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For all the kids out there, who dream the impossible…


Lewis Hamilton

















INTRODUCTION



MET GALA


METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART


NEW YORK, NEW YORK


SEPTEMBER 13, 2021


LEWIS HAMILTON ENTERED THE MET GALA IN A CUSTOM-MADE SUIT, looking none the worse for almost being killed on a legendary racetrack on a beautiful fall day in Italy. It may seem strange to open a book about a Formula One race car driver from Great Britain with an event in New York City that has become the fashion world’s equivalent of the Oscars. Like all of these types of events, the Met Gala is a “who’s who” of celebrities, fashion industry elites, and global socialites. They convene annually to pose for the cameras and see who wears what from whom. In 2021, the event had been moved from its usual time on the first Monday in May to the thirteenth of September because of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had canceled the event in 2020. The 2021 soiree was necessarily smaller than usual, featuring sanitary precautions that didn’t necessarily lend themselves to fashion, but the world had adapted, and the show had to go on.


Lewis Hamilton was there. The fact that he had been in Italy the day before probably didn’t make him unique among a guest list for whom the limitations of commercial flight schedules are not a concern. The fact that he was working on Sunday likely set him apart from some, but driven people often work weekends. The fact that his job on that particular Sunday was driving an open-wheel race car at an average speed of 200 miles per hour in Monza put him in a class with only twenty other people in the world. But Lewis Hamilton was the only one at the Metropolitan Museum of Art who was almost killed at work the day before.


The 2021 Formula One Heineken Grand Prix Premio d’Italia was held at the Autodromo Nazionale Monza. Just uttering “Monza” in a group of F1 fans is enough to get them to reminisce about their favorite race or the incredible speeds cars record on that famed circuit. In 2023, a Formula One car was clocked at 223.1 miles per hour at the end of the main straight at Monza, a record for this type of vehicle. Just to offer some perspective, at 220 miles per hour, the 95 miles from Manhattan to Philadelphia on the aptly named Interstate 95 South would take you a searing twenty-six minutes, give or take a few seconds.


Hamilton was in the midst of a season that had major implications for the sport as a whole. Lewis won his seventh world title in 2020 and came into the 2021 season with the intent of becoming the only driver to have won eight world driver’s titles. His closest rival, Max Verstappen, a Dutch wunderkind competing for Red Bull Racing, was fighting for his first title, and after a win at his home race the previous week, came to Monza with a three-point lead over Lewis. A series of botched pit stops for the two top competitors 22 or so laps into the 53-lap event caused Lewis and Max to find themselves next to each other on the track. As the drivers hurtled side-by-side toward turn two at Monza, things got ugly. Max refused to back out of the turn, though Lewis was clearly leading the way into what is called the “racing line,” the route that allows drivers to take turns as quickly as possible before reaching the limits of grip. Max went over a curb and made contact with Hamilton’s car, sending his own car airborne, and it landed on top of Hamilton’s.


If not for the recent addition of a titanium “halo” that protects the head of the driver, Hamilton might have had his head separated from his body on this sunny afternoon outside of Bologna. The relationship between the drivers was not helped by Verstappen’s behavior during the incident. Max accelerated, causing the wheel to spin dangerously just centimeters from Lewis’s head. After the Dutchman exited his car, he didn’t bother to look at Hamilton to see if he was alive. Instead, Max was heard on the radio to his team saying, “That’s what you get when you don’t leave the space, ****!”1 What Verstappen called Hamilton during this broadcast has been censored into oblivion. Max had found himself on the wrong side of both racist and ableist language in the past, a practice that had been largely ignored by the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA), the governing body of the sport. During the 2020 season, after the Mongolian government had penned a scathing letter denouncing Verstappen’s use of the word “Mongol” as an insult, Jake Boxhall-Legge of Autosport.com wrote an article called “Why Do Verstappen’s Offensive Comments Get a Free Pass?”2. Boxhall-Legge goes directly at the problem, writing, “Verstappen has been able to publicly use ableist, borderline racist language without any fear of sanctions from those in charge. There’s been no apology from Verstappen, and the matter has been rather brushed under the carpet without any further inquiry from those involved.”3 The FIA and broadcasters have provocatively gone to great lengths not to reveal what Verstappen said here, which leaves open the possibility that he may have used language that is beyond commonly used curse words.
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TO SAY THAT THE TWO DRIVERS WEREN’T FRIENDS WOULD BE TO UNDERSTATE the atmosphere of animosity between them. Adding to the negative dynamic between the two was Max’s reputation for aggressive driving, what some would characterize as reckless disregard for safety and the rules. This culminated in the implementation of what became known as the “Verstappen Rule,” which prohibited drivers from “moving under braking.” This means that when a driver is defending against another driver’s attempt to pass them, the leading driver cannot make a second move once the attempt has been established, especially in curves where the braking point determines whether the cars make it around without leaving the track or worse. For instance, if a car approaches another and intends to pass on the right side as they enter the curve, the other driver cannot show space on the right side and then suddenly “close the door” at the last possible moment to cause the other driver to have to make an evasive move.4 The pressure for Max to win his first championship while at the same time denying Hamilton his eighth created a toxic atmosphere.


