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The man who started it all: Bruce McLaren in 1965’s French GP.









THE GOOD GUY:


BRUCE MCLAREN


“He was the most friendly and unassumingof all the Formula 1 circus.”


Renowned motorsport magazine, Autosport, reflecting on Bruce McLaren – just two days after his death, aged 32. This story starts with his legend – one that encompassed 100 Grand Prix starts in Formula 1 motor racing, four of which ended in victory; his triumph at the famous 24 Hours of Le Mans sportscar race; and, of course, founding the organization that bears his name to this day. That he did it all with a friendly, humble reputation intact is one thing. That he achieved all that by age 29 is quite another.


Born in Auckland on 30 August 1937 to Les and Ruth, Bruce Leslie McLaren was raised in the Remuera suburb where his father ran a service station and garage. Contracting Perthes’ disease aged nine put an end to Bruce’s time captaining his school’s junior rugby team. He spent months immobile having his legs set in plaster thanks to what were then the methods of treating the disease. It also left him with a left leg one-and-a-half inches shorter than his right (he would wear shoe lifts to compensate) and unable to play contact sports on medical advice.


He initially turned to rowing, but it was with his father’s 1929 Ulster Austin Seven that his sporting aptitude returned and his engineering exploits flourished. Hillclimb success as a 15-year-old with a fresh driving licence was soon followed by saloon car racing and eventually his family purchasing a Cooper sportscar raced by Australian Formula 1 driver Jack Brabham. Bruce quickly began writing to Brabham in England, with the latter eventually suggesting he enter a pair of Cooper Formula 2 cars for them to race in the 1958 New Zealand Grand Prix. Gearbox trouble would mean Bruce did not see the chequered flag, but in coming second in the event’s first heat race, he had done enough to win a bigger prize: the New Zealand International Grand Prix Association’s ‘Driver to Europe’ scholarship. Two months later, Bruce flew to London – and his career began in earnest.


Upon his arrival in Britain, Bruce lived in a room in a pub near the Cooper factory. He would be racing the team’s Formula 2 T45 car for the rest of the year. Success came quickly. During the 1958 German Grand Prix, which at the time permitted the smaller and slower Formula 2 cars to race alongside Formula 1 machinery on the monstrously long Nürburgring Nordschleife, Bruce finished first in class and fifth overall. This “made Bruce’s name in Europe”, according to acclaimed journalist and author, Doug Nye.


Bruce had sufficiently impressed Charles and John Cooper – father and son founders of the team for which Brabham already raced – for them to offer him regular Formula 1 race time alongside Brabham when they decided to concentrate solely on the top category for 1959.


His close bond with Brabham – Bruce would often visit Jack and his first wife, Betty, for Sunday lunch – shone through the season in which he would finish a creditable sixth in the drivers’ world championship. His adaptability, consistency and eagerness to learn served him well as Brabham’s understudy.
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Bruce racing a Cooper-Climax T45 Formula 2 car in the 1958 German GP, a race that forged his reputation in Europe soon after his arrival from New Zealand.
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Bruce’s record-breaking first Formula 1 win came in the 1959 United States GP at Sebring – the race where his friend Jack Brabham clinched his first world title.





Bruce scored his best result in the season-ending race at Sebring, Florida. With Brabham on the verge of clinching that year’s world title, Bruce had dutifully followed behind early on. But when Brabham ran out of fuel, Bruce initially pulled over – agonizing over how to help his teammate. Brabham waved him on, and the Australian would eventually push his car over the line to seal fourth place and the title. Bruce, meanwhile, took the win. Aged 22, he became the youngest Formula 1 race winner – a record that stood for 64 years until Fernando Alonso’s triumph in the 2003 Hungarian Grand Prix.


That victory brought considerable recognition, but Bruce’s humble reputation showed no signs of changing – he just did not feel famous. Neither celebrity nor fortune drove him, instead he just wanted to enjoy working hard at motoring and motorsport.
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Bruce and Jack Brabham shared a close bond – the pair are pictured here at the 1959 British GP at Aintree during their time as Cooper teammates.





At the time, Bruce lived in a Surbiton bedsit near the Cooper factory, with his childhood friend and future McLaren Managing Director, Phil Kerr. The pair were often unable to afford all their meals, and while success and fame would follow in time, Nye recalled that “for the moment [Bruce] was utterly unspoiled, getting by on margarine” with the prospect of one day replacing it with butter.


Over the European winter of 1959–1960, Bruce returned to New Zealand. There he proposed to Patty Broad – the pair having met at a dance in early 1958. On his return to action for Cooper in Formula 1, he won the 1960 season Buenos Aires opener to double his victory tally. Brabham would ultimately dominate in 1960 to take a second successive title, with Bruce finishing second come the year’s end. He failed to add any more wins for Cooper that year, but his impact was being felt elsewhere at the team.


