue blazers check the cars against the regulations they have written. The competitors must comply with this new formula in order to be allowed to compete in the event, which has been designated the opening round of the number-one racing series in the world. The officials are from motor racing’s governing body, the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA), and the category they have created is fittingly named Formula One.


But aside from the new name, there is little that day that is significantly different from the informal Grand Prix events that have gone before. Nino Farina, Luigi Fagioli and Brit Reg Parnell make a clean sweep of the podium for Alfa Romeo. There is no paddock as such and everyone piles into the beer tent for warm pints of Flowers Ale after the race. F1 still has a long way to travel to become the corporate money-making behemoth it is today . . .


 


There were just seven races in the first season of the ‘world’ championship and only one of them was held outside Europe, the Indianapolis 500, which was included on the calendar due to its fame even though none of the regular F1 teams or drivers competed in it. The early years were dominated by glamorous Italian manufacturers such as Ferrari, Alfa Romeo and Maserati, but the teams were far from the big-budget corporations that compete today.


Stirling Moss told us in 2005 that, ‘In 1961, I was the highest-paid driver in the world. I grossed £34,750 which in today’s money is about half a million. I had to pay all my expenses and I paid tax on £8,000, which in today’s money is probably £100,000. You had to be a bloody good doctor to make much more than I was. I once said to one of the recent drivers from Mercedes that when I won a Grand Prix with the manufacturer we got a rather nice gold pin in the shape of a Mercedes star with sapphires in the centre of it. And they said to me, “We get the same thing today but we get a million dollars as well!” ’


Racing was horrendously dangerous. Drivers did not wear seatbelts because their fear of being trapped in a car during a fire was greater than their fear of being thrown from it. In the 11-race 1958 season, drivers died at four of the events.


The season was also notable for other reasons. Prior to 1958, all races except for the Indy 500 were won by manufacturer teams such as Ferrari, Mercedes and Alfa Romeo. However, at the season-opening Argentine Grand Prix, Moss’s Cooper Climax was victorious. The victory was remarkable in a number of ways. It was not only the first victory by a rear-engined F1 car, but also the first for a privateer team that had manufactured neither its chassis nor its engine itself.


Moss’s car had been entered by the Rob Walker Racing Team, owned by the Johnnie Walker whisky heir who had bought the car from John Cooper, the eponymous F1 team boss who would become famous for engineering the Mini Cooper. It paved the way for a new era of the sport. In 1959 and 1960, Cooper won both championships with Australia’s Jack Brabham at the wheel. Lotus joined the winners’ circle in 1961 and Brabham’s own team in 1964. Within just a few years F1 had become dominated by teams that built only their chassis themselves and bought their engines from elsewhere.


Soon Ferrari was the only one of the original manufacturers left in the sport. Team founder Enzo Ferrari looked down on the teams that ran customer engines, believing that a constructor should build the entire car itself. He scornfully labelled these privateers garagiste teams, from the Italian for mechanic.


Life as a garagiste was tough. Unlike squads such as Ferrari, that had the backing of their car company parents, the garagistes had to fund their operations almost entirely through racing-based sources of revenue.


The FIA had extremely tight restrictions on branding that effectively banned most team sponsorships. Although trackside advertising at the circuits was rampant, the competitors were expected to be above commercialisation. Very small logos on the drivers’ overalls were permitted for technical suppliers who had directly contributed to the cars, such as oil companies, tyre makers and components manufacturers. Although these regulations could in theory be overruled by local race promoters for local competitors, they rarely were, meaning that the branding opportunities were extremely limited and the cash contributions were therefore small, giving a distinct advantage to teams that had their own source of funding – the likes of Ferrari and Mercedes.


Race organisers paid the teams prize money and so-called ‘start money’, which was designed to offset their travel costs – but the sums involved were barely adequate to fully fund an outfit. Many teams also made money from selling their chassis to other squads and the customers weren’t just full-time competitors like Rob Walker. At almost every race, local drivers tried their luck at Grand Prix racing, taking on the star names at the wheel of off-the-shelf cars bought from the bigger teams. The practice fuelled a tradition of non-championship Grands Prix running outside the formal world championship calendar. If anyone could buy and race an F1 car, then it followed that anyone could host an F1 race and have a ready pool of competitors to take part.


While some non-championship races saw grids that were almost identical to championship events, others had almost none of the big-name teams and drivers present. They often took place in far-flung or unexpected locations such as Mozambique, Brussels’ Heysel Park, the island of Jersey, Scotland’s Turnberry golf estate and the ominously named German forest circuit, Solitude.


The informal structure also meant that the main teams didn’t commit to turn up for every race in a season. Ferrari in particular was famous for missing races at Enzo’s whim. It even missed the first round of the world championship at Silverstone in 1950 because of a disagreement over start money. This continued as late as 1968 when it missed the Monaco Grand Prix in a dispute over safety standards.


Early F1 was precarious, riven with safety issues, and the series might easily have folded on a number of occasions. The 1952 season was run with Formula Two cars after Alfa Romeo pulled out, meaning that there were not enough F1 entrants to make up a full grid. In 1955, at least 84 people were killed at the 24 Hours of Le Mans sportscar race when Pierre Levegh’s Mercedes crashed, catapulting pieces of burning car into a spectator area. It led to Mercedes quitting motorsport, including F1, while several countries temporarily banned motor races, including France, West Germany and Spain. Switzerland, which had hosted a Grand Prix every year since 1950, brought in a ban on racing that was only dropped in 2022 after it let electric cars compete against each other.


The 1967 oil embargo posed a new threat to F1. A group of Middle Eastern nations decided to stop selling oil to Western countries that showed support to Israel, including the United Kingdom and the United States. Although the dispute was settled by September, it dented the bottom line of many oil companies and they started to look for ways to cut costs.


Esso and BP withdrew from F1 at the same time as Firestone decided it would start charging teams for tyres. It left the garagistes in crisis. Facing a mass exodus of competitors, the FIA took a radical step in December 1967 when its sporting division, the Commission Sportive Internationale (CSI), voted to allow sponsorship in its series from the following year.


To assuage the concerns of the traditionalist FIA members who were horrified at the potential commercialisation of the sport, heavy restrictions were put in place in a bid to preserve the pure, heroic, untrammelled glory of racing. The rules permitted logos no larger than 55 square inches. Esteemed journalist Denis Jenkinson commented in Motor Sport magazine that ‘at least this shows an appreciation of the fact that we are now living in the mid-twentieth century’.


