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FOREWORD


I have known Damon Hill since he was a very wee boy. In my first season of Formula Three racing in 1964, I only saw the top Formula One drivers from a distance: most of them were my heroes. Damon’s father, Graham Hill, was surely one of them, and Graham and his wife Bette would often have their children at their side in the years that were to follow.


When I got the contract to drive for BRM, Graham was categorically the number-one driver. In those days, Formula One teams did a lot of testing and BRM used to use the Snetterton track in Norfolk. I was still living in Scotland, so I would either fly down or drive down and stay overnight at Graham and Bette’s home. At seven o’clock in the morning, three wee Hills would burst into my bedroom, jumping all over the bed, and they were of course Damon, Brigitte and Samantha. They were tiny tots but full of energy and fun. It’s wonderful for me to look back on those days and it’s only because Damon has asked me to write this foreword for his book that many more memories have come to mind – Samantha and Damon on top of my shoulders as I gave them a ‘horse ride’ in the paddock is just one of many.


When Graham and I were racing together there was much more of a sense of camaraderie. All the Formula One drivers spent a lot of time with one another in those days as we had to travel together and usually stayed in the same hotels; it was a much deeper relationship than can be seen in today’s F1 world. We holidayed together, laughed and cried together, particularly because so many racing drivers were losing their lives in those years.


So I saw Damon growing up, from a toddler to a young lad riding motorbikes, and I saw him entering the world of motor racing the hard way, with no father to help him and little money. When Graham died in an air crash while flying the plane, with his team driver beside him and his mechanics behind him, all of whom lost their lives, it had a huge impact on Damon, Samantha and Brigitte and, of course, Bette. It must have been a terribly depressing and upsetting time for them all. To pursue his dream, Damon therefore had to go out and secure sponsorship himself, just to survive in the sport.


I don’t believe that being the son of a World Champion racing driver makes life any easier, what with all the travel, the sponsor events and the many commercial relationships that have to be serviced whilst also trying to be a good parent. Compared to other ‘normal’ families, there simply aren’t enough hours in the day to spend with them alongside the racing, and having a famous father is yet another element that adds to these pressures. It can sometimes make you feel very proud, but at other times very lonely. Yet Damon has survived all that. He became a World Champion racing driver who had the wisdom to retire at the right time and is now a very talented television commentator and authority on the sport. Damon has done something that his father never managed, and that is to win the British Grand Prix, which must have been an extremely proud moment for Damon.


Today, he is a wonderful father and a husband to Georgie. Damon carries himself with great dignity and is a genuinely good man. I am very proud to have had the opportunity to be the understudy and teammate to Damon’s father, a man who not only won the World Championship, Indianapolis and Le Mans, but who also had the best wee black book with jokes that set people into tears of laughter, and I feel very privileged that his son has asked me to write this foreword.


I counted Graham as a great friend, and the fact that he won the World Championship, Indianapolis and Le Mans – the only man to do so – was a phenomenal achievement. Graham Hill would be incredibly proud of his son, and he would be especially pleased to see how he overcame such difficulties, particularly when his family life, which for many years had been so blessed, was put into turmoil when they lost their father and husband. Damon not only survived this, but has made a respectable life for himself, built with great dignity and love for the family unit.


Today, Damon is his own man. He lives his life to the full and protects and cares for his family with such love.


Well done, Damon.


Jackie Stewart


2016




INTRODUCTION


For those of you who supported and followed my career back in the day, and wondered where the hell I went and what I got up to after I stopped racing, this introduction is a brief answer to that and an explanation as to why I haven’t written a book until now.


Winning a Formula One World Championship is a big deal. People don’t forget it, and it defines you. You are introduced as ‘the 1996 Formula One World Champion’ twenty years later, and that’s very nice, but it doesn’t tell the whole story of who you are. We all have our professional lives and our personal lives, but the professional life is very much a necessary front. Behind all those apparently very ‘together’ facades lie the deeper concerns of life, relationships, fears, moral questions, doubts and needs. We are not the perfect and impervious heroes we like to project, and this is never truer than in the public arenas of sport, politics or the media. Being ‘out front’ requires a certain degree of chutzpah or good bluffing abilities. Of course, there are a few who are not troubled by an ounce of doubt or insecurity, but they are the rare self-possessed individuals.


A confident person can be very alluring. My character was assessed in all kinds of ways during my career, but I don’t believe anyone ever found me to have an overabundance of confidence. I wish I had that strut that some sports people have, but the truth is that I had been shoved into the limelight almost from birth and had developed a deep distrust of situations that I could not control. When Ayrton Senna was killed in 1994, I found myself in a rather unexpected place as team leader against a man called Michael Schumacher, who had yet to win even one Formula One World Championship. I gave it all I had, and more. I never doubted I had driving ability, but just how good was I? I was to find out soon enough, and so was everyone else.


Being at the sharp end is not just about whether you can drive. It also involves an uncomfortable amount of scrutiny, some of it very personal. If there is any weakness, someone will stick a chisel in and crack it wide open. It was a new and totally surreal experience. I had just wanted to drive, win and go home, but more is expected from sports stars. People want something extra, and I was not sure I had whatever that something was. I knew I had something missing. But what was it? Was it charisma? I was not a natural showman like, for instance, Graham Hill, and that spot had already been taken anyway. Or was it simply total confidence: the sense of a right to be there? I think it was more the latter, but it was also to do with the legacy of Graham Hill and the fear of intruding on hallowed ground.


For most of my formative years my father was a very famous person. Then he died in a terrible and unexpected way. This cast a huge cloud over my early years, and it also left what they call ‘unresolved issues’. I thought I could solve all these things by getting to the top. I thought, as many people do, that famous, successful people have got it cracked, but it isn’t as simple as that. When I gave up my racing life, those issues started to catch up with me again.


Most people have good days and bad days. In sport, you just have to hope that you have a good day when you really need one, but sometimes you have really bad days for no apparent reason, and this is called ‘being depressed’. Depression is like being buried alive or having someone sitting on top of you all the time. You feel unbearably heavy. It’s like carrying around a dead body; it’s exhausting. You just want to curl up and cry, but you can’t. You are like a battery that has gone permanently flat, and there is no way, you think, that it will ever come back to life. We’ve all been disappointed, been kicked out of the World Cup a few too many times, and it feels awful, but we get over it. Hope springs eternal; maybe we’ll win in four years’ time? But depression is total despair: the thought – the absolute rock-solid, certain conviction – that we will never, ever win the World Cup.


A few years after I stopping racing, I accepted that I was depressed and badly needed someone to talk to; someone who was not a friend, my wife, or involved in any way in my life. Someone independent and trustworthy, who could help me unravel the mess of thoughts that was preventing me from being able to cope with life. I was – I thought – just a bit unhappy, but in fact I was pretty badly depressed. For some people – very tragically – depression gets to be just all too much. Thankfully, I never went over that precipice, but there were some bad days, for sure, and I can imagine how it might come to that. What probably saved me from God knows what, was being able to talk to a therapist.


