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Lando Norris had a year of ups and downs, but ended up very much on an up, as the World Champion.
















[image: ] ANALYSIS OF THE 2026 SEASON


This promises to be an extra-exciting season, because there is every possibility that there will be a rejigging of the established order following the major change to the World Championship’s technical rules. To return to having a shot at toppling McLaren for a tilt at title glory, Red Bull Racing will have to mount a proper two-car attack.
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Major technical rule changes come along once or twice a decade and certainly add to the anticipation before a new season. Naturally, the established frontrunning teams are likely to remain competitive, thanks to having the top designers and proven technical infrastructure. Yet, this is the one time that there is hope for others.


Take Aston Martin, a team that fell away through 2025 but is now led by F1’s most successful designer, Adrian Newey, as team principal. Like several others, Aston Martin limited its in-season development last year to allocate more design time to this year’s challenger, so perhaps it will move back up the order.


Expect McLaren to be fighting at the front, with Lando Norris and Oscar Piastri again scrapping with each other, as well as with the best of the rest. Their abilities were clear to see last year, and, in many ways, the team itself is the element that needs to step up and ensure that it doesn’t have its cars disqualified for a technical infringement, like in Las Vegas last year, or choose a disastrous race strategy, as it did in the penultimate round at Lusail.


Mercedes really came on strong last year, with George Russell leading the way, but Kimi Antonelli asserted himself towards the end of his F1 rookie season, suggesting that their line-up is as strong as McLaren’s.


Red Bull Racing has made a major change, ditching its Red Bull Powertrains-developed Honda engines for Ford units, and its engine division has been bolstered by engineering help from several former Mercedes engine specialists. The team always likes to keep the identity of its second driver a secret until after the last round of the season, but Isack Hadjar was always favourite to step up and see if he could match Verstappen. Liam Lawson and Yuki Tsunoda both tried the same last year, but couldn’t make it stick.


Friction increased at Ferrari last year as its drivers failed to win a grand prix and Lewis Hamilton failed even to reach the podium. Charles Leclerc was the driver who managed best, and it was baffling to see seven-time World Champion Hamilton sometimes fail to get through to the second qualifying session.


The direction of travel for Williams was the complete opposite, however, and we can expect that to continue as this fabled team continues to rebuild. Armed with excellent drivers in Alex Albon and Carlos Sainz Jr, might we see its first win since 2012?


Like Red Bull’s senior team, Racing Bulls will also be swapping to Ford power for 2026, and Liam Lawson should go well: his return to the team after only two races for Red Bull Racing also produced a return to form. The second Racing Bulls seat has gone to rookie Arvid Lindblad.


Falling from fifth overall in 2024 to end last year scrapping with Haas and Sauber over seventh place was disappointing for Aston Martin, but expect Newey magic to produce a car with which Fernando Alonso in particular should shine and Lance Stroll rediscover his confidence.


Despite the best efforts of Ollie Bearman and Esteban Ocon, Haas will probably find itself struggling to score often in 2026 as Aston Martin moves further ahead. The same could be the case for Audi, taking over from Sauber. This is a first taste of F1 for a manufacturer that has excelled in rallying and sportscar racing, but experienced Nico Hulkenberg and promising Gabriel Bortoleto should score when possible.


The team that most needs a boost is Alpine. It was the weakest team in 2025 by some margin, its car offering neither team leader Pierre Gasly nor Franco Colapinto much hope.


Then, new for 2026, there’s Cadillac. Entering F1 is tricky, and this American outfit is going to rely heavily on experienced Valtteri Bottas and Sergio Perez to guide it through its first season.
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In just a few years, McLaren returned from the ranks of also-rans to the zenith of the sport as it won both the drivers’ and constructors’ titles. The big question is whether its return to form will continue in the first year of the new technical regulations.
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Oscar Piastri (shown winning in Miami last year) and teammate Lando Norris proved that McLaren could run two competitive cars.








Born with a condition that restricted his mobility, Bruce McLaren achieved his sporting passion by racing rather than running, displaying an ability to make his Austin 7 faster through engineering ingenuity.


Having won a driver scholarship in 1958, he headed from New Zealand to race in Europe and was soon shining in F2 with a works Cooper, even entering the German GP with it and not only winning the F2 class but placing fifth overall around the Nurburgring.


For 1959, Cooper entered Bruce in the World Championship as teammate to Jack Brabham, and he took a third place in the fourth round, at Aintree, then won the eighth, the finale at Sebring, making him the youngest F1 winner at the time, at 22.


Six more years with Cooper followed before he emulated Brabham’s example and entered a car bearing his own name, starting at the 1966 Monaco GP. This wasn’t the first McLaren racer, though, as he already had a burgeoning company making sportscar racers for the American scene. The F1 McLaren, though, struggled with uncompetitive engines. Fortunately, the North American Can Am sportscar series was soon to prove a financial support, especially from 1967 onwards when the McLaren works team dominated. The other highlight of 1966 was helping Ford to claim its first win in the Le Mans 24 Hours with Kiwi teammate Chris Amon.


It took until 1968 for McLaren to get the engine that was going to be the backbone of F1 for the next decade: the Ford Cosworth DFV. Four rounds into the season, Bruce took McLaren’s first World Championship victory, at Spa-Francorchamps. Teammate Denny Hulme, another New Zealander, ranked third overall, Bruce fifth, to make McLaren runner-up to Lotus.