It is unclear what the FIA expected would happen. The members presumably thought that it would go no further than the discreet oil company logos that adorned the noses of many of the cars when the F1 season got underway. But they had reckoned without one man who was famous for thinking outside the box.


 


Colin Chapman founded Lotus in 1952 and focused his energy on it after finding that his skills as an engineer far surpassed his ability as a racing driver. He attempted to enter the 1956 French Grand Prix in a beautifully sleek, minimal cigar-shaped green Vanwall and although he failed to qualify, the team asked for his help with engineering their cars. The resulting design won the first ever F1 constructors’ championship in 1958.


Chapman was famous for putting speed and success before everything else. ‘We stretch everything to the limit on our race cars,’ he said. ‘We find out just what a part will do and how much it will stand and we then know what sort of safety limit we can incorporate.’


Dan Gurney, who drove for Lotus in the Indy 500, said, ‘Did I think the Lotus way of doing things was good? No. We had several structural failures in those cars. But at the time, I felt it was the price you paid for getting something significantly better.’ Such was drivers’ fear of the cars that upon receiving a Lotus 34 ahead of the 1965 Indy 500, the legendary A.J. Foyt requested that his mechanics rebuild the entire car and replace numerous parts.


After success in multiple series, Team Lotus entered F1 as a constructor in mid-1958, inspired by the independent success of Rob Walker. It won its first race at the 1961 United States Grand Prix and then took both championships in 1963 and 1965 with Jim Clark at the wheel. What the team lacked in power due to its customer Climax engines, it made up for in design. ‘Adding power makes you faster on the straights, subtracting weight makes you faster everywhere,’ Chapman said.


Chapman was an innovator. He designed a new type of rear suspension, developed four-wheel drive and introduced the monocoque (single-shell) chassis to F1. The fibreglass Lotus Elite was one of the first road cars to be made from a composite material.


When F1’s engine regulations changed in 1966, catching Climax on the back foot and bringing an abrupt end to Lotus’s success, Chapman didn’t give up. He approached former Lotus employee Keith Duckworth, who with Mike Costin had just set up an engineering company called Cosworth. They were convinced they could build a winning F1 engine, but they needed £100,000 ($280,000) to do it, almost $2.5m in today’s money. Chapman managed to convince Walter Hayes, Ford’s UK head of public relations, and, in turn, Henry Ford II, that a hook-up with Cosworth would ‘very likely’ result in the engine winning a world championship.


Chapman’s persistence in securing Ford’s support was a skill he would later use to great effect to turn Lotus into one of the world’s most iconic supercar brands. In 1975, upon hearing that the latest James Bond film, The Spy Who Loved Me, was in production at Pinewood Studios, Chapman dispatched his head of PR to the facility where he bribed a doorman to let him park the prototype Lotus Esprit outside the main doors. It was not long before it was spotted by Bond producer Cubby Broccoli, who insisted that it must be used in the film. Lotus provided various cars for the production, one of which was converted into the famous submersible version that Bond uses to escape the clutches of pursuing villains. The result was a three-year waiting list for the car after the film was released.


The Ford relationship would also be marketing gold for Lotus. The Ford Cosworth DFV debuted at the 1967 Dutch Grand Prix and, although it was initially unreliable, it was described as ‘not a bad old tool’ by one of the men behind the wheel, Graham Hill. Lotus retired from 13 out of its 22 starts that season. However, it won on four of the other occasions, including the last two races of the season. But while its success on a technical front was mixed, on a PR front it was a winner.


Throughout the season, Ford’s PR department followed the team around the world, resulting in the short film 9 Days in Summer – lusciously shot with spectacular camera angles, aerial footage and a jazzy soundtrack – a very early forerunner to Netflix’s Drive To Survive. The film was anchored not only on Lotus’s quest for victory and its triumph over unreliability, but also the personalities of the key players involved.


Suave, cosmopolitan Hill was the star of the show. He was already well known in the UK from his frequent talk-show appearances. Famed for his Dick Dastardly moustache and sharp wit, he was often seen hanging out with celebrities such as The Beatles’ George Harrison. (He even had a bit part as a villainous henchman in the 1974 spy thriller Caravan to Vaccarès. The film crew had wanted to borrow his helicopter for a key scene but he didn’t trust anyone else to fly it.)


His team-mate in 1967 couldn’t have been more different. Introverted Scottish sheep-farmer Jim Clark was far more famous for his on-track prowess than any off-track antics. However, unlike other dynamic driver pairings in F1 history such as Prost and Senna or Hamilton and Alonso, they were the best of friends. 9 Days in Summer showed them relaxing between races, including at a pool party with Hill’s son, the seven-year-old future world champion, Damon.


Such was the Cosworth DFV’s potential that Ford decided to also supply McLaren and Matra in 1968. The garagistes now had access to quality engines for the reasonable price of £7,500 ($18,000) per unit, dramatically increasing the competitiveness of the F1 grid.


Matra reportedly had a budget of £80,000 ($192,000) in 1968, which comes to around $1.7m today when adjusted for inflation. Around £20,000 of this went on a retainer for Jackie Stewart, who at that stage had won two championship Grands Prix but not the title. As the top team of the era, Lotus’s annual budget was likely higher, almost certainly above £100,000.


Rob Walker revealed in Road & Track magazine that start money ranged from around $500 to $3,000 per car at European races, depending on the event and the calibre of the entrant. Not every venue awarded prize money, but the United States Grand Prix at Watkins Glen was the big one, with a $20,000 reward for the winner. It paled in significance to the Indy 500, which at that time offered $100,000 for victory.


The leading technical suppliers generally paid between £5,000 ($12,000) and £10,000 a season, which was why the loss of the oil companies was a major hit for the garagistes. The new rules on sponsorship should have made a big difference. However, when the ban was officially lifted on 1 January 1968, coincidentally the same date as F1’s season-opening South African Grand Prix, there were very few logos to be seen.


The new sponsorship regulations helped the teams in theory, but in practice they did not yet have the infrastructure to make it work. The teams had no marketing departments, no sponsorship agents and no contact with big brands, except for the technical suppliers that were fleeing from the sport in the wake of the oil crisis.