It came as a massive relief to realise that there were people who really did understand the root causes of depression. As it turned out, I had a bagload of those things, notoriously called ‘issues’, that needed to be dealt with before I could do anything successfully, never mind write a book about my life. Because, simply put, I had no confidence in anything I believed or thought. It would have been a really bad book anyway, full of anger and fury and possibly a bit crazy. I’ll try to keep this one in the middle of the road; no pun intended.


Issues are basically acquired and habituated responses to situations that either scare or confuse us. The origins of these issues may be something innocuous that happened long ago, when we did not have the capacity to deal with the situation. Say, for instance, being scared of dogs or spiders in childhood. When we are more mature, we can understand that not all dogs or spiders are deadly (although some really are, so best to check) and we can then approach them without irrational fear, but if there is an unexpected shocking event, then things can get a bit more complicated. The issues present at the time of the event become internally ‘petrified’ (in both senses), and everything gets stuck together in one messy tangle of emotions. Getting out of these patterns is tricky. Similar situations can resurrect these long-forgotten (or so one thought) traumatic events, so it’s easy to keep falling back. This can be inconvenient when you are trying to keep a career in F1 on the tracks.


It could be a relatively minor fear, such as the spider one, or it could be something far more serious or disturbing: something no one could be expected just to brush off as an irrational fear or an overemotional reaction. Something like what happened on the night of 29 November 1975, when our family’s world was dramatically and catastrophically altered forever, as my father’s plane crashed into Arkley golf course killing all his key F1 team personnel and himself. That sort of event would do the trick.


That was the night the points on the railway track of our lives were instantly switched from one destination to a completely unanticipated one. A sudden tragedy like that is an emotional nuclear bomb. Shock waves reverberate outwards for years and years. And at the epicentre there is a crater; a deep, deep scar that you think will never heal.


Later in this book I go through the events of that night in detail to try and convey the sense of terror I felt. The accident changed my life completely, obviously because I’d lost my father, our family leader and protector, but also because it created longer-term effects that resurfaced during my career and left a great many questions that needed to be answered when I retired. When I look at what drove me to keep trying to get to F1 and what happened when I finally got there, I find it difficult to separate out a ‘pure me’, carving out my own authentic career, from the wounded boy determined to relive his father’s life in order to put right that shocking loss. During my career I was always confused about whether I was authentically a racing driver or someone tasked with a mission to complete before I could become my true self.


Therapy raises these questions all the time: who am I, and who am I not? Erroneous ideas about one’s self can range from the slightly annoying to the very damaging. One of the lesser issues I had was the concept that I had been an ‘unfairly lucky’ child, born with a silver spoon in my mouth. I was always asking myself whether anything I achieved was because I had been especially advantaged in some way. Society can sometimes perpetuate these notions; being privileged is seldom a cause for applause. I could almost interpret my struggles as an attempt to earn acceptance, to show I have earned what I have, to destigmatise myself from the idea of being undeserving.


Very keen not to spoil his children, my father always brought us to book if we started to show signs of cockiness. We were taught to be nice, polite children, which is terrible training for F1, I can tell you. I was told off once by Frank Williams for asking if I could use the telephone in the truck. I guess he was more used to Alan Jones or Nigel Mansell.


My father pretty much drilled out of us any idea that we should expect things, but this made us almost too frightened to ask for anything. We became too self-effacing and reserved. For all his concerns about breeding spoilt brats I think his approach equipped us badly for the big, bad world, in which tons of confidence and a healthy awareness of one’s right to exist seem to pay dividends.


Another issue was peer relationships. Of course, it was hardly my fault that my father was successful; I can see that now. But when you are young, all you want to do is fit in, and I always felt as if I stuck out. It is difficult to melt into the background when your father is one of the most famous men of the era. When I was growing up, it was always about avoiding the subject wherever possible, for fear of incurring jealousy or arousing too much curiosity. These might seem like minor matters, but they were part of a larger general compound of issues that conspired to undermine my confidence, both when I was racing and after I stopped. Without the ever-present competition to distract me from addressing these issues, they all came flooding in at once when I retired.


Nature’s mechanism for telling us when things are not right or when we are on the wrong path, is to make us depressed. If life doesn’t tally with what our instincts are telling us is right, it can bring depression. Depression is a mental indicator of the need to change things; a sign that our life is being appropriated by others or blocked by wrong choices. It may also point up the need to address anxieties that have their origins in very early childhood, or further back still, in the womb.


If a mother is experiencing extreme anxiety or fear at the time of her pregnancy, these emotions affect the embryo, because high levels of cortisol are very damaging to the development of the brain in fetuses. The offspring of such pregnancies have lower cognitive development and a higher than normal incidence of schizophrenia and severe depression in adulthood. So if, for example, a child is conceived and born in a time of war, or a similarly stressful situation for the mother, such as being married to a Formula One racing driver at one of the most dangerous times in the sport, this stress can have unwanted consequences for the infant. In other words, stress and pregnancy are not an ideal combination for bringing a child into the world.


Quite apart from what they put themselves through in motor sport, both my parents experienced high levels of anxiety in childhood. My mother grew up in Catford in south London. During the war she would help her father clear up incendiary bombs. She remembers hiding behind a bus during a dogfight that was taking place overhead. When the shooting stopped she opened her eyes and saw that the bus had left. The next street to where she lived took a direct hit. No more neighbours. She would have been killed at school but for the fact that they had split her class in half due to limited staff, so that the two groups of children went in on alternate days. The unlucky half all perished. To hear her talk about it, you’d be forgiven for thinking that this was all very normal and to be expected.


My father grew up in Hendon, on the other side of London. In his autobiography Life at the Limit he talks of the terror of hearing the doodlebugs cut out and the dreadful wait for them to explode. He mentions a vast explosion in 1940 that blew out the doors and windows of his house. It was believed to have been the largest bomb that fell on England during the war and it wiped out rows and rows of houses a mile away. For a boy of only eleven years of age, it must have been incredibly frightening, but it was the same for everyone, so you didn’t make a big deal of it: spirit of the Blitz.


For my parents’ generation, danger was a trifling thing that you got over and didn’t make a big fuss about. After all, if you were being paid to do something you loved, like racing a car, how could you complain about danger when guys and girls only a few years older than you had fought for their lives and the freedoms you now enjoyed? We have an extraordinary capacity to normalise the craziest and most extreme situations. But from what we have learned there must come a counter-response sometime, a debt repayment to our souls. Now we have terms to describe ‘abnormal’ behaviour caused by these extreme experiences, terms like post-traumatic stress disorder. We are making progress simply in acknowledging that, to paraphrase the neuroanatomist Dr Jill Bolte Taylor, humans are ‘feeling things that think’, rather than ‘thinking things that feel’.


It is inconceivable that my father and mother were not deeply affected both by the war and by the ‘peacetime war’ of motor racing, with its own unique death toll of brave lads, most of whom were close personal friends. It would be fair to say that they must have normalised high levels of stress and excitement – hence all the wild partying, perhaps. For me, the way they lived seemed normal. Why wouldn’t I feel at home in a high-stress environment, too?