Bruce was often on the podium in 1969, but he would never win in F1 again and then, sadly, crashed at Goodwood when testing his latest Can Am design in 1970 and was killed. His lieutenants rallied around, but it took until 1972 for McLaren to get back into the hunt.


Two years later, McLaren claimed its first drivers’ title as Emerson Fittipaldi edged out Ferrari’s Clay Regazzoni, and the team took its first constructors’ title too. The M23 chassis was still going strong in 1976 and James Hunt pipped Ferrari’s Niki Lauda to the crown at the final round.


The advent of ground-effect aerodynamics left McLaren falling back, but the arrival of Ron Dennis at the helm of the team in 1980 proved to be the beginning of its first golden era, as it embraced high-tech and produced F1’s first carbonfibre monocoque as the first of its game-changing developments.


Another element that helped McLaren claim its next title was the TAG turbo engine, and Lauda was champion in 1984, then teammate Alain Prost added two more. However, it was the partnership with Honda which gave it its first dominant car-engine combination in 1988. McLaren also had, in Prost and Ayrton Senna, the two top drivers. Senna became champion in 1988 and 1990, Prost in 1989 before the Frenchman moved to Ferrari.


It took a while to get back to that level, but its partnership with Mercedes blossomed and Mika Hakkinen became champion in 1998 and 1999. Then it was Ferrari’s turn with Michael Schumacher, and it looked as though McLaren’s fightback would be rewarded in 2007, but its drivers Fernando Alonso and Lewis Hamilton were pipped by Ferrari’s Kimi Raikkonen. Hamilton got the job done in 2008, but there was to be quite a wait after that. In fact, there were dark days during Honda’s second spell supplying engines, with the team ranking ninth out of ten in 2015.


Zak Brown took over at the helm and gradually McLaren got back onto the pace, with Daniel Ricciardo winning at Monza in 2021, then Lando Norris and Oscar Piastri helping the team to the constructors’ title in 2024.




KEY PERSONNEL & 2025 ROUND-UP


ZAK BROWN


When Zak ranked 10th in the 1992 Benelux Opel Lotus series as Jos Verstappen, father of Max, dominated, it seemed he was not destined to compete in F1. But he has, albeit on the management side. He retired from racing in 2000 to focus on his motorsport marketing business, which grew to become the world’s largest. After racing in Ferrari Challenge events, he founded the United Autosports team. Zak joined McLaren in 2016 after selling the business and became CEO of its racing team in 2018.


FIGHTING THE WAR BREWING WITHIN


Victory in the opening round set the tone for McLaren’s season. The MCL39 was the pick of the pack, as proved when Oscar Piastri won round two. There were times when Max Verstappen could rival them, but the focus became the minor gripes as the drivers were told that they were free to race each other, and one party felt that the other had been favoured. McLaren wrapped up the title early to take its first back-to-back constructors’ titles since 1990 and 1991.







2025 DRIVERS & RESULTS
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FOR THE RECORD


Team base: Woking, England


Active in Formula One: From 1966


Grands Prix contested: 994


Wins: 203


Pole positions: 177


Fastest laps: 183


Constructors’ titles: 10


Drivers’ titles: 13


THE TEAM


Chief executive officer: Zak Brown


Team principal: Andrea Stella


Chief designer: Rob Marshall


Technical director, aerodynamics: Peter Prodromou


Technical director, engineering: Neil Houldey


Technical director, performance: Mark Temple


Racing director: Randeep Singh


Sporting director: Will Courtenay


Chief operating officer: Piers Thynne


Chassis: McLaren MCL40A


Engine: Mercedes V6


Tyres: Pirelli





“In 2024, the constructors’ title battle went to the final lap of the final race, so to be able to secure the title with six races to go last year was an unbelievable effort from the entire team.”


Andrea Stella
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James Hunt closed in on the 1976 crown by winning the United States GP at Watkins Glen.
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McLaren was in ultra-competitive form in 2025, giving Lando every opportunity to land a coveted first F1 title in a three-way scrap with Oscar Piastri and Max Verstappen. This year, the team’s all-new car may be the pick of the pack again, but it’s not guaranteed.




[image: Lando Norris faces the camera wearing a McLaren cap and team kit, expression relaxed as he poses during a media session.]




Lando had to tackle his weaknesses to come good after a stern challenge from Oscar.








Lando used his family’s financial backing to do as much karting as he could through his school days, landing world titles in both 2013 and 2014, and then stuck with that same maximalist approach when he stepped up to single-seaters at the age of 15 in 2015 after having finished third in the Ginetta Junior series in 2014.


Starting with the MSA Formula, in which he claimed his first car racing title, plus F4, Lando then travelled down to New Zealand to start his 2016 season in the Toyota Racing Series. He won this and the European Formula Renault crown, before completing the year by winning the prestigious McLaren Autosport BRDC Award. What really impressed, though, was when Lando won the FIA F3 Euro championship at the first attempt in 2017, taking nine wins with the Carlin team.


The FIA F2 series was next, in 2018, and Lando took the battle for this last stage before F1 to George Russell, but winning just one race meant that he ended up second, just ahead of Alex Albon.


So far so good, and McLaren gave Lando his F1 break in 2019 as teammate to Carlos Sainz. The team was in a bit of a rut, but Lando claimed his first podium in the opening round of the Covid-delayed 2020 season in the Austrian GP. This was followed up by four podium finishes in 2021 before slipping to just one in 2022, for third at Imola, but this helped him to rank seventh overall and also outscore teammate Daniel Ricciardo. In 2023, with Max Verstappen winning 19 rounds, Lando rose to sixth overall, just two points off being fourth.