Even Lotus had only scraped together a smattering of small logos, and the team had more sponsorship experience than most. At the 1965 Italian Grand Prix Lotus had been permitted by the promoter to run sponsored cars for a local driver for which it was literally paid in sausages. A local meat producer, Salumi Rondanini, presented Chapman with two cases of salami and supposedly a pocketful of lire according to Denis Jenkinson. He clarified that ‘the Italians have a national rule that permits their drivers to have advertising on their cars, in spite of an FIA rule that forbids it’.


Chapman, as always, was already thinking bigger, although in this instance the breakthrough came not from hard work but by random coincidence. Lotus’s former chief mechanic, Dave Lazenby, had left in order to set up a team in the Formula Ford junior series and one of his mechanics had a girlfriend who worked for the PR firm that handled Imperial Tobacco. Following a UK ban on television advertising of cigarettes in 1965, the company had started sponsoring sports events and expressed an interest in motorsport. However, Lazenby’s cars wouldn’t be ready to race for another year, so in the wake of the recent FIA sponsorship ruling he connected Imperial with Chapman.


With only a 55-square-inch logo on the table, the initial contact, while promising, was not a priority for either Chapman or Imperial. Nothing was arranged by the time the Christmas holidays arrived and Lotus jetted out to Johannesburg for the season opener.


South Africa was an incongruous and controversial stop on the mostly European and North American calendar. The race had joined the world championship in 1962, one year after South Africa had been forced out of the Commonwealth due to apartheid. Although the International Olympic Committee had barred South Africa from competing at the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo, F1 persisted and four years into Nelson Mandela’s prison sentence it was still a popular event.


There were practical reasons for its inclusion too. Many of the F1 teams also raced in the Tasman Series, a completely separate championship that took place in January and February in Australia and New Zealand using F1-spec cars. Stopping off in South Africa made sense from a logistical perspective and gave the teams another opportunity to earn start money. However, the early start created an odd gap on the calendar as the second round was not scheduled to take place for more than four months.


Clark won the 1968 South African Grand Prix, with Hill in second, giving the Scotsman a record 25 F1 victories. But it was at the other end of the running order where events were taking place that would determine the future of Lotus and the whole of F1. Unnoticed by most of the paddock, a small part-time privateer team had debuted the first full-livery sponsorship in the history of F1, a moment of seismic change that would come to change the face of the sport and pave the way for its development into the globe-hopping circus we know it as today.


 


Gunston cigarettes was founded in the 1950s by South African businessman Dr Anton Rupert. Rupert was a charismatic figure who, in stark contrast to his involvement in the tobacco industry, was a committed conservationist and one of the founders of the World Wildlife Fund.


Rupert was quick to spot an opportunity and shortly after the FIA’s lifting of the sponsorship ban, Team Gunston was launched with two Rhodesian drivers, John Love and Sam Tingle, at the wheel.


The team debuted on 3 December at the 1967 Rhodesian Grand Prix in Bulawayo, a non-championship F1 race that was won by Love in a customer Brabham against exclusively local competition. Notably, as well as bearing the words ‘Team Gunston’ on the side of the cockpit, the cars were painted orange with a wide brown stripe – the colours of a Gunston cigarette packet.


The team’s 150mph speeding cigarette packets were within the letter of the FIA’s new rules but were certainly not in the spirit of them, a blurring of advert and logo before unsuspecting spectators sitting on grassy banks in picnic chairs. However, when Love and Tingle took the track for the South African Grand Prix they competed without opposition from the authorities.


It appears that the officials simply didn’t notice what the team had done. Gunston was a local brand, unknown outside southern Africa, and it is possible that some observers thought it was the name of the team, rather than the sponsor. Love finished last, five laps behind, while Tingle spun off, so there was little reason for anyone to notice the livery.


In earlier years, the orange paint may have attracted attention, but rules requiring cars to run in their national colours had also recently been retracted by the FIA, seemingly in response to the widespread introduction of colour TV. Car colours could now be used by viewers to distinguish competitors, rather than watching a field of British Racing Green with a few splashes of Italian scarlet. The Gunston cars may have been orange but the far bigger news was that the McLarens were also painted orange for the first time, taking advantage of the regulation change to experiment with a more distinct identity.


Ultimately, Team Gunston was a one-off entrant, five laps behind the leaders, and the F1 establishment wasn’t very interested in what they were doing. Chapman, however, was a man who noticed everything. He experienced a eureka moment as he recognised the loophole that Gunston had exploited. As the rest of the team headed off to New Zealand, Chapman flew back to London to meet with Imperial.


The tobacco company’s promotions manager, Tim Collins, had already been looking at F1 following the UK’s decision to ban cigarette advertisements on TV in 1965. He was still smarting after his plan to buy Silverstone and rebrand it the John Player Circuit was rebuffed by his bosses in favour of an autocross sponsorship. His focus had turned to ways to revive the Gold Leaf cigarette brand, which he told Motor Sport magazine was ‘perceived as slightly old-fashioned. I was asked to come up with ideas to jazz up its image and make it look more modern.’


Collins introduced Chapman to Imperial boss Geoffrey Kent. The pair had a lot in common and hit it off immediately. Both were charismatic marketeers who had served in the Royal Air Force, although in Chapman’s case he had departed after a few months upon realising he much preferred civilian life.


According to Chapman’s son, Clive, his pitch was simple. ‘We’ll paint [the cars] in any colour that you like as long as you pay us some money,’ Chapman junior explained to the Formula for Success television documentary.


Chapman’s timing was perfect. A year earlier, the coloured livery would have been a significantly less attractive prospect. But in July 1967 the BBC had launched its first regular colour programming with a live broadcast from Wimbledon. The prospect of Gold Leaf’s red adorning the championship favourites got an immediate yes from Kent. ‘Colin offered us a dream team of Graham Hill and Jim Clark,’ Collins explained. ‘Why would we have wanted to go anywhere other than Lotus?’


Chapman was offered an annual £95,000 ($228,000) to run the branding on Lotus’s cars in all series for the next three years. It was almost enough money to cover his entire racing budget for each season and he couldn’t say no. There was, however, one sticking point.


Chapman had proposed that the team would be known as ‘Team Lotus sponsored by Gold Leaf’. However, Imperial was set on ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’. ‘I felt our brand name had to be an integral part of the operation,’ Collins said, adding that it ‘would have been a deal-breaker for us . . . We were still debating the point on the night before the scheduled launch. My chairman said everything had to be signed off by 10.30 pm – as Gold Leaf Team Lotus – or telegrams would be sent out cancelling the press conference. It all got rather tense.’