Some chalk up the crash at Monza to Verstappen seeking revenge for a high-speed crash at Silverstone four races before. In that incident, Lewis and Max came together, and the Red Bull driver ended up in the wall with a force of 51g’s. For perspective, that would make a 200-pound person’s body feel as if it weighed 10,200 pounds. Max ended up in the hospital, while Lewis was able to continue and eventually win the race. Lewis celebrated after his win, which infuriated Max, his team, and his fans. The situation was not helped when race officials determined Lewis was “mostly responsible”5 for the crash.


Hamilton later called the hospital to check on Verstappen, though Max was not placated. After the wreck that ended both drivers’ participation in the Italian Grand Prix a few weeks after Silverstone, Verstappen was found to be predominantly at fault6 and was penalized with a three-place reduction in his qualifying position in the next race. There is no evidence that Max ever found it in his heart to check on Lewis after the crash at Monza, though he could have tuned in to the red carpet coverage of the Met Gala to see that Hamilton was discharged in time to make it to the event with his head where it belonged and seemingly no worse for wear.


Elle magazine reported that Hamilton was there to find ways to “put these Black designers at the top of people’s minds.” The article, entitled “Lewis Hamilton Paid Over £60,000 for Young Black Designers to Attend the Met Gala,” identifies the three designers as Theophilio, Kenneth Nicholson, and Jason Rembert. The article makes no mention of what the driver was up to days before the Gala, but focuses only on the positive and inclusive message Hamilton was promoting with his appearance and sponsorship.7


In addition to the designers whose work he was dedicated to center, Lewis was accompanied by others whom Elle described as “Black innovators” including Zendaya’s stylist Law Roach, Alton Mason (model), Kehlani (singer/songwriter), and athletes Miles Chamley-Watson (fencer) and Sha’Carri Richardson (sprinter). Several paragraphs of the article are devoted to describing the diversity problem in motorsports and how the driver’s Mission 44 initiative was designed to understand the problems and solve them. Hamilton has the same concerns for the world of fashion, and he apparently had no difficulty separating the two worlds when necessary and combining them when it proved productive.
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LEWIS HAMILTON ARRIVED IN FORMULA ONE WHEN THE WORLD HAD fully embraced the digital revolution in communications that made stars of everyone, even if it was only in their own minds and to those who tagged along in the virtual world. For those who were actually public figures, celebrity was supercharged, and the notion of the boundary stars had enjoyed between the public and private were hard to discern or maintain if they exist at all anymore. Formula One, up until the present moment, had enjoyed a wealthy as well as niche following. The residents of the Principality of Monaco were inconvenienced for several days in May so Formula One could conduct its event, and then it was gone. Hard-core fans could follow their heroes, but the distance granted celebrities made it difficult to know what these people were up to away from the races, if they were up to anything at all. This is obviously no longer the case.


Every moment of every day is subject to being documented and broadcast around the world at the speed of light. Every utterance, no matter how well or poorly considered, can be scrutinized by the world. Bad news travels fast and tends to overwhelm any holistic consideration of the person, situation, context, or revision. Lewis Hamilton embraces all of this. His appearance at the Met Gala demonstrates how he will use the platform of Formula One as a point of departure rather than an end so he can get involved in other causes he cares about. Fashion is a common thread through all his affinities, as are questions about diversity and opportunity.


Hip-hop became a global phenomenon in the 1990s. One of its major themes is the desire for luxury and conspicuous consumption. Fast cars, glittering jewelry, exotic locations, and beautiful people. In short, everything that goes on in the small and exclusive world of Formula One. The concurrent global phenomenon of Modern Black Celebrity served as the fuel in the engine of the global expansion and explosion in the popularity of Formula One. If F1 didn’t have Lewis Hamilton, it would have needed to invent him.
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LEWIS’S PRESENCE AT THE MET GALA SIGNALS HIS COMPLETE AWARENESS of what he means to F1 racing. Lewis is hip-hop in a way that could not have been anticipated. He is creating what some might call a modern form of Black cosmopolitanism. He isn’t a basketball or football player, but the biggest stars of both sports make their way to F1 circuits all over the world to cheer him on. The same goes for actors, models, celebrity chefs, musicians, authors, and more. Everyone who is anyone wants to be around Hamilton, turning Formula One racing into a 200-mile-per-hour ride driven by fear of missing out. As the orbit around Lewis becomes full, F1 is affected in a new way: the tastemakers gravitate to other drivers in the sport, and the sport necessarily expands. Not everyone can fit in Lewis’s side of the garage on a race weekend.