The other thing that could have precipitated my depression was withdrawal from high levels of adrenaline. Adrenaline is a very powerful drug. When I was racing, journalists would always call us drivers ‘adrenaline junkies’. I thought they had no idea what the hell they were talking about. The thing is that you become acclimatised to high levels and come to know how to deal with it. When you stop, you get a withdrawal effect. No adrenaline, no life. Where’s my excitement fix gone? Life can seem very dull when you leave the F1 paddock. The world seems to be in slow motion; simple things like getting the phone fixed take forever. When you’re used to having a team of highly trained engineers mending complex machinery in under five minutes, if can be a frustrating new life on Civvy Street.


I didn’t wind down from F1 by doing some lesser form of racing until I got too old or bored with it. I just stopped. I went cold turkey, in effect. The reason I did this was because I had a terrible fear that I would die like my dad, post-retirement, and all that I had put myself through to achieve security for myself and my family would have been for naught. So I was dealt a double dose of issues to sort out. This is a real problem for ex-servicemen, too. Going back to a normal life after combat is almost as big a killer as being in combat. I’m not comparing what they go through to having been paid a healthy retainer to swan around in racing overalls, but the principle is the same.


The saying ‘never explain, never complain’, attributed to everyone from Benjamin Disraeli to Jack Nicholson, is good advice, I’m sure. I would not like this book to be read as an excuse or a complaint. I am certainly not out to make my achievements seem greater or to garner sympathy. If there is an ambition in this book, it is to rub a little salt of reality and truth into my public image and perhaps to encourage discussion about these issues. As I know only too well, there is no getting away from the fact that people know my face, as I was once very much centre stage sport-wise. So this is a chance to explain (not complain) and to show the human being inside the sport hero image.


George Michael once made the point that famous people aren’t famous so much because they have something others lack, but more because they lack the thing that others have, or that they perceive others have. They think that fame is the solution. They see society valuing famous individuals and make the not unreasonable leap of logic to assume that worth can be measured in column inches, a good photo, wealth, fans or, as it is nowadays, Twitter followers.


That is not to say that famous people are not really talented, because they deserve the recognition, but often their determination to achieve a goal is connected to an inner sense of incompleteness, as if their life will have no value unless this goal is achieved. This is a huge spur, but it is like living perpetually under the sword of Damocles. Couple that fear to an innate talent and you have a formidable competitor who is literally fighting for his or her life, because failure to achieve the goal will equate to nothingness. Being or nothingness. ‘To be, or not to be?’ Life reduced to a simple binary equation. But this philosophy is flawed, because we all ‘be’, like it or not. And there is nothing wrong with just ‘being’ . . . unless you are in F1, of course.


The problem with the ‘fame philosophy’ is that it presumes a normal state of insignificance: I am nothing unless I can achieve my goal – an attitude I was rather too familiar with in my career. Compare that view with an assumption of unconditional self-worth: to be content and confident in and of one’s self, not to feel a need to justify one’s value, to be able to give, because one has something to give. Surely this is the best state to be in? Nothing can touch you. We’ve all met amazing people like this; they are not needy, not ambitious or competitive (unless playing a game); they contribute solutions, not problems. They are those wonderful, perfect people. Don’t you just hate them!


That’s another symptom of depression: envy. And why would you not be envious of other people’s happiness if you have none of your own? So then you hate yourself even more, because you cannot be one of those beautiful people. It’s a nasty downward spiral into the abyss, and I don’t recommend it. I’ve learned that to love someone else, you have to love yourself first. It’s a cliché, I know, but it’s one of the greatest truths of all time.


Another pitfall of fame is that society likes to relive past glories, making it difficult for an individual to move on and be recognised as someone different from their former self. I am now fifty-five years old and I am no longer that chap who won the F1 World Championship twenty years ago; nor do I want to be. So, for me, this book is a necessary thing, a kind of salute to the Damon of the past and an introduction to the more rounded and less driven person I am today.


In this book I describe my parents, who I believe had a difficult relationship with each other. This was exacerbated to an extent by being in the public eye and by my father being an unusually busy person in a very dangerous job. The problems in their relationship, and what we saw and felt as their children growing up, did not always fit with the image they projected. There is nothing wrong or unusual about that. If things had evolved normally, no doubt we would have come to terms with it and moved on, but in our case there was a sudden tragic accident leaving very many unanswered questions and making it more difficult to work out precisely what is myth and what is truth. This is why I have included a section on my parents. I am a product of their lives and I had to understand them to discover who I really am. But also, if we are not to repeat the bad parts of relationships, we have to try to work out what exactly needs to be exorcised and what needs to be cherished. It has taken a long time to unravel the truth about their relationship, partly because grief is a kind of insulation against investigation. We don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but I had to know what the truth was about adults if I wanted to be one myself. When you don’t want to talk about something, it gets submerged and finds another form of expression. I have learned to talk about fears. It’s the best way to put them to rest.


So I have examined myself over the years and found myself wanting in certain respects. Otherwise, I’m perfect, which is exactly the kind of thing my dad would say! Self-knowledge is the only way to become a better person, or at least to become someone one can tolerate and forgive, but it also illuminates the world and the people around us. We become better at recognising devious strategies and insincerity. Perhaps we become less trusting, more circumspect, but also less naive about the world, which can only be a good thing. I’m hoping this extra insightfulness will add something to the telling of my story. You’ll have to be the judge of that.


To get to the point of being able to write a book about my career and life, I have had to clear up a lot of ‘residue’ from my upbringing. This required a certain amount of courage, because the bogeyman looms large in the mind of a child – the child still inside us – and so it took time. But enough time has passed now to get on with things I’ve been putting off, and I feel ready to take control of this story. I no longer feel driven by some unconscious force to live a certain way or to fulfil some mission or quest to complete the final leg of the journey home, the part fate decreed my father could not make.


For most of my life I needed an answer to the big question: am I just a Graham Hill repeat; Graham Hill, Part II? Or am I Damon Hill, Part I? No doubt, if my father had not died when he did and the way he did, my life would have been completely different. From the moment his plane hit the ground, an unconscious process was set in motion that led me to the World Championship. Of that I have no doubt. We can never know the lives we might have led but for a simple twist of fate. But no one likes to think they are acting out some pre-programmed existence, driven by unresolved issues that aren’t even their own.


So, when I stepped out of an F1 cockpit for the very last time in my life, at Suzuka in 1999, after years of chasing cars around tracks as if it was the most important thing in the world (which it certainly was to me at the time), I had at last won a breathing space to reflect on my achievements and to take stock. The idea was to use that time to unravel some of the big questions about my life and life in general, but I had no idea what a can of worms I had opened. I had quite a lot more questions than I had bargained for, which in many ways is in the nature of depression.


When you disappear from the limelight people think all sorts of things. But it was always part of the plan. I’d been fighting to get to this point, where I could detach from the madness and find my true self. John Lennon wrote a song called ‘Watching the Wheels’. It was written when he dropped out of the whole fame game while living in New York with Yoko and just baking bread and looking after Sean, their new son. It has the lines, They give me all kinds of warnings to save me from ruin, and, They give me all kinds of advice designed to enlighten me. And that is exactly what happened to me.


People don’t seem to like the idea that you have dropped out; they tend to take it personally if you don’t want to come out and play. I went for years not even listening to the news or going to an airport. I just took the children to school, walked and read. It was great. But they write stuff and imagine stuff and make up stuff to fill the blank space you gave them – the blank that they find unsettling, perhaps. But all that time I was trying to free myself from a lot of complicated tangles so I could come back clearer than I’ve ever been about who I am.