McLaren got back to a competitive state in 2024 and Lando broke his F1 duck with victory in Miami. By following this up with further wins in the Dutch, Singapore and Abu Dhabi GPs, he ended the year as runner-up to Verstappen, although it was already clear that Oscar Piastri had become a serious challenge from within the McLaren camp.




A SEASON OF HIGHS AND LOWS


Speed aside, there continued to be an air of Lando not quite being the complete package in 2025, even though he was in his seventh year in F1. Starting the year in the best possible way with pole position, fastest lap and victory in the opening race in Melbourne, he made occasional mistakes, like a poor start or a slip-up in the race which held him back, these costing him when teammate Oscar Piastri won three races in a row at Sakhir, Jeddah and Miami to mount his title challenge. Clipping Piastri and having to retire in Canada was a disappointment, but taking victory in the British GP helped Lando to reduce the points deficit. However, Lando failed to grasp his opportunity to strike back when Oscar crashed out on the opening lap of the Azerbaijan GP, failing to advance from seventh after a scrappy, crash-interrupted qualifying session had left the pair of them further back on the grid than usual. However, a new, more focused approach guided Lando into the points lead as he won in both Mexico and Brazil as Oscar fell from the pace. It was quite a turnaround.







TRACK NOTES
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Nationality: BRITISH


Born: 13 NOVEMBER 1999, BRISTOL, ENGLAND


Teams: McLAREN 2019–26


CAREER RECORD


First Grand Prix: 2019 AUSTRALIAN GP


Grand Prix starts: 152


Grand Prix wins: 11


2024 Miami GP, Dutch GP, Singapore GP, Abu Dhabi GP, 2025 Australian GP, Monaco GP, Austrian GP, British GP, Hungarian GP, Mexico City GP, Sao Paulo GP


Poles: 16


Fastest laps: 18


Points: 1430


Honours: 2025 FIA F1 WORLD CHAMPION, 2024 FIA F1 RUNNER-UP, 2018 FIA F2 RUNNER-UP, 2017 EUROPEAN F3 CHAMPION, 2016 EUROPEAN FORMULA RENAULT CHAMPION & NORTHERN EUROPE FORMULA RENAULT CHAMPION & TOYOTA RACING SERIES CHAMPION & MCLAREN AUTOSPORT BRDC YOUNG DRIVER AWARD WINNER, 2015 MSA FORMULA CHAMPION, 2014 WORLD KF KART CHAMPION, 2013 WORLD KF JUNIOR KART CHAMPION & EUROPEAN KF KART CHAMPION & KF JUNIOR SUPER CUP WINNER
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After displaying championship-leading form in the first half of the season, when he had a run of four wins in five rounds, Oscar’s form fell away as he lost the battle with both his teammate Lando Norris and the never-to-be-discounted Max Verstappen.




[image: Oscar Piastri smiles and poses wearing a McLaren cap.]




Oscar looked set for last year’s title and will surely have learnt from the experience.








Oscar’s racing ambitions were strong enough for him to encourage his family to allow him to finish off his kart racing days far from his native Melbourne, chasing European and World title glory. He didn’t land a world title, but sixth place in the World OK-Junior series in 2016, when he was 15, was sufficient to lead to Oscar’s graduation to single-seater racing.


Starting with the United Arab Emirates F4 series, Oscar continued into the 2017 season when he ranked second in British F4. Stepping up to Formula Renault in 2018, he got to learn the European circuits and duly returned to the championship in 2019 with R-ace GP to take seven wins that helped him to claim the European title. This proved to be a breakthrough result for Oscar, cementing his reputation as a driver to watch.


What followed in the next two seasons was what really marked out Oscar as a potential world champion: he won both the remaining two championships below F1 – FIA F3 and FIA F2 – to complete a title hat-trick that had never been achieved before. Even the best often take two years in each level.


Driving for Prema Racing in F3 in 2020, Oscar won twice and did just enough to pip Theo Pourchaire and Logan Sargeant to the title. What followed in 2021 was even more impressive, as Oscar waltzed to six F2 wins for Prema to give him a dominant title success. He also tested for the Alpine F1 team, and then spent 2022 going to Grands Prix as the team’s reserve driver. Alpine duly announced that Oscar would race in F1 for them in 2023, but it had jumped the gun, and McLaren had snatched him away from under their noses.


A pair of podium finishes in 2023 were a good start, as the McLaren team returned to form after a few lean years by its lofty standards. Then, Oscar made his breakthrough in 2024 with victories in the Hungarian and Azerbaijan GPs to propel him to fourth overall as he narrowed the gap to team leader Lando Norris across the course of the season, giving the team a two-pronged attack.




ICE-COLD APPROACH NEARLY PAYS OFF


While Australia’s second F1 World Champion Alan Jones was a tempestuous character, his fellow Melburnian is anything but, Oscar possessing an extraordinary ability to stay calm in the face of almost all adversity. This is why his focus is so strong on the job in hand, and the reward for this came when he overtook Max Verstappen to win in Miami, to complete a run of three wins in succession. This is where his title bid was built. However, there was frustration too in the British GP when he lost victory to teammate Norris because he slowed erratically behind the safety car and almost caused Max Verstappen to spin. Then, when enjoying a 34-point lead before the Azerbaijan GP, Oscar crashed, not only in qualifying but then on the opening lap of the race too. Perhaps he did feel pressure after all. And yet he usually had the upper hand over McLaren teammate Lando Norris, until a run of four races from Singapore to Brazil failed to produce a podium finish and cost him the points lead.