Formula One is unlike anything else. Every few weeks from February to November, they hold a sporting event that is a cross between the World Cup and the Oscars with a healthy dose of the Prêt-à-Porter, also known as Paris Fashion Week, to go along. All of it revolves around the twenty or so drivers who pilot these cars, and it is not possible to have a conversation about the greatest in the history of the sport without Hamilton’s name near the top of the list. The mixed-race kid from Stevenage, about twenty-seven miles north of London, has become an inspiration for people across the world who have dreams that don’t seem to fit things as they are. What Sir Lewis Hamilton has done—he was knighted in 2021—is show the world that the possible is only limited by the possibility of access. He and his family burst open the gilded doors of Formula One and the sport has been the better for it.


This book traces the ascendency of Sir Lewis to the top of the sport and tells the story of how and why he has become a worldwide tastemaker. The ups and downs, the triumphs and struggles, and the history-making campaign at the end of his career to win his eighth title. Along the way, we will also examine and critique every institution Hamilton is involved with from a perspective of race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality, and class. Hamilton cares about all of it, and in so doing, creates the space for a new generation of athletes and fans to see themselves in the sport—or any other endeavor—and express what matters to them.




Footnotes
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CHAPTER 1



THE ILLUSTRATED SON


FORMULA ONE DHL TURKISH GRAND PRIX


ISTANBUL PARK


TUZLA, TURKEY


NOVEMBER 15, 2020


THE YEAR 2020 IS KNOWN AS A YEAR OF CRISIS. FOR THOSE WHO LIVED through it, the world will be perceived in parts: the way things were before the pandemic, during it, and after. Even as the world shut down, the annual global traveling circus that is Formula One carried on. The season was not immune to the cancellations and changes of the pandemic but round fifteen in Turkey arrived with Lewis Hamilton eighty-five points ahead of his Mercedes-AMG PETRONAS teammate, Valtteri Bottas, the only other competitor who could possibly challenge him for the title. Everyone else was mathematically eliminated. A win by Hamilton would secure the crown for the 2020 season. Winning a single-season championship is hard enough. Winning one while a global pandemic rages in a sport that requires hundreds of people to travel to five continents adds a layer of difficulty. This championship would also be Hamilton’s seventh, which would tie him with former driver Michael Schumacher atop the all-time list, a feat even the ultimate dreamer Hamilton did not have on his vision board. At the same time, the driver was preoccupied with using his platform to show solidarity with the victims of police brutality in the United States.


It had been a long road to this point. Something of what we might call the beginning of this phase of his career is captured in a video clip of the young Lewis in 2006, a year before joining Formula One and on the threshold of his championship in Grand Prix-2, better known as GP-2, a series that is one of the “minor leagues” for big-time Formula One. During the wide-ranging interview, the subject of Schumacher and his seven world titles came up, and Lewis said, “I don’t know whether it would be possible for me to win seven world championships, but I would be happy with one.”1 At that point in his career, he was aware that he was on a magic carpet ride of his own making with the assistance of his family, but not even Lewis could imagine that on this day in Turkey he would find himself sharing the top spot in the history of Formula One with Schumacher, a driver who had defined an age of motor racing.


Just after the GP-2 season, Hamilton found a seat in a Formula One car teamed up with former world champion Fernando Alonso with McLaren Racing, the team that had supported his career for years. Lewis’s aspiration from that interview for one world championship almost came true in his rookie season when he came within one point of the title in a season full of controversy, much of it because the rookie driver did not come to play around and immediately found himself in competition and conflict with the veteran Spaniard Alonso. This pairing, in the mind of Alonso, was supposed to cast Lewis in a supporting role. After Hamilton ended up celebrating on the podium in his first Grand Prix in third place behind his second-place teammate, it was clear to everyone that the rookie was not there to be a tackling dummy for Alonso or for show. Something special was happening.


Hamilton won the world title in 2008 in his second season by a single point, then after a six-year drought, won again in 2014, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019, and in 2020, he was poised to tie Michael Schumacher in Turkey. During the race, Lewis built a lead, and Peter Bonnington, predictably nicknamed “Bono,” his race engineer—the team member responsible for keeping the driver updated on strategic and technical concerns—broadcast to the driver congratulations as he crossed the finish line thirty seconds ahead of the car in second place. “Get in there, Lewis!” Bono radioed. “What a way to do it, mate! What a way to win your seventh world title!”


Lewis answered. Kind of. First with a visceral, drawn-out victory cry somewhere between agony, relief, hysteria, and unbridled joy. He was overwhelmed, and his hysterical laughter finally landed tearfully on words: “Thank you so much, guys! Woo! Woo! That’s for all the kids out there who dream the impossible! You can do it too, man! I believe in you guys. Thank you so much everyone for your support.” The kid from Stevenage, a town about twenty-seven miles north of London, the Black British son of a man of Grenadian descent and a white English mother, who had himself dreamed the impossible had outdistanced even his wildest fantasies.