Eventually Chapman capitulated and, as Collins said, ‘The rest is history.’


The first two races of the Tasman Series had already passed, but the third was approaching on 20 January. Lotus’s mechanics took Clark’s car to a local Ford dealer in the New Zealand city of Christchurch who removed the iconic green with yellow trim, painted it red, white and gold, applied a 55-square-inch Gold Leaf sailor boy logo on each side of the cockpit and stencilled ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’ on the side of the car. As the official name of the team it fell outside the restrictions on branding size. As author Mike Lawrence noted in his biography of the Lotus boss, ‘Chapman had read his rulebook, found his loophole and had driven a coach and horses through it.’


The paint had barely dried when the car was wheeled into Wigram Airfield for the race. It scandalised many of the observers there, but because it did not contravene the rules, officials decided that there was nothing that could be done. Clark won the race before crashing out in the next round in Teretonga, the southernmost race track in the world. That race was notable for another new development: his car had run in practice with a cut-down helicopter blade mounted at the rear above its gearbox – the first attempt at a wing on an F1 car.


The Gold Leaf livery had raced without consequence, but it was a different story when the cars reached Australia for the fifth round of the Tasman Series at Surfers Paradise. Hill joined Clark but the superstar pairing was abruptly banned from practice and fined £50 each by the strict Australian authorities. With the crowd clamouring to see their heroes, a compromise was reached. The fines were paid and the sailor boy logo was taped over, but the rest of the livery remained. Clark won the race and the following two rounds to take the Tasman title.


At the non-championship F1 Race of Champions at Brands Hatch in March, the first appearance of the Gold Leaf livery in Europe caused ‘one hell of a hubbub’, according to Collins. Local broadcaster London Weekend Television panicked when it saw the branding as it was worried that it could contravene the TV tobacco advertising ban.


The producer phoned Chapman during practice, threatening to pull the plug on coverage. Hill was black-flagged and the team was forced to paint over the sailor boy with a black question mark in a white circle. However, the Gold Leaf Team Lotus name and the red colour scheme remained. It made little difference to the brand’s exposure, as the logo itself was the least prominent part of the livery and would have been barely visible on the television coverage anyway.


Getting even part of the branding past the UK stewards was a triumph, but Lotus’s dream season was about to fall apart. The Gold Leaf branding was next featured at the first race of the Formula Two season at Hockenheim in Germany on 7 April. The two-heat race started on a damp track with poor visibility. Future FIA president Max Mosley, who competed in the race, said, ‘I was thinking, “This isn’t a good idea.” All you could do was steer by looking at the tops of the trees, because you couldn’t see where the track went.’


Clark was driving the lead Lotus. On the fifth lap, a suspected puncture caused him to veer off the track and into the surrounding forest. He died before he reached the hospital, aged just 32.


Fellow Scottish driver Jackie Stewart told the BBC that ‘Jimmy’s death is probably the most tragic thing in my experience of motor racing’. Decades later he would summarise why it had affected everyone so deeply: ‘If Jim Clark could die, anybody could die.’


When the news was announced to the 80,000 spectators, they rose to their feet spontaneously in silent tribute. It was left to Hill to phone Chapman, who was at a sportscar race in England, to give him the news. Chapman was devastated. Tim Collins said that the team ‘wasn’t sure whether Colin would actually carry on after Jimmy’s accident’.


Lotus’s nightmare didn’t end there. One month later Englishman Mike Spence, who had been drafted in as Clark’s replacement, was killed in practice for the Indy 500. Chapman returned to England immediately, abandoning the rest of the team in Indianapolis. A statement he issued to the press read: ‘I am filled with grief at the loss of my long-time friend and associate, Jimmy Clark, and the additional loss, just a month later to the day, of Mike Spence. As an understandable result, I want nothing more to do with the 1968 Indianapolis race. I just do not have the heart for it.’


It was only three days before the start of practice for the Spanish Grand Prix at the new track in Jarama on the outskirts of Madrid. Chapman refused to attend, leaving Hill as de facto team principal for the event as well as the team’s sole driver for the race that would mark the debut of the Gold Leaf livery at a round of the F1 world championship.


 


There was an oppressive mood in the paddock in the shadow of Clark’s and Spence’s deaths. The drivers were nervous and it didn’t help that the circuit – a rarity for the era in that it had been purpose-built for F1 – was unfinished as money had run out. The drivers’ union, the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association, tried to get the race cancelled, but the promoter managed to allay their concerns and the race went ahead.


There were gasps among observers as Hill’s Lotus left the pits. A number of F1’s senior figures weren’t aware that the Lotus had been running in the red, white and gold colours of the Gold Leaf tobacco brand at non-championship races. They remembered the team for its distinctive British Racing Green livery and this was the first time it had competed in a championship F1 race without it.


A protest was promptly lodged against the livery and Hill was tasked with dealing with the fallout. The officials wanted Lotus to stick black tape over the logos, but Hill’s charm won through. They were eventually forced to concede that the Lotus was entirely within the rules, making the Gold Leaf deal the first big-money team sponsorship in the history of the world championship.


The debut of the livery marked a crossroads for F1 that fuelled its transformation from a sport into the multi-billion-dollar business that it is today. The sponsorship era had arrived and it rocked the racing establishment. But it wasn’t the only way that Lotus was making history. Hill took victory in the race, which was enough to tempt Chapman back to the paddock in time for Monaco, two weeks later, where Lotus had another surprise for the rest of the grid.


Chapman had used Imperial Tobacco’s money to fund a redesign of the chassis. The 49B was unveiled in the principality and, following on from Lotus’s experiments in the Tasman Series, it boasted a small rudimentary front wing. It was the first time the aerodynamic feature had appeared on a car at an F1 race and it was set to have as big an impact on the sport as the Gold Leaf deal.


Like sponsorship, wings weren’t Chapman’s idea but he was the first person to make the most of them. Jim Hall, a Texan engineer and former F1 driver, had figured out that if wings could make an aeroplane fly, then an inverted wing could be used to stick a racing car to the ground. He engineered the Chaparral 2F sportscar with a huge and ungainly rear wing that was adjustable during a race by the driver pressing on a pedal.