TRACK NOTES
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Nationality: AUSTRALIAN


Born: 6 APRIL 2001, MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA


Teams: McLAREN 2023–26


CAREER RECORD


First Grand Prix: 2023 BAHRAIN GP


Grand Prix starts: 70


Grand Prix wins: 9


2024 Hungarian GP, Azerbaijan GP, 2025 Chinese GP, Bahrain GP, Saudi Arabian GP, Miami GP, Spanish GP, Belgian GP, Dutch GP


Poles: 6


Fastest laps: 9


Points: 799


Honours: 2021 FIA F2 CHAMPION, 2020 FIA F3 CHAMPION, 2019 EUROPEAN FORMULA RENAULT CHAMPION, 2017 BRITISH F4 RUNNER-UP
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McLaren certainly had plenty to celebrate in 2025, with 14 grand prix wins and a pair of world titles.
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Last year was a good year for Mercedes, as it bounced back from fourth in the constructors’ table to second. Keeping George Russell and Kimi Antonelli as its drivers, it seeks the benefit of continuity, but Max Verstappen continues to be linked to a drive.




[image: George Russell drives a Mercedes Formula One car on track, front tyres turned slightly as the car moves through a corner during the season.]




George Russell was one of the stars of the 2025 campaign and showed his skill by taking the first of his two wins in the Canadian GP.








Mercedes-Benz and Auto Union, both lavishly state-funded, were the titans of the racing scene in the 1930s, their cars so rapid, powerful and high-tech that they seemed to come from another planet. Racing was interrupted by the Second World War, and when it resumed afterwards both the German teams stayed away, for obvious reasons. But, by the mid-1950s, Mercedes was back. It hit the World Championship in time for the third round in 1954 and immediately put the other teams in the shade, as Juan Manuel Fangio led home Karl Kling in a one-two finish at in the French GP at Reims. In 1955, Fangio was joined by Stirling Moss, and they were even more the class of the field. However, the drivers knew before the year was out that Mercedes was pulling out of the sport after one of its cars crashed on the pit straight at the Le Mans 24 Hours and flew into a crowd, killing more than 80 spectators.


The Mercedes name wouldn’t be seen in F1 again until 1994, when it began providing teams with its engines, and then in 2010 it launched its own team, albeit a team with no link to the one that closed the doors of its base at Unterturkheim at the end of 1955.


The team on which today’s Mercedes F1 team evolved began life effectively as an all-new team in 1999. It was called BAR, short for British American Racing, funded by British American Tobacco, gaining its place in the World Championship after buying Tyrrell and closing it down.


Operating out of a new base at Brackley to the west of Silverstone, BAR was the brainchild of former ski teacher Craig Pollock and his former pupil Jacques Villeneuve. Money appeared to be no object, and BAR recruited aggressively. In its first season, though, that money seemingly couldn’t even buy a race finish as retirement followed retirement for 1997 World Champion Villeneuve, and it took him until the 12th round to finish a race.


Progress was slow, but the team made strides and by 2004 was second only to Ferrari as Jenson Button led its attack and did everything other than win.


The team’s first name change came two years later when engine-supplier Honda increased its investment in the team, and it was entered as Honda Racing. Button and Rubens Barrichello found the going relatively unproductive in 2006 until Button mastered wet/dry conditions in Hungary to claim its first victory. Two years later, though, following the global economic crash, Honda announced at the end of the year that it was withdrawing. Only an 11th- hour deal led by technical director Ross Brawn saved it.


Racing as Brawn GP in 2009, a fairytale result occurred, as a clever double-diffuser design gave the team an advantage and a late deal landed it a supply of Mercedes engines, helping Button and Barrichello to race clear in the first half of the year. Button went on to be World Champion, the team taking the constructors’ crown too.


Mercedes decided that it wanted to harvest any further glory and took over the naming rights. Showing its determination to make the new Silver Arrows go for gold, it brought seven-time World Champion Michael Schumacher out of retirement with Nico Rosberg as his teammate after Button had left for McLaren and Barrichello for Williams.


It took until the 2012 Chinese GP for Rosberg to get the team winning and the arrival of Lewis Hamilton a year later augmented the push to keep up with Red Bull Racing. In 2014, though, Hamilton hit his stride, and he landed the title that year as well as in 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020, with Rosberg pipping him to it in 2016. Hamilton is seen as the rightful champion in 2021, too, and would have been but for some contentious officiating in Abu Dhabi.


George Russell arrived in 2022 and might have expected a title by now, but Verstappen and then McLaren have stymied that.




KEY PERSONNEL & 2025 ROUND-UP


TOTO WOLFF


Toto raced in Formula Ford in his native Austria, later scoring a class win in the 1994 Nurburgring 24 Hours. He then focused on business, turning towards motorsport when his company invested in HWA, the company responsible for developing Mercedes’ touring car (DTM) challengers. In 2009, he invested in Williams, soon becoming executive director. In 2013, Mercedes appointed him as managing director of its F1 team and he bought a 30 per cent stake in the team just before the team’s run of constructors’ and drivers’ titles began.