Lewis Hamilton, in the aftermath of his seventh world title, would soon be knighted by then Prince Charles. He now stood next to Michael Schumacher, the same driver whom he marveled at during the 2006 interview as arguably, at least in terms of world championships, one of the greatest drivers in the history of the sport. After Turkey, as we will see, he was back to his initial concern from the GP-2 interview. After number seven, he would “just be happy with one” more: his eighth to separate himself from Schumacher. It had been a tortuous path to get to this success—not just this race, this season, or this championship but a life that did not seem to have Formula One world champion listed as potential options. Lewis and his family made it to Formula One despite having neither the financial resources nor experience in the sport. All of this happened while they also managed the pressure that comes with being the only Black family in what had been an exclusively non-Black world.
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THIS STORY IS LEWIS HAMILTON’S STORY. THAT MEANS IT IS ABOUT dreams. Impossible dreams. Not because they are impossible to dream; as we know, anyone can dream up anything. But what Hamilton means when he says “dream the impossible” is to push beyond whatever horizon or limit you think exists for yourself and do it. He literally says it at the moment of dreams coming true that he did not even dare to dream. “You can do it too. I believe in you guys.” And then, in typical Lewis Hamilton fashion, he moves immediately to gratitude for all of the people who have become irreplaceable companions to the success. As much as this is Lewis’s story, it is part of the magic that is Hamilton that it is ours as well. Lewis is a person who cares about people, especially those who seem to be forgotten and are having a difficult time believing in themselves. While all of this is going on, the marketing departments at corporate interests all over the world can’t get enough of him. His persona sells cars, clothes, food, drinks, luggage, watches; you name it, he can sell it, but more than that he makes it possible to put your faith in the impossible. Even with this kind of uplifting and positive message there are those who want him to disappear, but not before he fails spectacularly.


Lewis Hamilton, the driver and cultural icon, is the product of a collective. People like his parents and Ron Dennis, the McClaren executive who took the institutional risk on the teenager, are impossible to ignore in getting to some understanding of the international phenomenon that arrived on the world-scene from a background that is part of the “impossible” part of this dream.


The other part of the Hamilton brand of dreaming is the sharing of it. He is willing to put his money and his mouth and anything else necessary behind demonstrating that he really does believe in the dreamers. All of Hamilton’s efforts at diversity, equity, and inclusion seem to me to be the product of his knowledge that he could very easily be going to a wage-earning job every day—not that there isn’t dignity in that, watching races on the weekend that he should have been winning. He is committed to diversity and opportunity in every aspect of motor racing, from the cockpit of a Formula One car to the broadcast booth, to the garage, to management, and the wind tunnel. Everywhere. Hamilton demonstrates that there should be no child dreaming of participation who is blocked by a lack of opportunity rather than drive and talent.


Lewis Hamilton has forever altered the face of Formula One, literally and figuratively. Before the Lewis of GP-2 could wonder if he would ever win a single Formula One world title, he had to wonder if he would be the first Black driver in the sport, a sport that is arguably the whitest and most elite in the world, not a place where a mixed-race kid from a town north of London would be able to find role models who look like him.


There are those who will want or maybe need the symbolism of Hamilton’s success to be only about class because race is too hot an object to hold on to for very long. That would be nice in some sense, but it isn’t the world we live in. Just as fans will cheer for their nation in the Olympics or the World Cup, it is undeniable that identity drives us: sometimes in positive ways but far too often in ways that are harmful. Lewis is aware of the attention his race gets, positively and negatively, and he seems always to be committed to being proud of who he is. This book will honor that by being real about it.
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LEWIS OFTEN STATES HOW HE NEVER FELT LIKE HE FIT IN. HE RECENTLY told Vanity Fair magazine that he “didn’t feel like I was welcome” and “I didn’t feel like I was accepted.”2 His story can’t be told without taking care to understand what that means to him and to our society.


Sports in general, and especially the Olympic Games, are designed so loyalty is built on the good feeling fans get from the sensation of belonging or feeling that they are part of the game. The medal count that serves as the intro and outro of a day’s coverage of the Olympics is meant to feed the hunger of citizens of a particular city, region, or country to measure themselves against their rival, or the world, depending upon how well they are doing. At the most basic level, a sporting event like the Palio di Siena in Italy pits ten bareback riders representing ten of the seventeen wards of Siena against one another in a no-holds-barred race around the square for local honor. The same goes for a person who has grown up in Detroit, Michigan. Even though the Lions have been, until recently, perennial losers in the NFL, fans continue to root for them because of their identification with the city and its team. These associations are an essential part of the way western culture—not just sports culture—is formed, from the nation state down to the neighborhood. When you tune in to ESPN for the endless loop of scores from the night before, fans are always interested in the big rivalries, and many of them are regional. The Lakers fans can’t stand the Boston Celtics supporters. Philadelphia is particularly hostile to Dallas. In the city of Chicago, the South Siders don’t journey north to Wrigley Field to support the Cubs because that would be a betrayal of the White Sox.