So I’ve held my tongue and kept my powder dry, enjoying the show and literally watching the wheels go round and round. But now it’s my turn to tell it like it really happened, from my point of view. They say if you have ten years to chop down a tree, spend nine sharpening your axe. Well, the nine years are up!


I hope you enjoy the story. I think it’s a good one. It even made Murray Walker stop talking because he had a lump in his throat.




1 » THE LEGEND OF GRAHAM HILL


There were several people who were my father. There was the actual person who lived in the house and who went places with us, and there was the legend in the newspapers, on TV and at racetracks. There was the very serious man who did a very dangerous job, and there was the clown who made everything a big joke. I think I have a good handle on who Graham Hill was now, but when I was growing up, he was a demigod: a slightly intimidating but, at the same time, a lovely, generous, gregarious man who made our lives shine with light.


He was not what one might call a romantic man. He might even be called an insensitive person. When I needed to go back, after I had retired, and sort out where I might have been confused about things, it became clear that the blissful life I had enjoyed had a subtext to it: one of which I was luckily not completely conscious at the time. That was because I was in the Garden of Eden; I was a child still maturing. Now I am fifty-five and, having brought up my own family of four children, all of them born just before or during my career, I can see the problems that my parents faced and how difficult it must have been for them to cope.


My story is really about two generations of Hills. My parents laid the foundations for my life and, without question, the path my father carved led me to become a Formula One World Champion like him. But who I might have been if he had not died when I was fifteen is another question. Looking back, it sometimes seems inevitable that I would follow my father’s course; at other times it seems incredible that I’d want to. If I was a product of my parents and their life in the glitzy, glamorous but tragedy-blighted world of Formula One, then they were a product of the austere and war-ripped early twentieth century.


It’s quite possible that my mother’s father, Bertie, fought in the First World War, as his wedding photo shows him in uniform. My mother was born in 1926 and Norman Graham Hill was born the year of the Great Crash, 1929. So they were only very young by the time they were into the chaos and destruction of the Second World War. So the 1950s, which was when they met, must have seemed a blissful release from all that.


It was into the post-war culture of 1960s England, trying to leave the war and stuffy old traditions behind, that my parents brought a family: Brigitte, me and Samantha. But they also brought us into the world of motor racing at its toughest and most intense period. After their experiences in the Blitz, I’ve often wondered if they were creating their own kind of peacetime, one spiced with a little wartime fear and danger, just for continuity. Overwhelming whatever was happening in the liberal Sixties was the contradictory culture of motor racing, which counterbalanced extreme brutality with an exaggerated lust for life. Through all this, my parents had their own personal life to cope with. Add a bit of fame and a lot of media interest into the mix and you have some powerful influences on a child’s development. It created a distorted and unrealistic model of the world, one that had to end sometime, somehow.


But this unusual life my parents had created was my normality when growing up. There was reality, and there were the myths and legends of Graham Hill. Naturally, these myths had a huge influence not only on my view of my father but also on how I saw the world as it responded to the mythology. We love a good story, clearly; sometimes at the expense of the truth. To a large extent, the mythology became a cage for my parents’ relationship, one that my mother has never really escaped from since the accident.


Ironically, because my father was so famous, I’m lucky that I have so much information to draw on about my early life and the life of my parents. Both wrote autobiographies and there are copious photographs and press cuttings. But the truth is never clearly on display. I have had to work hard to separate the meaning from the simple words. The magnificent image of Graham Hill, the Legend, often obscures the complications that his life and career created for his family.


Clearly I inherited a lot from my father, but, just as clearly, I am not him. To know who I am, I had to differentiate myself from him. To do that, I had to know all about him. I had to know more than just the cherished image of a media darling with his good looks and a talent for a great quote. But just as importantly, I had to accept his genius, his uniqueness and his popularity. It must have been a tough job being a father and keeping the Graham Hill show on the road. But within the world that he created and the zeitgeist of the Sixties and early Seventies, I formed a view of the world and a set of beliefs about it.


The early legend of Graham Hill describes a young man not content to have a safe passage towards retirement. He jacked in his safe job with Smiths Instruments to risk all on motor racing. He had no idea how it would turn out, but he gambled, and he won. A story my father was very proud to tell was that he and Harry Hyams – who was to become a very successful, not to say notorious, property developer – were identified as the ‘two boys least likely to succeed’ by their headmaster. Dad had a strong, independent spirit and faith enough in his own instincts to stick two fingers up to those who would try to define or limit him. Being ‘press-ganged’ through national service into the navy did nothing to change his attitude towards authority, but I have a feeling it did more for him than he ever cared to acknowledge.


In his autobiography, Life at the Limit, he gives credit to the navy for teaching him a great deal about life; notably, the officer training where he learnt public speaking – of which he became something of a brilliant exponent in later life. He also learned leadership by being placed in charge of about forty to fifty ‘chaps’, something he must have found useful when he had his own team.


I have no doubt his navy discipline helped when he had the gruesome task of taking charge of the shell-shocked Lotus team after Jimmy Clark was killed at Hockenheim in 1968. Years later when I was racing, I was sitting in the bar of an hotel when Clark’s mechanic, Dave ‘Beaky’ Sims, sat next to me. He related the story of how my father had told them all what to do: to collect all the bits of the car they could find, to put them in the truck and to drive to the port and not to stop for anyone; just get back to the factory as quickly as possible. He said they would have not known what to do had it not been for Graham’s courage and leadership.


Indeed, my father went on to rebuild the confidence of a stricken and broken team by winning the F1 Championship later that year. Impressive stuff, really. The episode was to have a sad parallel in my own career when we lost Ayrton Senna. Without doubt, I took strength from this story, but the situations were otherwise very different. I was not in a position to take control of the team like he had, nor did I go on to win the Championship, but otherwise I was hugely inspired by his example. A very positive legacy.


He also credited the navy with some seamier lessons in life, such as how to get plastered by noon every day. Unbelievably, the navy still issued tots of rum for the officers – a tot being a whole eighth of a pint of neat rum – at twelve o’clock. Another eye-opener was a visit to Tangiers, where he thanks the navy for introducing him to something he called ‘an exhibition’ and ‘extracurricular activities’. We can only imagine what he might have been referring to there. I think it is sufficient to say that he went into the navy an innocent, but came home less innocent. What he also did, though – a variation on the theme of ships passing in the night – was visit Monaco.


His ship, HMS Swiftsure, docked in Monaco in 1951 and off went Dad to the casino, where he says he won ‘a few bob’, not having any idea that one day he would become known as Mr Monaco after winning the race five times and hobnobbing with the Rainiers. He admitted that, at the time, he had no idea there was a Grand Prix there at all, and knew nothing about racing. Still slightly innocent, then. He would win a hell of a lot more ‘bobs’ at Monaco in the years to come.