PERSEVERANCE PRODUCES RESULTS


There was a step forward from 2024, but even though the team was able to fight over second place, 2025 wasn’t a dream season. It seemed that the F1 W16’s rear suspension changes had made the car less competitive, but a change back to the original suspension at the Hungarian GP got the team back on the pace again, rewarded with George Russell’s third place there, then victory in Singapore. Kimi Antonelli had a poor run of results but improved enough to keep his ride.







2025 DRIVERS & RESULTS
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FOR THE RECORD


Team base: Brackley, England


Active in Formula One: As BAR 1999–2005, Honda Racing 2006–08, Brawn GP 2009, Mercedes 2010 on


Grands Prix contested: 516


Wins: 131


Pole positions: 143


Fastest laps: 110


Constructors’ titles: 9


Drivers’ titles: 8


THE TEAM


Team principal & chief executive officer: Toto Wolff


Technical director: James Allison


MD, Mercedes-AMG High Performance powertrains: Hywel Thomas


Chief designer: John Owen


Deputy technical director: Simone Resta


Performance director: David Nelson


Sporting director: Ron Meadows


Trackside engineering director: Andrew Shovlin


Engineering director: Giacomo Tortora


Chief engineer trackside: Simon Cole


Chassis: Mercedes F1 W17


Engine: Mercedes V6


Tyres: Pirelli







[image: Jacques Villeneuve stands in his race suit and helmet while Craig Pollock faces him closely, both positioned inside a team garage area.]




Jacques Villeneuve talks to team principal Craig Pollock during BAR’s troubled 1999 season.








“Confirming our 2026 driver line-up was always just a matter of when, not if. We wanted to take our time, handle the negotiations properly and make sure everyone was happy. I’m pleased we’ve done that.”


Toto Wolff
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George did all that he could last year in a car that couldn’t match the McLarens or Max Verstappen’s pace for Red Bull Racing, showing how his form was strong, but that Mercedes wasn’t quite on the pace. This year may well be different.




[image: George Russell faces the camera smiling, wearing a Mercedes team shirt, with a dark background filling the frame behind him.]




George won when he could in 2025 and is ready to go for gold if Mercedes are ready.








There are numerous kart series in which drivers can display their burgeoning talent. Indeed, George won the European KF3 title in 2012 when he was 14, but what really counts is when that speed is still apparent as they learn the technicalities required to keep winning after stepping up to compete in single-seaters. George did this in 2014, and the answer was affirmative as he came through to win the GB3 title and also displayed race-winning form in Formula Renault in Europe.


For 2015, George stepped up to F3 and won once in the European series. Back for more F3 in 2016, George won two rounds as he ranked third behind Lance Stroll. A move to GP3 followed and George was dominant for ART Grand Prix, returning to title-winning ways and gaining a career boost when Mercedes placed him on its Young Driver Programme.


This opened the door to a drive for the ART team in the FIA F2 series in 2018 and George came out on top of a fiercely fought contest with fellow Brits Lando Norris and Alex Albon thanks to winning seven races.


Mercedes had no ride open for George in its F1 team, but the Mercedes-powered Williams team did and gave him his gateway to F1. George matched the pace of experienced teammate Robert Kubica, but they were racing the least competitive car on the grid and points proved to be beyond him.


In his second year with Williams, Lewis Hamilton fell ill at the 16th round, the Sakhir GP, and George deputized so well that he not only outpaced teammate Valtteri Bottas but could have won had the team not fitted some of teammate Bottas’s tyres on his car, necessitating another pitstop that dropped him to ninth.


A second place in a rain-strafed 2021 Belgian GP was an anomaly, but Mercedes had seen enough and so brought him on board in 2022, but there was nothing that he or teammate Lewis Hamilton could do about Max Verstappen’s pace for Red Bull. However, George did take his first F1 win at Interlagos and go on to rank fourth, later adding two more wins in 2024.




LETTING HIS DRIVING DO THE TALKING


Although George went well in 2025, winning in Canada, albeit rather fortuitously, there was extra pressure on him through the first half of last season as there was constant talk of Max Verstappen moving across from declining Red Bull Racing to replace him. Yet, George did what he could to keep his drive for 2026 by letting his driving doing the talking, with five other podium finishes before the summer break, and the pressure came off when his Dutch rival was still ranked third at that point in the season, and thus too well placed in the championship to trigger a break clause in his contract. Later, George said that he had never felt under pressure, believing that it was not his seat that was open for discussion. Mercedes seemed a bit more on form in Baku and George raced to second place, as he had in the fourth round at Sakhir, and this was enough to keep him in fourth place in the title race. Helped by racing to victory in the Singapore GP, George was able to remain easily ahead of the Ferrari drivers but will have been frustrated with a few late-season results.







TRACK NOTES
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Nationality: BRITISH


Born: 15 FEBRUARY 1998, KING’S LYNN, ENGLAND


Teams: WILLIAMS 2019–21, MERCEDES 2020 (one race) & 2022–26


CAREER RECORD


First Grand Prix: 2019 AUSTRALIAN GP


Grand Prix starts: 152


Grand Prix wins: 5


2022 Sao Paulo GP, 2024 Austrian GP, Las Vegas GP, 2025 Canadian GP, Singapore GP


Poles: 7


Fastest laps: 11


Points: 1033


Honours: 2018 FIA F2 CHAMPION, 2017 GP3 CHAMPION, 2015 F3 MASTERS RUNNER-UP, 2014 BRITISH F4 CHAMPION & McLAREN AUTOSPORT BRDC YOUNG DRIVER AWARD WINNER, 2012 EUROPEAN KF3 KART CHAMPION
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There were flashes of speed through his maiden season, and 19-year-old Kimi is sure to build on what he learned as he returns for a second season with Mercedes and will doubtless cut out the retirements that hit his 2025 points haul.