Naturally, the sports hero assumes a profound sense of importance in addition to these other associations. Heroes of the gridiron, court, or ball diamond come to be the representative and aspirational figures for the neighborhood, city, state, college, team or even nation. The athlete exemplifies the relationship of belonging, and in an ideal circumstance, becomes the “prototypical” citizen of that neighborhood, city, state, and ultimately nation.


Babe Ruth is a classic example. He was a native of Baltimore who was traded early in his career to the New York Yankees by the Boston Red Sox. Ruth eventually came to exemplify New York City and everything that the Big Apple meant for American culture in the early twentieth century and beyond. Ruth’s outsize persona and league-leading statistics situated him in American culture as the exemplar of the ideal participant in baseball, what was then the American pastime. Turning athletes into heroes is all well and good until someone who doesn’t fit becomes the standard-bearer. The outsider who becomes the hero can throw into crisis how people feel about a sport, a team, a nation, or even types of people. Another baseball legend, Jackie Robinson, is the prime example of such an outsider.
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IN ITS CURRENT FORMATION, FORMULA ONE, AN INTERNATIONAL sport, appears on every continent except one: Africa. The Formula One season reads like a luxury traveler’s bucket list. A typical season makes stops in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Australia, Japan, China, Italy, Canada, the United States, Monaco, Spain, Austria, Great Britain, Hungary, Belgium, the Netherlands, Azerbaijan, Singapore, Mexico, Brazil, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. As noted, Africa is absent, a problem Hamilton vowed to fix.3 But to be clear, Formula One has never been a sport where you would expect to see working class or, in the case of Hamilton, Black people as even spectators, let alone drivers.


Africa as a site for F1 disappeared in the wake of the death throes of apartheid in 1993. What that means is that the presence of Formula One in South Africa from 1967 to 1993 was much about the lack of diversity of that way of running a country. The event disappeared as apartheid was discredited and abandoned. Diversity is an ongoing concern for Lewis both in the sport and outside of it. This goes for class as well as other ways of being in the world.


Formula One did not have formal rules and traditions that excluded Black people from participation the way other sports have. (For instance, Major League Baseball in the United States was explicitly segregated until Jackie Robinson joined the Brooklyn Dodgers in the spring of 1947.) But it didn’t need them. The structure of Formula One, mostly the steep economic cost of the entry level go-kart league, stopped Black participation before it started. Hamilton did not share the familial wealth that virtually all other F1 drivers enjoy, having grown up in working class Stevenage, Hertfordshire, England.


Imagine for a moment that it cost $11,000 per season for an American child to play high school football. If that were the case, there would be virtually no Black college football players and likely few to none in the NFL. Anthony Hamilton, Lewis’s Grenadian father, was having none of it, and in the tradition of Black parents of world-changing athletes in unlikely places set about dealing with the part of the impossible that he could make possible. His father’s actions make perfect sense in the aftermath of seven world championships and all that Lewis Hamilton has come to represent, but at the time, there must have been those who wondered if Anthony Hamilton had lost his mind.


The story of Lewis’s father’s support of his son’s ambition must be considered next to other similarly improbable stories in sports and entertainment. Joe Jackson must have believed the band of children he was disciplining to the point of abuse in a garage in Gary, Indiana, would become, arguably, the most influential group of the era. Not to mention that his son Michael would one day need no further identifier than his first name from the shores of Lake Michigan to the Yangtze River and back.


The same goes for the visionary in Compton, California, Richard Williams, who knew nothing about tennis except that you could make a lot of money at the game. His daughters, Venus and Serena, having won a total of sixty Grand Slam titles (singles and doubles), proved his relatively uninformed point, and the sport cannot be understood without thinking about the two of them.


Another visionary father is the Green Beret, Earl Woods. He named his son Eldrick and gave him the nickname “Tiger” after his colleague, the South Vietnamese colonel Vuong Dang Phong, who fought with Woods deep in the jungles of Southeast Asia. In keeping with that DNA, Earl applied mental and physical stress to his son that made Tiger’s chip-in on the sixteenth hole at the Masters in 2005 like just another night with his dad hitting balls in a cemetery.


Gymnastics is another expensive sport that has had its struggles with diversity. When she was six years old, the grand- and adoptive parents of the older Biles sister took seriously a note from the coach at a daycare field trip that said the child was notably skilled at gymnastics.4 They enrolled Simone in classes immediately. The fact that she has won a total of forty-one (and counting) world and Olympic championships probably makes that note the most important one in the history of that sport.