Chapman saw this and responded with his philosophy of ‘simplify and add lightness’, resulting in the 49B. Hill won the Monaco Grand Prix, giving Lotus its third win of the year.


His Monaco triumph marked the end of possibly the most significant seven-week period in the history of the sport. Three immense events centred on Lotus would change F1 beyond recognition. They affected each of the three pillars of the series – sporting, technical and commercial.


While title sponsorship would transform F1 from a financial perspective, giving the garagistes a viable business model, the introduction of wings impacted F1 on a technological front, moving away from the cigar-shaped cars of the 1950s and 1960s to the ancestors of the cars that race today. In terms of transformation on a sporting front, Clark’s death was set to have an equally significant impact. Of the 44 drivers who competed in 1968, 13 would die on the track, four of them before the end of the season.


Jackie Stewart was shaken by the death of his friend and it would set him on the path to becoming one of the major players in improving safety in motorsport. ‘Jimmy’s death at Hockenheim was the beginning of us really driving home the reality that has changed the entire world of Formula One in regards to track safety,’ he told Reuters on the fiftieth anniversary of Clark’s accident. ‘He was never a driver anybody would have ever thought would have died in a racing car. And suddenly the sport allowed that to happen because there were no barriers and no protection from those trees that the car catapulted into.’


Changes to safety standards were slow to happen, however. Many saw danger as an inherent part of the sport. Even in old age, Stirling Moss bemoaned the changes, telling Classic Driver in 2015 that ‘Formula One racing should be demanding. If it isn’t, then how can you tell the difference between a really good driver and the rest?’


But others were more cautious. At the 1968 German Grand Prix, Dan Gurney became the first driver to race in F1 wearing a full-face helmet, the Star, which he had developed with equipment supplier Bell. By the following year, they were commonplace.


Although it would take a long time for safety standards to improve, the changes on other fronts were much more rapid. At the next race in Belgium, Ferrari’s Mauro Forghieri introduced an improved wing design on Chris Amon’s car that made him five seconds a lap faster than his team-mates. Along the pit lane Matra was sporting more prominent branding for its main sponsor, the Elf oil company, that would evolve into one of the sport’s most iconic liveries. Chapman had ushered in the modern era of F1.


He had also come up with an innovative way of silencing complaints from the authorities. When F1 returned to Brands Hatch for the British Grand Prix, the sailor boy logo had been replaced with a Union Jack roundel. This just left the ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’ lettering on the car. ‘The TV firms couldn’t call it cigarette advertising because the altered logo was simply the team’s name,’ Collins explained. It also reflected Geoffrey Kent’s vision of a patriotic partnership between Imperial and Lotus, a British company supporting a paragon of British sporting success. The new design worked so well that it became permanent. Ironically, it meant that the actual 55-inch tobacco logo would no longer be a part of the livery.


Hill and Lotus were crowned champions in Mexico City after an unprecedented season. But not everyone had reason to celebrate. The once-dominant Cooper team had failed to find a major sponsor and finished a distant seventh in the constructors’ championship. John Cooper told TV reporters at the race that ‘we’re in a very, very serious position at the moment. I think we’ve got to look to people outside the motor industry for support, such as cigarette companies or liquor companies or something like that. The money’s got to come from somewhere.’


But it was too late for Cooper. Sponsorship didn’t materialise in time and the works team folded over the winter. It had become almost impossible to compete without sponsor-backing, and other teams were stepping up.


After a slow take-up in 1969, the sponsorship boom began the following year with major deals signed by BRM with Yardley perfume and Rob Walker with Brooke Bond Oxo. Faced with an unstoppable tide of commercialisation, the FIA lifted all restrictions on logo size in 1971, leading to a surge in sponsorship. With more visible branding on the table, even struggling teams found that they had an attractive package. It resulted in an influx of competitive new teams into the sport, with March, Hesketh and Williams making their debuts over the next few years. They ushered in F1’s most glamorous era, famous for its pin-up stars such as Jackie Stewart and Brazilian Emerson Fittipaldi who lived jet-set lives and drove for increasingly engineered teams like Lotus, Tyrrell and McLaren.


However, some of the teams remained hostile. Enzo Ferrari, who had reportedly been furious to see the Lotuses painted in the red colour usually reserved for Italian marques, believed that pressure from sponsors led to teams taking unnecessary risks. Teams had become beholden to sponsors because their funding covered the squads’ accelerating costs and, in order to receive it, they had to race, regardless of the conditions. As Ferrari later explained to Autocar, ‘If cars were still painted in their national colours instead of the colours of sponsoring companies, then constructors would not say, “I have 60 men to employ and major sponsorship to justify” . . . Racing should never have been allowed to get this far.’


Despite this opposition, in 1971 branding for watchmaker Heuer appeared on the Ferraris as payment for designing a new timing system for the team.


In the eyes of others, however, Chapman had saved the sport. According to John Day, whose model-car company sponsored various teams in the 1970s, Chapman ‘found a means of paying his way. In 1968, motor racing was going nowhere, and without sponsorship it was in danger of dying altogether. We all bemoan the loss of national colours on the cars but, to sound an optimistic note, when they were covered in various decals they came alive.’ In an interview with Motor Sport magazine, he added, ‘I never discovered a more effective form of advertising.’


Ironically, despite its impact on the sport, the Gold Leaf sponsorship would last for only four seasons. This was not because Imperial Tobacco had tired of F1 – quite the opposite. Instead, it changed the sponsorship to another of its brands, John Player Special, and the resulting black and gold colour scheme became one of the most iconic racing liveries of all time.


With the addition of sponsorship, Chapman had kickstarted F1 as a business. Having up to this point been handcuffed financially and entirely reliant on meagre prize money or independently wealthy owners, teams were now free to seek out other sources of revenue from businesses looking to attach themselves to the glamour of the sport. For the first time, real money would begin to flow into the sport, and with it would come a feeding frenzy the likes of which the sport had never seen.
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ENTER ECCLESTONE


 


The F1 paddock is a hotbed of rumour and gossip at the best of times but when the 1969 season got underway in South Africa, tongues were wagging even more than usual.


As the crews sheltered from a freak storm during the first practice session of the season, rumours blew through the paddock about how much Colin Chapman had paid to tempt Austrian driver Jochen Rindt away from his beloved Brabham team as a replacement for Jim Clark. Chapman was one of F1’s most penny-pinching bosses so the question on everyone’s lips was: who helped Rindt to get one over him?