In contrast to most racing drivers today, Bruce was adept at designing parts of the cars he raced. Having studied engineering at Auckland University of Technology, he would either have been a motor or civil engineer had his driving dream not worked out. In a sign of what was to come with his eponymous team – and harking back to the innovative efforts he had put into fixing the Austin Seven’s engine – Bruce helped produce the ‘Lowline Cooper’. This would race successfully in 1960, with Bruce even drawing some of the parts required when chief designer Owen Maddock was flat out. Brabham would win five successive races in the car.


In Bruce’s personal life, things took another upward turn as Patty moved to England to work as a beautician. They married in Christchurch in 1961. Later that year, however, Cooper began to struggle with Formula 1’s new engine rules, which required cars to be fitted with smaller, non-supercharged units.
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Bruce married Patty Broad in 1961. The pair are pictured here at the 1962 BRDC International Trophy meeting at Silverstone, where McLaren was racing for Cooper.





That year, the Cooper-Brabham partnership ended. Jack left to start his own team, which would take its founder to the 1966 Formula 1 world title. Charles Cooper was so upset by Brabham’s decision – seeing it as a betrayal – that he initially tried to stop Bruce having any more influence on designing parts for the team’s new-for-1962 car, the T60. Soon enough, however, Bruce’s persistence with design suggestions, plus that ever-ready smile, won the Coopers over. He was able to contribute ideas once again with the new Type 60 car, which went on to win the 1962 Monaco Grand Prix. But that triumph would be Bruce’s last in the world championship for over six years.
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The 1964 Tasman Series, where the McLaren team began, was an eight-race championship across New Zealand and Australia eventually won by Bruce.





Much of this was down to Cooper’s decline as a Formula 1 powerhouse. The 1963 season was a disaster, with the team’s T66 car proving unable to produce top results. Bruce began to feel frustrated at leading a struggling squad, but, smiling through adversity as he had done through the weeks and months of Perthes’ disease treatment, 1963 would become a momentous year in his life. For it was as the season came to a close that Bruce founded McLaren. That too stemmed from his irritation with Cooper.


Bruce had wanted the team to enter a pair of specially designed cars for the new Tasman Series races that would kick off the 1964 motorsport season. Given the championship took place over four rounds in his native New Zealand and a further four races in Australia, Bruce was eager for success. But what he viewed as the Coopers’ poor reaction to his suggestion convinced him that he should go it alone.


Across the final months of 1963, Bruce did a deal with Teddy Mayer – brother of rising American driving star, Timmy, who was set to join the Cooper team full-time for 1964 – to supply engines for the special Tasman Series cars. Bruce had decided he would build these without Cooper’s assistance in the team’s factory. They came together with Bruce’s friend and mechanic – Wally Willmott – but it was Bruce’s late 1963 alliance with the Mayers that would prove both terrific and tragic.


The Cooper F1-inspired cars produced by ‘Bruce McLaren Motor Racing Ltd’ were painted dark green, but with added ‘Kiwi Silver’ stripes. And they were fast. In the first Tasman race at the Levin track, Timmy Mayer finished second with Bruce third, while another New Zealander, Denny Hulme, won the race for Brabham’s eponymous team. Next time out, Bruce triumphed in the ‘New Zealand Grand Prix’. He won the next two races, but the McLaren cars struggled after heading to Australia. In the final round at Longford, Timmy Mayer was killed – his wayward car colliding with two trees in practice. McLaren was understandably subdued the next day, but nevertheless clinched the championship.


Heading back to Europe for the upcoming 1964 Formula 1 campaign with Cooper, as well as his sportscar exploits that included racing the famed Ford GT40 at Le Mans, Bruce’s mind was made up.


“The die was cast,” wrote Bruce’s friend and later biographer, Eoin Young. “He’d proved he knew enough about racing to run his own team, which made racing exciting again.”


Bruce viewed running his own team as a step above the goal his peers had previously viewed as the pinnacle of their careers: becoming a works driver for a team or automotive marque. As he wrote in one of his regular columns for Autosport: “now I enjoy nothing better than running my own cars again.”


The McLaren project was still fledgling at this point – the squad’s early years spent designing cars with a tiny crew. But a family spirit was imbued from the start, in large part thanks to Bruce being the same age or younger than many of his staff. They were all in it together.


Bruce’s main job remained racing in Formula 1 for Cooper, plus his duties for Ford. The latter would prove to be pivotal in the story of McLaren’s history. Alongside his Ford connection, Bruce earned his team a deal to compete in the 1965 Tasman series using Firestone tyres and then to test the company’s racing rubber using McLaren’s early single-seater prototype, the M2A.


“That contract plus Bruce’s Ford involvement was instrumental in getting our company going,” Mayer, by this stage McLaren team manager, would later say.