My father was not impressed that the navy took two whole years out of his life when he felt he could have learnt it all in one; a very typical attitude from a would-be racing driver. He also took a dim view of having to go back for the next three years to do three weeks on, which is why he grew a ridiculous moustache, which he described as ‘RAF fighter pilot’. He knew only clean-shaven or a full set was permitted, but he seemed to have got them flustered and thoroughly revelled in his ‘anti-stupid-rules’ attitude. He enjoyed seeing them go puce with rage at this early version of a long-haired hippy. But he gave the navy a dilemma. Dad was expressing his freedom in a way they didn’t approve of, but could do nothing about. He was hardly Che Guevara, but he was clearly ready for something different; a life in which he was free to live as he pleased. While he was still ‘property’ of the navy, he met a woman called Bette Shubrook.


Why my father wanted to marry my mother will always remain a mystery. It was a mystery to him; or, at least, he had trouble acknowledging how he truly felt about her. He might have been prompted to propose by a love rival when – at her house one day – he discovered she had all the papers necessary to move to Canada with another man. I think this must have rather hurt his pride. He clearly didn’t like the idea of coming second in any situation.


In his autobiography he talks of proposing to her, even though he thought he wasn’t the marrying type. He says that he heard himself say the words but felt as if wasn’t really him talking. In my mother’s book, The Other Side of the Hill, she has a slightly more detailed recollection. Her reaction was to say: ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ ‘I don’t want you to go – marry me,’ he insisted. To which she replied that he must be out of his mind, because he didn’t have any money. ‘Well, are you going to marry me or not?’ was his final offer.


Because he’d already started racing, the only free weekend on which they could get married was 13 August 1955. Their honeymoon was punctuated by – if not carefully arranged around – various sporting events in which my father took part. He based himself at Bognor Regis for easy access to Goodwood, where he had scrounged a few laps in someone’s car. And then he ‘met a mate’ – quite by chance, of course – who was competing in a regatta on the Isle of Wight and asked my father to join him. Rather than explaining that he was on his honeymoon, Dad accepted – and they won the event. This might perhaps have placated his new wife if he hadn’t greatly upset her by kissing the famous singer Carole Carr (‘this lovely bird’ as he refers to her in his book), who was dishing out the prizes. What a great honeymoon!


I’m not sure that the pattern changed much over the duration of their entire marriage. My father did what he wanted and my mother slotted in behind, always slightly short-changed. I fear I could be accused of the same thing but, in my defence, I was indoctrinated by the master himself. It took a good woman to show me the error of my ways, or rather, his ways, but not before I had pulled a similar stunt on our honeymoon, albeit under a bit more pressure than my father . . .


In 1988, Georgie and I were both twenty-eight, and had been living together for a while. We wanted a family, but had jumped the start slightly: Georgie was already pregnant. Naturally, we wanted our child born in wedlock, but we had a limited window for the wedding. The problem was that I’d managed to wangle a drive in a F3000 race in Dijon on the weekend in question. This was obviously vital for my career, which was in a pretty crucial phase at the time (isn’t it always?). While Georgie was in a meeting at work, I phoned to tell her the good news about the race. The air became so blue, I was told later, that the people she was negotiating with just caved in to her demands immediately and she got the best deal possible for her company. Nevertheless, she agreed to my plan. But we would have to work quickly if we were to get married, have the reception, drive from Putney on a Friday night to catch a plane from Heathrow to Geneva and then drive to Dijon, consummate the marriage (not that it really needed it by then) and get to the circuit in time for qualifying in the morning.


On the day itself, it all went perfectly. The church in Wandsworth was filled with all our friends, my family and many of my father’s closest friends too. The sun blazed as we exited to a recording of the Beatles singing ‘All You Need is Love’. We had a wonderful reception at the London Rowing Club just nearby, and then, at the airport, we met Clive who worked for Nicholson-McLaren Engines and was cadging a lift with us, to his acute embarrassment. The three of us drove through the night to get to the bijou economy hotel overlooking the rear end of Dijon train station.


In the morning, I had to leave Georgie to fend for herself and make my way to the track in thick fog. The boys had decaled the rear wing with the words Just Married. It was a nice touch and much appreciated by Georgie when she eventually arrived at the track, slightly hungry – being pregnant – and not having been able get anything to eat at the budget hotel because I hadn’t left her any money. Like father, like son? A tradition of insensitivity to our brides, or just an overabundance of enthusiasm? Whatever protestations I might make about being different from my father, I have to admit it would appear that neither my dad nor I behaved particularly gallantly in the crucial hours immediately after our marriages.


There must have been something about Bette Shubrook that my dad wanted or needed. Perhaps it was simply money. She had a reasonably well-paid job at Lillywhites, and he did admit to having bought a pair of climbing boots at Lillywhites in 1953 when he was persuaded to climb Snowdon by some medical student members of the London Rowing Club. They wanted to emulate Hillary and Norgay, who were halfway up Everest, but also to get away from the crowds in London celebrating the Coronation.


There is some confusion as to whether my dad rowed in the navy, met Mum and introduced her to rowing; or whether they met through rowing. Whatever the case, my mum must have been pretty good because she ended up being victorious in the European Games in 1953. My father coached the eight she was in and took some of the credit, but the fact remains that my mother would probably have won an Olympic medal if they had admitted women in those days.


Years later, in a 1958 American car magazine article about a new Lotus Formula One driver called Graham Hill – at that time a total unknown – he was referred to as being married to ‘the famous oarswoman, Bette Shubrook’. This part of the Hill family legend has become somewhat obscured over the years, but it shows I have double competitive genes and that Mum was not one to blow her own trumpet at the expense of her husband.


Rowing provided multiple benefits for my father. He became very fit and understood how to dig deep, learning also that you have to keep pushing to the finish because you can’t always see your opponent. It obviously honed and satisfied his competitive urge, but there was also a strong social aspect that enabled him to transcend social boundaries. He became good friends with Lord Snowdon through rowing. This friendship nearly had tragic consequences, though, as Snowdon was due to fly with Dad to take photographs that fateful weekend in November 1975.


Dad wryly pointed out that, in the only two sports at which he ever excelled, he was sitting down, and in one he was facing backwards. Finding a wife was a bonus he probably hadn’t expected from rowing; nor was finding a perfect crash helmet design. From the very start, he carried the distinctive rowing cap design on his helmet. He was to make the London Rowing Club cap – navy-blue with eight white stripes, representing oars, around the crown – the most famous rowing design in the world. It always stood out on a grid and seemed perfectly to symbolise his conservative attitude. I was extremely proud to carry on the heraldic tradition, as was my son Josh, despite neither of us having been proper members of the club – but maybe we both felt that we were honouring GH as well the club that gave him such great pleasure. I bet the founders never thought their club design would ever be used for motor sport, let alone be carried to three Formula One titles and thirty-seven Grand Prix victories.


We are lucky that we still have so many photos of my parents at that time. My mother was a glamorous-looking woman, whose attractiveness was not in doubt. But, in addition, I wonder if my father had not been drawn to her sportiness and competitiveness? At their first meeting at a Boxing Day regatta at Auriol Rowing Club in 1950, he failed to make much of an impression on her. So, the next time, he turned up in true officer and gentleman style wearing his navy uniform. That seems to have done the trick. She was outgunned.