[image: Kimi Antonelli faces the camera wearing a Mercedes cap.]




Kimi came on well in the final races of 2025 and just needs to add craft to his speed.








Kimi’s father Marco raced cars and later ran a team in the Italian GT Championship, and so it came as no surprise when Kimi followed him into the sport.


Starting in karts, Andrea Kimi as he was known then, caught the eye of Mercedes’ talent scouts by the time he was only 13 and this helped him to finance his racing with the Rosberg family kart team. He ranked fifth in the FIA Karting Academy Junior World Championship and second in European Juniors. Then, in 2020, Kimi won the European senior karting title, before repeating the feat in 2021 while also claiming three podium finishes in some late-season Italian F4 races.


Kimi then had a prodigiously successful 2022 season as he continued to find his way in single-seater racing, winning a couple of rounds of the F4 UAE F4 series and then 13 races in Italian F4 and nine in German F4, dominating both. He also won the end-of-season FIA Motor Sport Games F4 Cup.


With a record like his, his promotion to Formula Regional was expected to yield further glory in 2023, and so it proved, as Kimi won the Middle East series and then got to learn more circuits as he took five wins and the European title too, even finding time to race in the Italian GT series in one of his father’s team’s Mercedes and won in that.


The decision was taken at the end of 2023 to jump up to the FIA F2 Championship without learning the ropes in Formula 3 first. This was a gamble, but Kimi’s first two years on the single-seater scene had been so scintillating that it was thought to be worth a risk. When he showed he was good enough to win in F1’s feeder formula at 17, this promotion was vindicated. It was, however, an extraordinary season, with F2 adopting a new chassis that had the teams struggling to find a set-up consistently, with the end result that the wins across the 28-race season were shared by 18 drivers. Kimi ranked an eventual sixth overall with two wins. He got a chance to impress in practice for the Italian GP and was fast but crashed.




RAW SPEED THAT WILL IMPROVE


There was a lot of pressure on Kimi’s shoulders at the start of his first F1 campaign last year. He started well, with fourth place in the opening round in Australia, and four sixth place finishes and a fastest lap over the next five rounds, followed after three races outside the points by a welcome third place in Canada. There was also a run of mistakes, though, like when Kimi crashed in qualifying at Monaco and hit Max Verstappen at the start in Austria, and suddenly some of F1’s insiders questioned whether he was ready to be racing for one of F1’s top teams. Some people suggested that he might benefit from concentrating on focusing on the all-new car for 2026 instead, but then came the Azerbaijan GP, where many of his rivals took to the walls in qualifying and yet Kimi did not, racing from fourth on the grid to fourth at the finish. Better was to follow, with late-season form helping him to race to second place in the Sao Paulo GP, importantly outqualifying Russell and finishing ahead of him too.







TRACK NOTES
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Nationality: ITALIAN


Born: 25 AUGUST 2006, BOLOGNA, ITALY


Teams: MERCEDES 2025–26


CAREER RECORD


First Grand Prix: 2025 AUSTRALIAN GP


Grand Prix starts: 24


Grand Prix wins: 0 (best result: 2nd, 2025 Sao Paulo GP)


Poles: 0


Fastest laps: 3


Points: 150


Honours: 2023 FORMULA REGIONAL EUROPEAN & MIDDLE EAST CHAMPION, 2022 ADAC F4 & ITALIAN F4 & FIA MOTORSPORT GAMES F4 CHAMPION, 2020 & 2021 FIA EUROPEAN KART CHAMPION






[image: ] RED BULL RACING


It really is all change at Red Bull Racing, as Adrian Newey’s departure to Aston Martin was followed midway through 2025 by that of the lynchpin to the team’s success, when team principal Christian Horner was shown the door. At least Max Verstappen remains.




[image: Max Verstappen drives a Red Bull Formula One car on track, front wing low to the surface as the car rides over kerbing.]




Max Verstappen took the fight to McLaren’s drivers from the start of last year, taking the first of his wins at Suzuka before adding more.








This team was built on firm foundations when it entered the World Championship for the first time in 1997, as it was shaped by three-time World Champion Jackie Stewart and his elder son Paul, who had gained experience running a team in F3, then in F1’s feeder formula, F3000. Operating out of their expanded base in Milton Keynes, the team was well-funded by Ford, as you would expect from a businessman as astute as Jackie, and they were given a boost when Rubens Barrichello raced to a surprise second place at Monaco.


Better still, in a race of incident in wet/dry conditions at the Nurburgring two years later, Barrichello came third, but the celebrations were bigger still as Johnny Herbert gave the team its first win and helped Stewart GP rank fourth.


For 2000, the team had a new name, becoming Jaguar Racing and changing its livery from white with tartan swirls to metallic green. However, decent performance was too occasional for Eddie Irvine and Mark Webber, and seldom followed by a decent race result. There were no wins.


For 2005, it had a second new name, becoming Red Bull Racing after being bought by energy drinks magnate Dietrich Mateschitz. Top results would come in time for this team led by a young Christian Horner, but not until design ace Adrian Newey was coaxed by David Coulthard to follow him across from McLaren.