Let’s leave Michael (Jackson, not Jordan) to the side, not because he’s not important but because music exists as a field, particularly in the modern world, that is comfortable with, if not necessarily equitable, when it comes to the contributions of Black people. That is not the case when it comes to endeavors like tennis, golf, gymnastics, or Formula One, sports for which the terms “exclusive” and “expensive” are understood and almost redundant. So, for parents Williams, Woods, Biles, and Hamilton, the leap of faith was immeasurably farther from Gary to Motown as compared to the one from Compton to Wimbledon.


Anthony Hamilton, as a practical matter, had no hero for his son or himself to serve as a symbol for success in F1 racing. For example, Dianne Durham, also from Gary, won the national championship in gymnastics in 1983, missing the Los Angeles Olympics because of injury. Dominique Dawes won an Olympic gold medal a year before Simone Biles was born to add to her bronze in Barcelona in 1992 with another for good measure in Sydney in 2000. Simone had shoulders that looked a lot like hers to vault from. Anthony and Lewis had no such shoulders.


Golfer Charlie Sifford was born in 1922, and he competed in the 1959 US Open and became a member of the PGA Tour at the age of thirty-nine after winning the National Negro Open six times. President Barack Obama awarded Sifford the Presidential Medal of Freedom a year before his death, the capstone of a career that enjoyed financial support from singer Billy Eckstine and heavyweight champ Joe Louis, making him something like the Jackie Robinson of golf.


In 1979, when Tiger Woods was about four years old, Calvin Peete won the first of his twelve PGA Tour victories in the Greater Milwaukee Open. So, when Earl’s golf prodigy won his first title at Augusta National in 1997, the Fuzzy Zoellers of the world were predictably surprised and perplexed at the same time when they should have expected it would happen sooner or later. There were Black golfers around but none who “mattered” to people who support the de facto apartheid of Augusta National. Zoeller, after not making the cut at Augusta and watching Woods from the spectators’ gallery, said what a lot of people must have been thinking in one way or another.




He’s doing quite well, pretty impressive. That little boy is driving well and he’s putting well. He’s done everything it takes to win. So you know what you guys do when he gets here? You pat him on the back and say congratulations and enjoy it and tell him not to serve fried chicken next year. Got it. Or collard greens or whatever the hell they serve.5





There is good reason to forget Fuzzy but also good reason to remember him. Sports are a continuum. You can’t understand the way an athlete fits into a sport without understanding the context that surrounds them, including rules, other competitors, and various forms of difficulty. The cultural context that Lewis entered when he joined Formula One was an echo of the space and time of Tiger.


The “fried chicken” comment wasn’t isolated to self-styled “jokester” Fuzzy, who was born three years before Brown v. Board of Education. Spanish golf pro Sergio García, born in 1980, when asked if he might have dinner with his rival Woods, assured the press that if he did “we will serve fried chicken.” These “jokes” reveal the uncomfortable disruption athletes like Tiger, Simone, Venus, Serena, and others have caused in enclaves that evidently declared themselves safe from the ravages of soul food. The preoccupation with the common exoticism of fried chicken has nothing to do with “driving for show and putting for dough.” It reveals that in many sports, Black athletes must fight messages that they don’t belong and that they are bringing their “Black crap” along with them and messing everything up.


The fact that Black golfers were facing such obvious prejudice, even though Black golfers had been around for the better part of the twentieth century, reveals how put out people must have been when the Hamiltons showed up. Formula One didn’t have the benefit of a century or so to still be scared of fried chicken and collard greens or whatever the hell else Black people eat. When Lewis showed up, it was in many ways like Charlie Sifford winning the US Open six times instead of the National Negro Open.


Of his arrival in Formula One, Lewis said, “I didn’t feel like I was welcome. I didn’t feel accepted… This is not how you do it. Tattoos?”6 Despite it seeming out of character for an F1 driver to have tattoos, Lewis clearly was not enrolled in “Intro to Worrying About What People Think About You.” He doesn’t care what people think about how he decorates himself. To understand Lewis’s thinking more deeply, let’s focus on one tattoo on his left shoulder, an image of a silhouetted dad throwing a child in the air against a clock that reads 11:10.