A photo of them laughing and clearly very happy at some party or other shows Dad with one hand on a pewter jug of beer and the other arm around Mum, who is daintily holding what looks like a small sherry. The extraordinary thing about my dad in this photo is his ridiculous handlebar moustache. No wonder he upset the navy so much, with that thing on his top lip. One wonders how the hell my mum could be attracted to a man who looked like that. In another photo of Dad in a preposterous banger of a car (possibly a Morris Eight) he is wearing a sheepskin coat and a flower-pot hat, looking for all the world like Terry-Thomas in School for Scoundrels, except that the film wasn’t made until 1960, so maybe Dad was the inspiration? But he always looked as if he was having a lot of fun, even if he was broke.


The best pound he ever spent was at Brands Hatch in 1953 to pay for four laps in a Cooper Formula Three car. My father insisted that the moment he went on the track in a racing car, a light bulb went on in his head and he knew this was what he wanted to do with his life. Quite where this instinct originated would appear to be a mystery, as his father never drove a car in his life and Dad had only just learned to drive himself. So much for being in F1 by the age of seventeen, like Max Verstappen.


Those early years are vital to laying down the instinctive reactions. All current F1 drivers have been karting since early childhood. This early learning makes it easier on the brain later on, and they have spare capacity for other things – like talking on the radio and thinking tactically – because the tough bit is being handled automatically in their unconscious. Undoubtedly, both my father and I were handicapped by our late starts. In today’s sport, we would have had a tough job to compete against drivers who have been in karting from as young as four years old.


Modern science has also shown that the young have difficulty making the connection between their actions and the consequences until they are in their late teens, or even early twenties. Their prefrontal cortex is not yet completely wired up, making rational decision-making less easy. If you want to train racing drivers, it’s best to get them young, before they can think about all the things that could go wrong.


At the age when Michael Schumacher was developing his karting skills, I was riding my minibike and charging up and down the driveway to our house in my father’s Mini Cooper S. Not ideal groundwork for what was to come later, but still way ahead of my father. But at least he made it to F1 by twenty-nine, three years ahead of me.


If we are looking for a possible cause for my father’s speed epiphany, Graham’s mother, the irrepressible Connie (Constance) would be an obvious starting point. She rode a motorcycle, just before Graham was born. If there is a link going back through the generations, then it must be through the motorcycle rather than the car. My father’s first motor sport competition was in motocross events, or ‘scrambling’, as it was called at the time. Just like me, his early mode of transport was a motorbike. An accident on his Velocette in 1958 put him in hospital for three months and left him with a limp and a characteristic stride that seemed to betray his determination. But the experience may also have left him with enough evidence of a link between his actions and their consequences to protect him through his later career. He would go on to break both legs good and properly in 1969 when thrown out of his Lotus F1 car in Watkins Glen during the USA GP, so that evened things up a bit on the hobbling. But I can be proud to say that we probably both owe our love of speed to his mother, my grandma.


By the late 1950s, my father had worked his way into F1 through pure determination and perseverance, a quality I either learned from his legend or have inherited as an intrinsic Hill characteristic. Now his life and my mother’s were entirely dominated by the demands of the competitive world he had chosen. The culture suited his personality completely, and it also influenced much of my early life. If something needed to be done to win, it was done. No obstacle was insurmountable.


Modern F1 was founded upon get-up-and-go freethinking types like my father. Both Bernie Ecclestone and Colin Chapman, founder of Lotus, were his contemporaries as well as key and influential people in my father’s life. They would all contribute massively to defining the sport we have today. It’s hard to imagine either Bernie or Colin fitting into a strict regime. My father worked as a mechanic for Colin in return for getting a drive. When he turned out to be quicker than Colin, he was taken on as a driver and suddenly became a driver in demand, being offered money to race all kinds of other cars by various entrants. On pure performance, he had become a professional racing driver. It seemed so simple and organic back then. They all travelled together, socialised together and lived in each other’s pockets. Sadly, they also went to many of their friends’ funerals.


But motor sport was a place where they could make their own rules, get on and escape the austerity and depression of post-war Britain. And the world needed people like them in order to be free to rebuild. When you hear of what they all got up to and the freedoms they enjoyed, it must have been a wonderful time. They were a law unto themselves and, in the background, you can detect the Sixties culture brewing up in these stories of their beginnings. The Sixties, a wonderful period to be born into, would be the very best of times for my father: a time when his star was at the highest, winning two world titles and the Indy 500 in 1966. Throw in England winning the World Cup, the Beatles, the Stones and the moon landing, and the vibe was distinctly optimistic, despite the Vietnam War. My father was right there in the centre of it all – which meant that we were, too.


In the course of his career he earned many accolades and admirers. He was a living legend. Sadly, he died at the age of forty-six. But his reputation would live forever as the racing driver who overcame all odds and who remains the only man to have won Indianapolis, Le Mans and the Formula One World Championship.


It is the stuff of legend how my father knew no one, had no money, but would sit in the Steering Wheel Club in Mayfair and make half a pint last all night in order to be in the right place to meet the right people. There are countless stories describing a person who would not give up until he had given things his best shot. For the son of such a man, that is both inspiring and a lot to live up to. My father gave the name ‘Hill’ a certain meaning. It carried all the qualities of the legend with it. If I was going to be a true Hill, I would have to earn it.




2 » FAME AND ATTENTION


When you look at early photographs of me, it is easy to understand why I ended up having a go at what my dad did. It looks as if I’m being literally shoehorned into the cockpit at every opportunity. The pictures also show how early I was introduced to the limelight, albeit reflected from my gregarious and publicity-loving father. Maybe it was all a bit much too soon. I have never felt entirely comfortable with being in front of the camera, although I was never really given a choice.


There were, however, some unforeseen benefits to this publicity. When I was about twelve, together with ‘young Geoff Hurst’ and ‘young Barry John’, ‘young Graham Hill’ was used in a Weetabix advert. We were dressed in the appropriate kit for our sport and we each received £200, which was an enormous amount of pocket money in those days for kids so young. I thought: ‘This is it, boys! The big time!’ But my ego was rudely brought into check when my father threw in a tenner and said I had to share it three ways with my sisters. Seventy quid each, which left me feeling confused about whether I’d been swindled or overpaid. It took me a while to see that he was being as wise as Solomon. He hated greed and we always had to share. He was fundamentally a stickler for correct values.


On the downside, I was also bamboozled into appearing on Jim’ll Fix It. I was supposed to have always wanted to start a race that my dad was in. I had never, ever, expressed such a wish, but it was a ruse to help promote a charity saloon-car race at Brands Hatch. On I went and did the whole sordid charade, and felt entirely fraudulent as Savile gave me my ‘Jim Fixed It For Me’ medal. I thought the whole atmosphere in the studio was very weird. I hated every minute of it, being singled out as a ‘special child’ – and I didn’t even get paid!


Because of my own experiences, I am very circumspect about exposing young people to fame and have made a point of not exploiting my own children. Fame is an intoxicating, mind-altering drug and can ruin any chance of normal peer relationships. I think it was Gore Vidal who said that the tragedy of the rich and famous is that they have only themselves to mix with. Thankfully, not all rich and famous people are like him, but I did find when I was at gatherings of famous people with my parents that no one seemed relaxed, everyone trying too hard to have a good time while looking like hunted animals.