There was a spell of young drivers being promoted from Red Bull’s junior team, then Scuderia Toro Rosso, but also of many of the Red Bull scholars who had been backed through the junior formulae being cast aside.


The best promotion, though, was Sebastian Vettel, who joined from Toro Rosso in 2009 and gave the team its first win, in China, then came out on top of a four-way title battle in 2010 to become its first World Champion, with Webber ranking third to help it clinch its first constructors’ title.


The next three years produced three more drivers’ and constructors’ title doubles, all powered by Renault engines.


Then the Mercedes juggernaut rolled into action and Lewis Hamilton cleaned up. However, Red Bull Racing was far from a finished force once it brought Max Verstappen into its ranks from Toro Rosso just five rounds into the 2016 season. Not only did he win first time out, but he became more competitive with every passing season, taking wins when he could, often against more competitive chassis/engine combinations, and thus becoming a thorn in Mercedes’ side. Eventually, in 2021, he ran Hamilton close and pipped him to the title in somewhat controversial circumstances in Abu Dhabi, assisted by some substandard officiating.


What followed next was a second spell of Red Bull domination, as Verstappen powered to the crown in each of the next three seasons with Honda power units as the Mercedes team fell away from the pace before, in 2024, McLaren began to give chase. What was notable, though, was the fact that the team never fielded a second driver able to keep close to his pace, with Sergio Perez being belittled, but his replacements were even further behind the flying Dutchman, this restricting Red Bull Racing’s ability to collect sufficient points to challenge for the constructors’ championship title. Many of the ranks of number two drivers just can’t get their Red Bull chassis to work for them.


Horner was removed from the head of the team last summer with a pay-off alleged to be worth £52 million and he was replaced by Racing Bulls’ team principal Laurent Mekies, whose first job was to ensure that what had become a tempestuous battle between Horner and Max Verstappen’s father Jos was smoothed over.


Red Bull Powertrains is providing the team with a new engine for the 2026 regulations, with Honda being replaced by Ford units.




KEY PERSONNEL & 2025 ROUND-UP


LAURENT MEKIES


Having finished his studies at Loughborough University, Laurent started his career in F3, then advanced to F1 with Arrows in 2001. Moving to Minardi in 2002, he rose to be head of vehicle performance before becoming the FIA safety director in 2014. Four years later, he joined Ferrari, becoming racing director in 2021. Midway through 2023, he left to rejoin RB, as it had become, as team principal. Then, last year, when Christian Horner was fired by Red Bull Racing, he took over.


VERSTAPPEN DOES ALL THE WORK


McLaren’s early-season form suggested that Red Bull Racing was going to find the 2025 season an uphill struggle, even withstanding Max Verstappen’s victory at Suzuka, but he achieved what he could as the team replaced Liam Lawson with Yuki Tsunoda after just two races. Upgrades to the RB21s’ floor came at the Belgian GP and wins at Monza, Baku and COTA proved their worth. Team principal Christian Horner was told to leave in late summer and given a pay-off of £52 million and Laurent Mekies was promoted from Racing Bulls.







2025 DRIVERS & RESULTS
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FOR THE RECORD


Team base: Milton Keynes, England


Active in Formula One: As Stewart GP 1997–99, Jaguar Racing 2000–04, Red Bull Racing 2005 on


Grands Prix contested: 551


Wins: 131


Pole positions: 112


Fastest laps: 102


Constructors’ titles: 6


Drivers’ titles: 8


THE TEAM


Team principal: Laurent Mekies


Technical director: Pierre Wache


Chief engineer, car engineering: Paul Monaghan


Head of aerodynamics: Enrico Balbo


Head of performance engineering: Ben Waterhouse


Head of race engineering: Gianpiero Lambiase


Head of operations: Richard Wolverson


Head of strategy: Hannah Schmitz


Chassis: Red Bull RB22


Engine: Ford RBPT V6


Tyres: Pirelli







[image: Christian Horner and Sebastian Vettel stand among team members, arms raised and faces close together during a crowded garage celebration.]




Former team principal Christian Horner celebrates with Sebastian Vettel in Abu Dhabi in 2010.








“I’m proud of everyone. We had a really up and down season and tough times, but also really beautiful moments. And we learnt a lot throughout the year and that’s very valuable for upcoming years.”


Max Verstappen
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There was no fifth F1 drivers’ title in a row for Max last year as Red Bull Racing fell further behind McLaren, but Max showed his fighting spirit. All he can do now is pray that Red Bull has mastered F1’s new tech rules.




[image: Max Verstappen faces the camera wearing a Red Bull team cap and race suit, with sponsor logos visible and a softly blurred background behind him.]




Max kept the McLaren drivers on their toes but will move if Red Bull isn’t competitive.








With an F1 driver, Jos, for a father and a karting star, Sophie Kumpen, as a mother, it wasn’t too hard to predict that Max would race karts. Handily, he also had the talent to match his parents’ ambition.


After winning titles in the junior karting categories, Max became a World and double European karting champion in 2013. The next step was going to be into single-seaters and the family took a bold decision. There would be no Formula Ford or Formula Renault for Max, just the jump directly into the FIA European F3 Championship.