McLaren also did a did deal to produce designs for the Elva Cars marque and came to a profitable arrangement with Ford to adapt GT40 sportscars. Bruce, meanwhile, worked on the single-seater design that would later become the famed M2B. This led to tensions with the Coopers, who feared the episode with Brabham was about to be repeated. That proved to be, as Bruce finally left Cooper at the end of 1965. McLaren had finished the M2B and was now about to enter motorsport’s big-time.
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Bruce’s relationship with Ford helped the McLaren team, but his triumph here in the 1966 Le Mans 24 Hours for the marque burnished his racing reputation as well.





In the year he would win Le Mans for Ford, Bruce’s team took part in its first Formula 1 world championship race at the season-opening Monaco round. There, the M2B turned heads with its raucous engine noise before an oil leak and imminent engine failure put Bruce out. Despite his mounting major racing achievements, however, Bruce had already realized there was a big problem.
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Bruce racing the first Formula 1 McLaren at the 1966 Monaco GP. The engine was not designed for the car, which attracted attention but proved problematic.





McLaren had picked a Ford V8 engine to power the M2B that had originally been designed for use at the celebrated Indianapolis 500 oval race because Bruce and Mayer hoped the Ford organization would provide financial support to the new team. That was not to be, and the problematic engine was not used again until much later in 1966. In the meantime, McLaren tried out engines built by the Serenissima company, but these too proved troublesome.


The next year, Bruce opted to change his Formula 1 engine supplier – the first such instance in a long history of McLaren engine power play. He picked the British Racing Motors marque that was adapting a powerful V12 engine from sportscar racing to use in 1967’s M4B. But the engine was not ready until the final four rounds of that campaign, during which Bruce opted to enter three Formula 1 races for the Eagle team instead.


That same year, something important was happening elsewhere at McLaren. Having realized how lucrative sportscar races could be – even though they lacked Formula 1’s glamour and fame – McLaren had decided to divert half its resources to the Canadian-American Challenge Cup sportscar series, where it had raced the M1B in the inaugural 1966 championship.


For 1967, the upgraded M6A – the first McLaren to feature a papaya orange colour scheme – made the difference and Bruce swept to the title with two wins. Hulme, meanwhile, won the first three rounds. He had signed to race for McLaren that year after much planning to join forces with Bruce.


Effectively, McLaren could fund its Formula 1 effort with its sportscar achievements – should they continue. Fuel sponsor fees and bonuses, plus selling older cars to privateer racers, also helped the team expand. But another critical choice was heading Bruce’s way, one which transformed his team’s reputation in Formula 1.


By 1967’s end, Colin Chapman’s Lotus squad had shown that the Ford-funded Cosworth DFV was the championship’s best engine. And when Lotus’ exclusivity arrangement concluded ahead of 1968, Bruce made sure his team bought in. The engines were expensive – £7,500 each – but produced 408bhp from a small, lightweight unit.


McLaren’s 1968 M7A car made its Formula 1 world championship bow at the Spanish Grand Prix, where Bruce retired having spotted his fuel pressure running low and was unwilling to blow an expensive engine. Crashes and more unreliability followed in Monaco before the breakthrough moment.
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The 1968 Belgian GP was the McLaren team’s first Formula 1 victory, but Bruce was only informed of his triumph in the paddock afterwards.





After Hulme led the early stages before retiring with engine damage, Bruce won the 1968 Belgian Grand Prix. He initially did not realize he had done so; Jackie Stewart having pitted from the lead ahead of him before the final lap at the long Spa-Francorchamps circuit.


Further McLaren Formula 1 success followed. Hulme won 1969’s season-ending Mexican race – the year Bruce finished third in the drivers’ standings after an experiment with a 4WD M9A design proved an expensive early failure. Can-Am continued to provide the cash, as Bruce won the 1969 championship, after Hulme’s 1968 triumph had kept up the team’s streak.
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Bruce scored four Formula 1 wins before his death – three for Cooper between 1959–1962, where he is pictured here at Zandvoort, and one for McLaren.
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Bruce was just 32 when he was killed. A missing pin for securing the M8D Can-Am’s massive tail body meant this section was ripped off.





And so, 1970 started with McLaren on the up. Before a hammer blow fell.


Bruce was killed testing the M8D Can-Am car at the Goodwood testing track. The car’s rear bodywork ripped off at high-speed and the resulting jolt to the rear wheels sent Bruce careering into a concrete-reinforced grass bank at over 100mph. There was no saving him.


“Too often in this demanding sport, unique in terms of ability, dedication, concentration and courage, someone pays a penalty for trying to do just that little bit better or go that little bit faster,” said Sir Denis Blundell, quoting Bruce’s own words on the death of double Formula 1 world champion Jim Clark in his Autosport column two years’ prior.


The New Zealand High Commissioner was speaking at a memorial service at London’s St Paul’s Cathedral three weeks after the crash. Bruce had already been buried at St Mary’s Cathedral in Auckland.


But McLaren would live on in Bruce’s name.
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