In an interview with GQ in 2018, Lewis gives a frankly intrusive journey around his body art (but I get the motivation) and says that getting tattoos takes thought and should be a way “to display your story, your journey to where you are.” Obviously, none of us would be anywhere without parents one way or another, but the relationship between Lewis and his father, Anthony, is complicated for reasons we’ll unpack in later chapters. The clock tattoo, Lewis says, is “dedicated to my dad. I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing without my dad… from the age of four he would pick me up and throw me in the air, like you do with kids. And it was the single most special moment that I would really have with my dad. He’s a very serious man. He’s very tough but in this particular moment he was the happiest. There was no business. There was no discipline needed. There was just pure love.”7


Lewis doesn’t leave much room to guess about how complicated the situation was between a kid and his dad who wanted to do something that neither of them really understood and that quickly became a business relationship. The effort and sacrifice all make sense when it works out, but it is worth spending some time discussing what got Anthony Hamilton to Great Britain in the first place. Anthony’s story has a lot to say about the drive to get his son to Formula One.
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ANTHONY HAMILTON’S FAMILY MIGRATED TO ENGLAND FROM THE Caribbean in the 1950s. They were part of what became known as the Windrush Generation. In the aftermath of the devastation of World War II, Caribbean people were invited to Great Britain to rebuild the country. The Hamiltons were from the small windward island of Grenada in the Lesser Antilles. The current population of the island is about 126,000. In the 1950s, when the Hamiltons departed the island, it was about 50 percent smaller. Its population has remained about 80 percent Black since the genocide of the indigenous people and the Atlantic slave trade. Grenada’s main exports, since being spotted by Columbus on his third foray into the unknown (by Europeans), were nutmeg and mace. The possibilities for trade were severely limited for the citizens of Grenada. So Anthony’s family, like many people of African descent around the Caribbean, imagined that things might look better in Europe or even the United States.


Leaving Grenada sounded great on the brochure, but as a practical matter, anti-immigrant tension reached a crescendo in 1968 with member of Parliament Enoch Powell’s “River of Blood” speech that sounded the alarm about Great Britain becoming a non-white nation.




Here is a decent, ordinary fellow Englishman, who in broad daylight in my own town says to me, his Member of Parliament, that the country will not be worth living in for his children. I simply do not have the right to shrug my shoulders and think about something else. What he is saying, thousands and hundreds of thousands are saying and thinking—not throughout Great Britain, perhaps, but in the areas that are already undergoing the total transformation to which there is no parallel in a thousand years of English history. We must be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some 50,000 dependents, who are for the most part the material of the future growth of the immigrant descended population. It is like watching a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre. So insane are we that we actually permit unmarried persons to immigrate for the purpose of founding a family with spouses and fiancées whom they have never seen.8





The migration to Great Britain was about economic and educational opportunity, despite the preoccupation of Enoch Powell and others with interracial relationships. The economic prospects for the residents of Grenada who chose to migrate were significant compared to those available on the island. The most recent gross domestic product on record was around $1.1 billion. By way of comparison, the business that is Formula One had total revenue in excess of $2.5 billion in 2022. The per capita income in Grenada is currently around $10,000. So one can see why the prospect of movement around the world for Black people in the 1950s would be attractive. Anthony Hamilton was born in 1956 in England and apparently never allowed himself to forget his roots in the Caribbean. Yet England was where he would establish himself personally and professionally.


Anthony met Lewis’s biological mother, Carmen Larbalestier, and the two married. Living outside of London as a mixed-race couple was their choice and undoubtedly had implications for their relationship and the way Lewis was raised. The two welcomed the birth of Lewis Carl Davidson Hamilton on the seventh of January in 1985. Lewis was born a few months after runner Carl Lewis matched Jesse Owens’s four-gold-medal performance at the Los Angeles Olympics which, we can imagine, made an impression on Lewis’s parents. Speed of one kind or another was clearly in the mind of Anthony. Anthony and Carmen divorced in 1987 when Lewis was two years old. Though he remarried and had another child with his second wife, Linda, Anthony was never absent from his son’s life. Lewis’s brother, Nicholas, remains close to him and became an inspiration to his big brother in the way he has worked to overcome many of the obstacles presented by having cerebral palsy.


Mr. Hamilton, as the story goes, bought Lewis a remote-controlled car after he showed interest in cars when he was five years old. There is hardly a more auspicious toy that ever appeared as a gift for a kid than this one. Not unlike the Simone Biles story, Lewis showed such interest and aptitude in driving the remote-controlled car that his dad signed him up with the British Racing Car Association (BRCA), which conducted a competition series that pitted children against adults. Some say the adults involved in BRCA take it too seriously. Lewis won the championship at six, and there are still those who are more than a little bit pissed off about it. Lewis posted a picture on his Facebook page on November 6, 2020, to memorialize the event with the following caption:




I was 6 years old when I earned my first two trophies remote control car racing. The small trophy was 2nd place in the electric car championship, against grown men. The bigger was for best newcomer in the bigger petrol cars against men. I was the youngest by at least 15 years. We were also the only people of color there in a much smaller field. I was so proud, these were some [sic] best days of my life spending time with my dad out the back of the old car we had with our pot noodles soup and bacon sandwiches which was very much an English thing. #1991.9





This seems nice enough. It’s full of statements of fact, without judgments made about anyone or anything. There are lots of positive “I” statements, for those who keep track of such things, never casting aspersions on anyone or anything else. However, the comments from the public about the post draw out what we commonly refer to as “Haters.”