Everyone, that is, except my father, who took to attention like a dog at Crufts. He loved it, and it loved him. He swung away in the Swinging Sixties and played up to the part beautifully. With his David Niven fighter-pilot moustache and his Terry-Thomas image, he provided the public with a hero who represented the ideal Churchillian. Graham Hill would fight them on the beaches, and in the streets, and would, never, ever, surrender without a damn good fight. He became synonymous – perhaps to his detriment, because he had incredible talent, too – with the concept of gritty determination, which is one small step removed from ‘a good trier’.


Perhaps I adopted this same attitude and made the mistake of thinking that you needed to show you were working hard just to impress. But he always remembered that he was in a show and people wanted more than just your driving ability, so a bit of over-dramatisation was also a good thing. It’s fair to say, however, that both of us were defined similarly, as having achieved success through force of will, rather than abundance of talent. I guess it’s all relative, though.


I thought there was virtue in my dad’s stoic approach to his sport and his life, and you have to be in total awe of his courage and complete lack of self-pity. He personified the ‘can do’ attitude, whereby nothing was impossible and you never gave up. He used to joke, ‘If at first you don’t succeed – give up!’ To him, this joke was hilarious, because to quit would be unthinkable. The only snag with his Mr Determined image was that people tend to want superheroes capable of doing magic and making things look easy. They don’t necessarily want to think they could do it too. Crowds are fickle and hard to please, but they always love a showman. As expert motor sport historian Doug Nye remarked, ‘Graham Hill strode the stage like a Colossus.’ That’ll do for me. My daddy was a Colossus.


His parties at our home in Parkside, Mill Hill, were notorious Swinging Sixties happenings, often visited by the local police, who would attempt to get Mr Hill to turn down the music, only to be persuaded to join the party. They would return the next day to collect the missing bits of their uniform.


Although my father loved fun, he knew where the line was. But perhaps there was a slight hint of desperation in his attention-seeking. When he appeared in the newspapers – on what seemed like a regular basis – photographed standing on tables with his trousers round his ankles, you had to feel a twinge of embarrassment. Perhaps I’m being prudish? Perhaps I’m being too politically correct? At the time it was OK to have fun, because tomorrow you could be dead. No one begrudged Grand Prix drivers their parties. Indeed, they were encouraged, and the journalists and photographers knew what to publish and what to keep from the eyes of the public.


This collective secrecy was to become a bit of a barrier for me in years to come when I was finding out more about the person my father was. I needed to discover who he really was so that I could grow myself. People don’t like to divulge too much truth about themselves or their friends, and I can understand that. But how can children become adults unless they can lift the veil of perfection? We all eventually work out that Father Christmas is actually ‘only’ Dad. Normal development allows for the process of meeting one’s parents on the level to occur naturally. Cut that process short, and one is left with the image of perfection: a mute god, unable to say, ‘It’s OK. Lighten up. We’re only human.’


My father had a reputation as an uncompromising taskmaster. He could be very tough: hard on himself and hard on those around him. He said it ‘got results’. He had enormous self-discipline and a strong work ethic; he worked hard, but he played hard. I don’t think there were many people who worked as hard as my father, but maybe the trick is to work better, not harder, and to be a little kinder to those around you. Jackie Stewart, a great friend and admirer of Dad’s, described him thus in the foreword to Dad’s autobiography (republished after his death): ‘When I first met him he was a very intense man – almost frightening people away at times. He deplored dishonesty, he did not suffer fools gladly and was not afraid to show it. He did not change over the years, but he mellowed.’


My mother did comment that she thought Dad was too hard on me, but Sir Frank Williams called me a ‘tough bastard’, which – coming from him – I took as a compliment. I loved my dad for all his toughness. I even liked his tickings off when I needed ticking off, because life is tough and you need to knuckle down sometimes. I can remember little moments that made me jump, like one time when I was standing around daydreaming while he was unloading the luggage from the plane: ‘Oi! Damon. Don’t just stand there. Pull your finger out!’ He had a point. I was swinging the lead.


How talented was he as a driver? The idea of being a ‘born racing driver’ is a contentious one. Mario Andretti, when asked if he thought he was one, pithily but perceptively replied, ‘I don’t know. I’ve never seen a baby born with a steering wheel in his hand.’ Motor sport journalism is riddled with phrases like ‘he’s a natural’ or ‘he’s a true racer’. I have no doubt that some people have innate natural ability, but sports journalists are invariably romantics who worship the sport they have loved from childhood. Their sport is an arena for superheroes only: the ‘gods’ who cannot be related to in human terms.


My father was all too human. He loathed pomposity, but to be a superhero you had to have a bit of a superior air about you. This was total anathema to him. We all put our trousers on one leg at a time. No one is invincible; some are just a lot more difficult to beat than the rest, as we both found out when we came up against the most naturally gifted and fastest drivers of our respective eras: him with Jimmy Clark and Jackie Stewart, and me with the likes of Nigel Mansell, Alain Prost, Ayrton Senna and Michael Schumacher. They were pretty special, all right, I can vouch for that. So it’s all the more satisfying to beat them. It can be done, under the right circumstances.


Stirling Moss had my father as a co-driver for some events and called him ‘very mature and intelligent’ and ‘a man of considerable ability’. But he also added the caveat, ‘he wasn’t a racer’. I’ve never understood this distinction. How does one become ‘a racer’? If my father wasn’t one, was I? But there was a mutual respect there. My father always regarded Stirling as the best there ever was. Stirling remarked that my father was without ego, which is a nice compliment coming from the great man himself.


But I’ve always felt that my father was never really given enough credit for showing us what could be possible if we only tried. He had tenacity in bucketloads, and I think I am the same. If we want to get somewhere, we just don’t give up till it’s done. The problem comes when you don’t know where you want to go. He drummed into me the adage, ‘If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing properly’ – the Monte Carlo or Bust! motto – and, ‘If you start something, finish it.’ I suspect I would never have become World Champion without my head ringing with these words, in his slightly nasal, clipped tone of voice.


I have also inherited from him an admiration for those who have a go and give it their all, since I know a little about how much harder things can be in reality than they look. We tend to get very awestruck by those who win all the time and it is terrific to see someone being brilliant. But in sport, someone who is so far ahead of the competition is somehow not playing right. They are just accumulating results. Schumacher’s dominant years cemented his statistics, but I think what he missed was competition. We all need a foil: someone to test us to our limits.


The greatest sporting events happen when two almost equally matched competitors go against each other for the top spot: drivers like Clark and Hill, Prost and Senna, Mansell and Piquet. For me, Michael lifted my game up to his level, if only for a while. But when the difference is small, then is it the most tenacious competitor, the most spirited, the one prepared to dig deepest into their abundant reserves of talent, who will prevail. Surely the man or woman who gives everything they have to beat those for whom things are a little easier deserves more credit, rather than disdain for not having as much natural ability? Tony Brooks, Britain’s top driver of the late 1950s along with Moss, did not regard Dad as a ‘natural’ but thought his accomplishments were ‘more meritorious’ for the reason that he doggedly persisted and used his head to work it out.