People wondered whether this might be too much too soon. After all, F1 greats Ayrton Senna and Michael Schumacher spent several years in Formula Ford before advancing to F3. Any concerns were allayed, though, when Max was on the podium at the first round and became a winner next time out. Adding nine more wins helped him to rank third as Esteban Ocon claimed the title. Taking inspiration from this, Max went directly into F1 for his second season, making his debut at just 17.


Starting in F1 with Scuderia Toro Rosso, in 2015, Max proved that he was ready by doing well. Then, after just four rounds in 2016, he was promoted to Red Bull Racing in a driver swap with Daniil Kvyat, and incredibly won the Spanish GP on his debut.


The next few years were spent picking up occasional wins as Lewis Hamilton and Mercedes continued to dominate. Then, in the 2021 finale in Abu Dhabi, he was helped to victory in controversial circumstances and that made him World Champion ahead of Hamilton. Three further F1 titles followed in the next three seasons, with Max’s 2023 title coming after achieving a record 19 wins from the 23 rounds, which put him on more than double the score of his teammate Sergio Perez.




WINNING THROUGH PURE DETERMINATION


It soon became very clear last year that the Red Bull RB21 was no match for the McLarens and that Max was going to face an uphill battle to keep up. Victory from pole at Suzuka was a rare reward, while poles at Jeddah, Miami and Silverstone gave him hope but didn’t result in further wins. A second victory did come his way, at Imola, but his petulant side became ever more apparent, especially at the Spanish GP as he found that he could do little to contain the McLarens. He also had to keep his head while Red Bull Racing appeared to crumble around him. Yet, Max was still ranked third at the time of F1’s summer break and so knew that he was ranked too highly for a break clause in his contract to be enacted, thus meaning that he couldn’t move to Mercedes for 2026. Then came wins at Monza, Baku and COTA. He also used a weekend off to contest a four-hour GT race on the 25km Nurburgring Nordschleife, showing a love for all racing, and Max has reiterated that he will race in other categories if he falls out of love with F1.







TRACK NOTES
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Nationality: DUTCH


Born: 30 SEPTEMBER 1997, HASSELT, BELGIUM


Teams: TORO ROSSO 2015–16, RED BULL RACING 2016–26


CAREER RECORD


First Grand Prix: 2015 AUSTRALIAN GP


Grand Prix starts: 233


Grand Prix wins: 71


2016 Spanish GP, 2017 Malaysian GP, Mexican GP, 2018 Austrian GP, Mexican GP, 2019 Austrian GP, German GP, Brazilian GP, 2020 70th Anniversary GP, Abu Dhabi GP, 2021 Emilia Romagna GP, Monaco GP, French GP, Styrian GP, Austrian GP, Belgian GP, Dutch GP, United States GP, Mexico City GP, Abu Dhabi GP, 2022 Saudi Arabian GP, Emilia Romagna GP, Miami GP, Spanish GP, Azerbaijan GP, Canadian GP, French GP, Hungarian GP, Belgian GP, Dutch GP, Italian GP, Japanese GP, United States GP, Mexico City GP, Abu Dhabi GP, 2023 Bahrain GP, Australian GP, Miami GP, Monaco GP, Spanish GP, Canadian GP, Austrian GP, British GP, Hungarian GP, Belgian GP, Dutch GP, Italian GP, Japanese GP, Qatar GP, United States GP, Mexico City GP, Sao Paulo GP, Las Vegas GP, Abu Dhabi GP, 2024 Bahrain GP, Saudi Arabian GP, Japanese GP, Chinese GP, Emilia Romagna GP, Canadian GP, Spanish GP, Sao Paulo GP, Qatar GP, 2025 Japanese GP, Emilia Romagna GP, Italian GP, Azerbaijan GP, United States GP, Las Vegas GP, Qatar GP, Abu Dhabi GP


Poles: 48


Fastest laps: 36


Points: 3444.5


Honours: 2025 F1 RUNNER-UP, 2021, 2022, 2023 & 2024 F1 WORLD CHAMPION, 2014 F3 MASTERS WINNER, 2013 WORLD & EUROPEAN KZ KART CHAMPION, 2012 WSK MASTER SERIES KF2 CHAMPION, 2011 WSK EURO SERIES CHAMPION, 2009 BELGIAN KF5 CHAMPION, 2008 DUTCH CADET KART CHAMPION, 2007 & 2008 DUTCH MINIMAX KART CHAMPION
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Starting fourth and finishing third at last year’s Dutch GP was the signal to even those who look only at the front of the field that this French rookie was ready for promotion from Racing Bulls to Red Bull Racing.




[image: Isack Hadjar faces the camera smiling, wearing a dark jacket, with short hair visible and an outdoor background softly out of focus.]




Isack was last year’s top rookie and will look to improve on his third at Zandvoort.








Born of Algerian parents in Paris, Isack showed well in the World and European OK-Junior kart series in 2018 and stepped up to single-seaters the following year, when aged only 14. Small in stature he might have been, but clearly large in heart, as he contested the final six races of the French F4 Championship, winning one of these. Back for a full season of F4 in 2020, Isack won three rounds to rank third overall, and this was enough for promotion to the European Formula Regional series at the start of the 2021 season. Isack ranked fifth in that as he learned new circuits, winning two races.


Having tried a few F3 races in the Asian series in 2021 and kept his eye in by racing in the Asian Formula Regional series before the start of the FIA F3 campaign, Isack did a full season with the Hitech Grand Prix team in 2022 thanks to vital financial help from Red Bull, winning three times and ranking just behind Ollie Bearman in fourth place overall.
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