One of the last people they suspected was the short, smartly dressed gent lingering in the background of the Lotus garage. If they had known what would become of him they would have been even more astonished.


 


When the 1968 season drew to a close, Chapman had still not found a suitable replacement for Clark. He had approached Jackie Stewart, but the Scot refused because he thought the Lotus was unsafe. Clark’s immediate replacement, future Arrows team founder Jackie Oliver, had underperformed and scored only a single podium. ‘It was a terribly difficult year and I’m not sure I was much of a replacement for Jimmy,’ Oliver told Motor Sport.


In search of the next world champion, Chapman turned his attention to Jochen Rindt. The Austrian had never won a Grand Prix and his unreliable Brabham had retired in 10 of the 12 races in the 1968 season. However, he had scored a podium in the other two, a major feat in the underperforming car.


Rindt was very different from the typical genteel racing driver of the era, such as Clark and Hill. Born in Germany, his parents had been killed in a World War Two bombing raid in Hamburg when he was just 15 months old. He was sent to Austria to live with his grandparents, who spoiled the orphan boy.


As a teenager, he clocked up eight misdemeanour charges from the police and was expelled from multiple private schools, though not before his love of racing was inspired by a trip to the 1961 German Grand Prix with his schoolfriend Helmut Marko, who would himself go on to play a major role in F1 history as Red Bull’s head of driver development.


Rindt entered a local race with the saloon car his grandparents had bought him as a graduation present, but was black-flagged for dangerous driving. After learning the ropes in various starter series, in 1964 he used his inheritance from a German spice mill to buy a Brabham F2 car. He won his second race in the series, even managing to beat Hill. The following year he won the 24 Hours of Le Mans for Ferrari.


The chain-smoking Austrian was a distinct figure in the paddock, often accompanied by his elegant Finnish model wife Nina. Rindt had a limp from a skiing accident, and frequently sported aviator glasses with a shaggy fur coat over his overalls. He could be impulsive. On the flight back to London from the 1967 South African Grand Prix he lost heavily when gambling at cards with his team-mate, Mexico’s Pedro Rodriguez. He was so furious that when the flight stopped to refuel in Kenya he left the plane and did not return, slipping away alone into Nairobi.


Another of Rindt’s quirks was that he was often accompanied by his close friend and gambling partner, a former racing driver and used-car salesman called Bernie Ecclestone. Despite the 12-year age gap, the pair were like brothers. They had met at the 1965 Mexican Grand Prix, when Rindt raced for Cooper and Ecclestone had been visiting his friends John Cooper and team manager Roy Salvadori.


Despite not having a formal role with the team or Rindt, Ecclestone became indispensable. When the team had problems with its radiators, Ecclestone headed off into Mexico City despite not being able to speak Spanish. He returned a few hours later with two gleaming new radiators and a pair of mechanics to fit them. He had bought their services in exchange for tickets to the race. ‘How did he talk them into it?’ Salvadori later questioned. ‘They didn’t speak a word of English. How did he do it?’


On another occasion in South Africa, when the team needed to fit in some extra testing, Ecclestone arranged for them to use the roads around an abandoned mountain-top gold mine, which Salvadori described as ‘like a deserted town that you see in one of the westerns’. Rindt drove the car through intermittent mist while Ecclestone made tea and played cards with Salvadori.


It was little surprise therefore that it was Ecclestone who Rindt turned to for advice when he was approached by Chapman. Following the Mexican Grand Prix, Jochen and Nina headed off to Acapulco with Ecclestone and his then girlfriend Tuana Tan. Around the resort’s gaming tables, Ecclestone and Rindt developed a plan. Using Rindt’s fame as a sports star they would launch an international clothing line, a similar concept to the ones from former tennis players Fred Perry and René Lacoste. The only obstacle was that Rindt had yet to achieve the level of success necessary for the plan to be viable – which was where Chapman’s approach came in.


Ecclestone could smell the Gold Leaf money like cigarette smoke and he offered to negotiate with Chapman on Rindt’s behalf. The Austrian accepted and a contract was drawn up between them by Rindt’s 20-year-old Swiss trainee lawyer, Luc Argand, who later became a linchpin in Ecclestone’s family trust. Ecclestone knew Chapman from his Vanwall days, when he had advised team owner Tony Vandervell to ‘make Chapman the designer, because if he kept driving the car he would only kill himself and that would have been a real waste’.


Chapman was desperate for a new superstar and Rindt was the best chance he had. ‘I’m sure Chapman regretted the day he met Ecclestone,’ Salvadori told Ecclestone’s biographer Susan Watkins. ‘The usual contract when Graham Hill was there – as I understood it – was very restrictive. But those restrictions didn’t exist once Bernie had been through it.’ Although Ecclestone had a lot of respect for Chapman’s methods – and the fact he’d managed to upset the apple cart with the FIA – this was business. As Ecclestone negotiated, the numbers kept getting higher and higher.


But the final decision rested with Rindt, who was nevertheless reluctant to leave Brabham, where he enjoyed the family atmosphere. ‘I explained to Jochen that you’ve got a much better chance of winning the world championship in a Lotus,’ Ecclestone said. ‘But you’ve also got a good chance of getting hurt.’


Jack Brabham recalled that ‘we shook hands and were going to fix up the contract and all the terms were agreed. Rindt was tackled by Colin Chapman who offered him another £10,000 or something.’ Rindt suggested he could stay on at Brabham for half of what Chapman had promised, but it was still more than the team could afford.


Rindt is believed to have received around £60,000 ($144,000) to drive for Lotus in 1969. It was a high-octane salary for a driver with no wins and came to almost two thirds of the amount that Imperial was paying. Chapman had opened the door to the commercialisation of F1 but quickly discovered that, while he might be the master of the sport on an engineering front, when it came to business, he had met his match in Ecclestone.


 


Few F1 personalities had as inauspicious a start in the industry as Bernie Ecclestone. Born in 1930 in the picturesque village of St Peter, South Elmham, in Suffolk, money-management skills were instilled in him from an early age because his family had so little to go round – his father, Sidney, was a Suffolk trawlerman; mother Bertha stayed home to look after their children. Their small home had no inside toilet and no water on tap. In the depression of the 1930s, Bertha demanded that Sidney hand over his wages on pay day and there was little left over for unnecessary spending. They were so poor that Ecclestone didn’t get a birthday cake until he was eight. But even though he grew up with few frills, he had grand ambitions and the skills to achieve them, as his brain was as quick as a calculator. He put it to use from an early age. In 1938 the family moved to Bexleyheath in south-east London, just before war broke out. Unlike the majority of the population, Ecclestone saw it as an opportunity.