Haters are important for understanding Lewis Hamilton in the same way that Fuzzy Zoeller is important. Hamilton’s comments about the pressures he felt as he was made into an outsider cannot be properly understood without understanding his experience with social media. It is obviously a powerful tool, but social media is also potentially devastating to even the most secure person. In posts like this one, Hamilton speaks in vague terms. He avoids punching down, but also, pointedly, he does not remove these posts as he could. They are a major part of his story. Stories like these speak to his concern for even the most common type of bullying and show that it happens even to him and that you can get past it.


Dan Tomlinson, whose Facebook/Meta profile describes him as “2x motorcycle club racing Champion, Dad & Husband, life is good” writes in response to the seven-time world champion’s post: What’s colour got to do with it? You’re all racers. Same people with the same passion. But are they? One might be tempted to write back to Dan, racer, champion, dad, etc., something like, “Who cares about your wife and kids? All families and championships matter!” but that wouldn’t be nice, right? One thing to note about Dan’s self-awareness is that he is careful to leave skill off the table when speaking to the “sameness” of “all racers.” Dan, however, is not alone in his dislike of Lewis’s post.


Another Facebook user, Andrew Bottomley, had something to say about this as well and serves as an example of countless others who reacted negatively to Lewis’s post. In a post on his page from February 8, 2024, Andrew expresses his regard for Formula One drivers, in this instance James Hunt and Barry Sheene. Andrew describes the two as being part of an era of drivers who competed … in the days before men could get pregnant. Whatever. He said of Lewis’s throwback trophy post:




I was the white guy with the white family parked next to you in the early 2000s lifting your zip go cart off your Vauxhall cavalier roof rack at PF kart track funny that as your dad had no issue using our white kettle water while he rode your box stay on track don’t loose track of your roots son shine.10





There’s a lot going on here. First, there is no reason to believe that Andrew has ever been near the Hamiltons or that he gave them “white kettle water.” That being said, it is the subtext of Andrew’s screed that is worth thinking through. There is a narrative that Lewis and his family were given things by white people that they didn’t deserve, and that they remain ungrateful and unrepentant. This narrative will emerge again and again as Lewis’s story unfolds. Whether that be the kettle water that the white folks are good enough to give out to under-provisioned Black people or major sponsorships from multinational corporations, it is all undeserved.


As Lewis points out, as far as he could tell, he and Anthony were the only Black folks around these remote-control car events. It must have been particularly difficult for the adults who worked really hard at being experts at piloting these toys to have their asses handed to them by a six-year-old Black kid. If this aggression were limited to angry posts twenty-plus years later, or better yet, if people just seethed in their own private hellscape, it would be one thing. But unfortunately, both Lewis and his dad describe instances of physical aggression that escalated along with Lewis’s success.


The BRCA’s website now includes a tab called “Race with Respect.” It’s not hard to imagine that this is an attempt to get out in front of the type of issues that occur in places where adults place too much emphasis on trying to “win” something that really speaks to their own mediocrity.


This is all part of why Lewis said he didn’t feel like he “fit in” in the Vanity Fair piece. Racism and exclusion haunt and motivate Lewis to this day, as both affect him and others. There are many ways to deal with the feeling of not fitting in, whether it is real or imagined. Over the history of Formula One, the sport had developed a culture, and the center of it, as with every sport, was the top-performing athletes. Formula One drivers were understood to be daredevils who relaxed off the track with hard drinking and partying. Lewis is not proposing that if only he spent more time partying, he would have fit in. What he means is that to have a Black person in the sport would bother some people. Lewis pushes it further by not making any attempt to tone down who he is, whether it be his tattoos, braids, fashion choices, or activism. The mechanics of the way cultures are created, maintained, and defended is always reactionary. Lewis causes a reaction, some of it positive and some negative. Culture is moved forward by those who refuse to conform to standards, many of which are designed to refuse progress. As Lewis begins his career, he cannot avoid taking a stance on what it means to be a Formula One driver who is Black and what he decides to do about people who don’t want him around.


Anthony’s answer to this problem is a classic in response to racism: professionalism. There is not a Black person on Earth who at one time or another has not been told something like, “You have to be twice as good as everyone else.” This statement is similar to what former first lady Michelle Obama set as the edict, “When they go low, we go high.”11 Such responses are important, ethical, and marginally efficient notions to get through these problems, but they don’t do much of anything about them. It is delusional to think that folks like Dan and Andrew will come around to having some sense and grace because Lewis is doing well. It is unfortunately exactly the opposite. We will see that as things get better for someone like Lewis, the racist backlash from folks like Dan and Andrew only grows exponentially. (One wonders what other Black people who have the misfortune of encountering people like Dan and Andrew must have to put up with.) But Lewis, at some point, decided he was going to go high just like his dad and First Lady Obama propose, while at the same time he was going to do something about the whole mess.
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