When bombs began dropping he realised that commodities like cakes and pens weren’t as readily available as they had been before, so he hunted down supplies and sold them for a profit to his friends at Dartford West Central Secondary School. Ecclestone got up early for school so that he could stop at the bakery and buy all the best buns, which he crammed into his case. This meant there were none left for his classmates when they arrived there later, so Ecclestone sold his buns to them for a hefty mark-up at lunchtime. They became so popular that he even had to pay a gang of older pupils to guard them.


‘I’ve always been a bit of a dealer,’ he told us in an interview for GQ magazine. The cake-selling at break-time honed his negotiating skills from a young age. Showing early evidence of tremendous drive, Ecclestone didn’t just have one paper round, he had two. He used the money from them to buy more biscuits and buns to sell in the schoolyard. He even traded in his toys to buy more supplies and, in turn, make more profit, which enabled him to buy better toys while keeping the wheels of his business turning.


Ecclestone’s immense initiative wasn’t just fuelled by his desire to escape poverty. He’d been born nearly blind in one eye and, being on the short side as well – he would grow to be just 5 feet 3 inches tall – felt he had to compensate: ‘At school, I was a bit undersized,’ he told the Daily Mail in 2023. ‘When you are a little undersized, or whatever, you have to look after yourself. You have to be a fighter.’ This formative experience taught him some of the traits that later made him a billionaire: thinking on his feet and fighting to get what he wanted were essential – likewise, his supreme self-confidence and independence enabled him to outmanoeuvre slow-moving corporate juggernauts over the years.


As a result of his wheeling and dealing, the Ecclestone cupboards were always full of goods that other families struggled to get in the austere post-war period, such as Black Magic chocolates. He treated his sister Marian to expensive toys and bought a projector so the family could watch movies on a sheet hung up in their bungalow.


While studying (briefly) at Woolwich Polytechnic he went on regular visits to the Brands Hatch race track in nearby Kent. Competitive, and fascinated by engines, this was the beginning of Ecclestone’s lifelong love of racing. It started with motorcycles as they were easy to tinker with in the family’s shed. Bernie’s first car was even crossed with a bike – the iconic Morgan three-wheeler that had two wheels up front for steering and stability and a single drive wheel at the rear.


Ecclestone’s job (testing gas purity at the local gasworks) gave him more time to devote to his passion and it soon became an obsession. Evenings were spent leafing through classified ads in newspapers, looking for motorbike parts that he could sell at a profit. He didn’t rest during the day as the deals were done on the gas board’s telephone. Soon this side business began to earn him more than his wage, which was when the teenage Bernie decided to combine his passions of racing and trading. He took the bold step of entering the world of car and motorcycle dealing and was soon selling to the industry establishment.


His first brush with motorsport came in the late 1940s when leading motorcycle racer Jack Surtees arrived at the Ecclestone family bungalow to buy an Excelsior Manxman, a motorcycle that had once been popular in racing but was discontinued during the war. Surtees brought with him his young son, John, who would go on to be the only person to win the world championship in both F1 and Grand Prix motorcycling. The younger Surtees later recalled his father speaking about how the teenage Ecclestone would ‘mesmerise people’ with his business acumen.


By the time he was just 18 Ecclestone realised he needed a more professional sales platform and walked into the Compton & Fuller car showroom in Bexleyheath with a proposal to rent part of the forecourt. At first Fred Compton refused, but Ecclestone persisted and his bike business was soon generating most of the showroom’s profits. It enabled Ecclestone to persuade Derek Fuller, Compton’s partner, to sell his share of the business to him. Within three years the sign above the door had been changed to read ‘Compton & Ecclestone’.


Ecclestone then cast his net wider by selling used cars on London’s notorious Warren Street, where he learned to seal deals with an inviolable handshake – a trait he stands by to this day. ‘I’ve done so many deals on a handshake,’ he told us. ‘The biggest thing for me is people trust me so people rely on me. In what I call the good old days all it took was having a chat with the people that had the money, like Colin Chapman. Now they come along with lawyers and masseurs and they can never agree on anything.’


It wasn’t long before Ecclestone started racing motorcycles at Brands Hatch, transported in a van emblazoned with the name of Compton & Ecclestone. Fred Compton later recalled that ‘going into racing was a way of getting our name known. It worked. Everyone in the south of England knew us.’


When Ecclestone married telephone operator Ivy Bamford in 1952 his dedication to business was already in top gear, as he took just half an hour off for his nuptials. They had a daughter, Deborah, three years later, but instead of slowing down, his ambitions accelerated. Through dealing in cars, Ecclestone came further into contact with motorsport. A well-liked east London car dealer, Lewis ‘Pop’ Lewis-Evans, was bankrolling the junior racing activities of his son, Stuart. The younger Lewis-Evans was an affable man who had a great talent for racing. He and Ecclestone became friends and the racer was grateful for the car dealer’s savvy advice. ‘I used to look after things for him that he didn’t do, like contracts. He wasn’t up to that. But he was a very good driver,’ Ecclestone explained to his biographer, Susan Watkins.


Lewis-Evans was on the verge of making it big in motorsport. He won a non-championship F1 race at Goodwood in early 1957 and on his world championship debut at Monaco in the same year he finished fourth, despite driving an inferior Connaught car.


When Connaught folded later that year, Ecclestone bought two of their cars at auction for £4,050 ($11,340). He believed that the resale value was significantly higher in the southern hemisphere, so he sent them off to race in the Tasman Series over the winter with Lewis-Evans and Roy Salvadori behind the wheel. The drivers were instructed to show what the cars could do on track and then sell them before returning home.


Early one morning, Ecclestone received a call from an excited Lewis-Evans, who was delighted to have been offered a supposedly rare stamp collection by a mysterious foreign gentleman in exchange for the cars. He was just about to sell up when Salvadori advised him to check with Ecclestone first. Needless to say, Ecclestone told him to back out of the dodgy deal. It typified the contrast between Ecclestone’s hard-edged business style and the financial naivety of many people involved in motorsport at the time.


To Ecclestone’s annoyance, the Connaughts had to be shipped back to the UK unsold. When he still hadn’t managed to dispose of them by the spring, he decided to enter one of them in the Monaco Grand Prix, but at the last moment grew dissatisfied with the driver he had hired and decided to drive the car himself. He never made it to the race as he was excluded after he failed to set a qualifying time. Ecclestone’s name also appeared on the British Grand Prix entry list but he never even turned the wheel.


His eyesight prevented him from succeeding at the top level and, although he won a handful of races below it, he was never a permanent front-runner. The £100 ($280) a year sponsorship money he received from Shell gave him little incentive to continue and his confidence was knocked in a series of accidents, including one where he was thrown from the driving seat and landed in the car park outside the track. ‘I had woken up four or five times in hospital,’ he later said. ‘I realised that I didn’t want to risk lying in bed for the rest of my life looking up at the ceiling.’ Little did Ecclestone know that it would only be a matter of time before he walked away from motorsport entirely.


Ecclestone had considered using the Connaughts to build a privateer F1 team around Lewis-Evans. But even the credulous driver was shrewd enough to see that it was a losing game and he instead signed with British front-runner, Vanwall, as Stirling Moss’s team-mate. Ecclestone accompanied Lewis-Evans to the races, negotiating his start money.


It seemed like the start of a great career but by the end of the year everything had fallen apart. At the season finale in Casablanca, Lewis-Evans’s engine seized, flinging his car into the barriers where it exploded in a torrent of black smoke. In panic, Lewis-Evans ran away from the wreck, his overalls on fire.


‘If he hadn’t have run away or had rolled over or somebody had been there and grabbed hold of him, he would have probably been all right,’ Ecclestone explained. Lewis-Evans was severely burned and was flown back to England to the specialist burns unit at the Queen Victoria Hospital in East Sussex where many RAF pilots had been treated. It was not enough and he died a few days later.


‘It was a bad day for me because I was very close with Stuart,’ said Ecclestone. ‘I went back to one of my businesses not thinking I was ever going to get involved [in motorsport] any longer.’


 


By this time Ecclestone had a burgeoning property portfolio, which began in 1950 when, at the age of 20, he had bought and sold industrial premises in Greenwich, south-east London. He also became the sole owner of Compton & Ecclestone, adding local Bexleyheath dealer James Spencer’s showrooms to his portfolio. The timing couldn’t have been better as it coincided with the post-war boom in private transport – and Ecclestone’s immaculate showrooms, with their plate-glass windows, stood out in an industry renowned for its greasy and grimy premises.


From his huge desk in the state-of-the-art all-white establishment he could press buttons to spotlight certain cars or even fold back a mirrored wall to reveal a special selection of vehicles only for VIPs. His attention to detail may have bordered on OCD – Ecclestone admitted that he ‘was terribly, terribly fussy, probably a bit from my old mum’ – but, as ever with Bernie, boosting the bottom line was actually the driving force behind it. Just like when he bought the best buns at school and sold them for the highest prices, Ecclestone could charge a premium for his cars because they were in Britain’s best-looking showroom. It made him a millionaire when he was only in his twenties.


By the dawn of the Swinging Sixties, Ecclestone wore fashionable suits from Savile Row and sold cars to celebrities such as Eurovision winner Sandie Shaw, the supermodel Twiggy, the Welsh singer Shirley Bassey and Austrian film director Otto Preminger (who also played Mr Freeze in the Batman TV series). Ecclestone became friends with many of them, including the singer Adam Faith, who was a regular travelling companion on trips to the south of France. Ecclestone himself was infamous long before he was famous. He was a regular at the gambling hall of posh Mayfair club Crockfords, which gave him an early taste of the high life. He became famous for his fearless gambling and later said that he feared nothing, not even death. ‘Unless you’ve made the mistake you don’t know which way to go,’ he added. ‘If you’re going to take the attitude that you don’t think it will work, you will never do anything. You’ve got to give it a go and hope you’ve got it right.’


Ecclestone’s view has always been that people should be judged on their results, not what they look like, and he lives by this mantra. Aside from some work to his nose when it was bitten by a dog in Las Vegas, Ecclestone hasn’t had plastic surgery, despite appearing on TV every other weekend for decades. He has had a deadpan expression for so long it seems to have set in and this makes it almost impossible to read how he is feeling. It is perfect for poker and business negotiations as it can cause his adversaries to underestimate him. ‘I don’t like others to think I’m sharp,’ he once said. ‘Then they’re more careful and that’s a disadvantage.’ In contrast, Ecclestone’s adversaries are left questioning their own judgement when they realise he is anything but as doddery as he looks.


For such a formidable figure, Ecclestone’s voice is strangely soft. He has a slight cockney accent, talks slowly and sometimes mumbles, which often leads to the interlocutor questioning whether they have heard him correctly. Responses are often monosyllabic, which gives the other side little to go on. Ecclestone also frequently litters his utterances with assurances that he has little interest in, or even knowledge of, the subject in question, which often results in the questioner offering their opinion instead.


This tactic was put to great use when a delegation from Disney came to visit him at his London office in 2005, by which time he was firmly in F1’s driving seat. Disney was preparing for the launch of its animated movie Cars, featuring talking vehicles as its protagonists. The media giant’s representatives asked if the director and key members of the cast could have paddock passes to the Spanish Grand Prix because the movie was launching in Europe the following month. Disney’s delegation had prepared a detailed presentation about the exposure the movie would give to F1 as it featured voice cameos from several drivers. But they didn’t even get a chance to go through it. After shaking their hands, Ecclestone asked who they worked for, to which they replied ‘Disney’. Then he looked them straight in the eye and said, ‘What’s Disney?’ The question completely threw them because they had never been asked it before. On that occasion, he took pity on Disney and they ended up getting the passes they wanted. However, it is this kind of behaviour that has often put him on a crash course with corporate America.


Ecclestone is the archetypal nonconformist and doesn’t just play hard-ball over deals. Interviews with him often resemble sparring matches as he tests a reporter’s mettle. It can put them in a spin while Ecclestone remains in the driving seat. He often achieves this end with statements said for shock value – all of which helps explain why he famously claimed that Hitler was a man who ‘was able to get things done’, that ‘women should be dressed in white like all the other domestic appliances’ and why, in 2022, despite the invasion of Ukraine, he described Vladimir Putin as ‘a first-class person’ who ‘believed he was doing the right thing for Russia’.
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