If neither of us regarded as ‘naturals’, hot favourites, we both revelled in the role of underdog. Perhaps that’s a very British concept: Shakespeare’s ‘we happy few’, a description applied to the Battle of Britain pilots. Sir Frank Williams said one of his favourite films was Zulu, the story of a few brave men fighting against impossible odds. I think the Williams F1 team relish the idea of being the ones who win with less firepower but with more ingenuity: a Drake against the Spanish Armada. The British like to think that we are amazing for our small size. But who doesn’t? It’s our favourite story – the long shot overturns the establishment: David and Goliath, Tom and Jerry, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Gladiator and Spartacus. Look at Leicester City winning the Premier League with odds of 5000–1 at the start of the 2015/16 season. It’s an ancient idea, one that gives us all hope that if we have a go, something good might happen. My father’s philosophy was: if you try, you might fail, but if you never try, you will never know whether you could have succeeded.


At Indianapolis in 1966, the crusty old campaigner A. J. Foyt gave the rookies a briefing: ‘No one,’ he proudly exclaimed, ‘wins Indy first time out!’ So what did my father do? He loved that story. In 1984, I was told by John Webb, who owned Brands Hatch and was sponsoring me at the time, that I was too old for F1. Right. I can still get the blood to rise just thinking about it. I guess that’s what a competitor is?


My father would never accept that there is a natural order, with only the entitled people at the top. He was always respectful of society’s conventions and hierarchies, but never believed that one person had a monopoly on being treated with human dignity. He was a humane man, hated injustice and had a true common touch. He could walk with kings and paupers and make each feel just as valued. He supped with the highest in the land, shooting with the Queen and golfing with Sean Connery. He did an inordinate amount for charities, particularly the Springfield Club for Young People in Hackney, where he would regularly pop in for a game of table tennis (at which he was particularly good). He bought his suits from Savile Row, but was never above whatever duty required. On one occasion he promised to take me to a game at Arsenal but had clearly left it a bit late. We stood outside Highbury stadium while he haggled with the touts. All we could get were tickets in the Clock End. For the entire match we stood among the visitors, Dad in an immaculate suit and an enormous colourful cravat. That’s what I call style.


Yes, he was not as naturally gifted as, say, Clark or Stewart, but he ground every last drop of talent out of himself, giving no quarter and expecting none in return. That said, I think he had more natural talent than he believed. You don’t win Monaco five times by luck. So there was something there.


People talk about ‘driving by the seat of your pants’, which is being able to trust entirely to your survival instincts to get you out of all situations. Moss could do it, and Clark and Senna too, but the key is concentration. Ayrton Senna famously lost a Monaco victory when he had a massive lead over Prost in 1988. The problem was that he had slowed under the instructions of team boss Ron Dennis, who ironically had wanted to ensure he finished with Prost in a McLaren one–two. This must have broken Ayrton’s state of concentration, which, during a race, is a tranquil state of heightened being, believe it or not. Senna hit the barriers and suffered one of his most humiliating defeats. The concentration required – and willingly given – to drive a racing car to the limits is extreme. It does something to you that can’t be found in many other places or experiences. The last thing you need is someone coming on the radio to have a chat. In my father’s day, this wasn’t a problem. You left the grid and never talked to a soul except yourself for the next two hours, because there was no radio.


Ayrton famously talked about an ‘out-of-body experience’ in qualifying for this same race, whereby he felt he was no longer driving consciously and was, in his words, ‘in a different dimension’. He was ridiculed by some but he qualified 1.4 seconds faster than his teammate, so I’d say that was pretty out of this world. I was to experience something of an out-of-body experience myself, in the race of my life in 1994 in Suzuka. Although it never happened to me again, I now believe I understand what Ayrton was talking about. Concentration can be a powerful drug.


If my father had an extraordinary talent, it was for concentration. Determination and concentration are closely linked. Both require the ability not to be distracted, but concentration is also a function of fascination. One has to find what one is doing absorbing, not boring. There is a fascination in driving fast, as in almost any difficult physical discipline. Challenges stimulate questions that demand an answer, and the questions keep coming: ‘What if I try this? Or that? Now try this.’ It’s a scientific enquiry into one’s own limitations. The difference with motor sport compared to, say, golf, is that the consequences of getting it wrong could be fatal. This rather concentrates the mind, of course.


Science has now found a correlation between dopamine receptor gene D4 (DRD4) and what scientists call novelty-seeking (NS). This is a euphemism for drug-taking, gambling and general addiction to danger. What the studies suggest is that a certain condition of this gene does not necessarily cause thrill-seeking but can make one more susceptible to addiction to it. Whereas some people would have a go in a racing car and walk away suitably thrilled, others would just want more, more, more. Fortunately, the scientists conclude that this tendency declines with age, so there comes a time when we can walk away from dangerous sports – assuming we can still walk.


But as for natural-born racing car drivers? I’m with Mario. I think natural aptitude exists, but then it’s down to the desire to win. Besides, the very first motorised car wasn’t invented until the 1800s, and most people would never have had any experience of a car until the mid 1900s. Humans are blessed with a range and variety of natural talents, but I’m not sure Nature had motorisation in mind when she evolved us. I’m sure Darwin would agree that the trick is to find what you are best fitted for, or to be lucky enough for it to find you.


Somewhere in this mix of character and genetic tendencies are the things I share with my father. Some of it is simply hand-me-down beliefs and attitudes gleaned from other times and other people. But some of it can’t be denied or altered. It is him, and it is me, too.


It is easy to be bedazzled by my father but it would be a mistake to overlook the influence of my mother or, rather, the effect my father’s life had on her and therefore on their children. The sport he loved had a dark side that the participants often struggled to rationalise. Competition in itself is enough to create enormous emotional strain. But the steady drip, drip of death was an additional psychological pressure that created more than the usual stress fractures. Motor sport is not for the faint-hearted. One might have said back then that it was only for the cold-hearted.


My mother endured the most ridiculous amount of stress watching her husband dicing with death and seeing their friends and colleagues being picked off, one by one, year after year. Among all that, she had three children to look after. Four, if you include my dad, who seems to have needed her as a kind of security blanket.


She was three years older than Graham. Us men put on a brave front, but more often than not we need the soft bosom of our mothers to make us feel truly safe from an otherwise terrifying world. Motor racing probably seemed like a jolly good wheeze compared to the terrors of the Second World War experienced by both my parents as teenagers. One can make one thing relative to another, and maybe racing was less scary than being bombed, but exposure to excessive and extended periods of danger builds a ‘stress debt’ that must be addressed sooner or later. If you add my own career to my mother’s experiences, heaven knows how she coped with it all. She is now an old lady, aged ninety, but she’s a survivor.


If my father seemed to be a standard-bearer for risk-taking, my mother dutifully supported his life choice, for all its pitfalls. The courage was not all on one side. But in doing so she inadvertently reaffirmed the myth of their marriage: that they coped perfectly well with it all. That would have taken almost superhuman strength. Do we really think Odysseus resisted all the opportunities he encountered on his voyages, or that he never incurred the wrath of Penelope when he came home late from the Trojan War? My father was heroic, as was my mother; no question about that, but they were also just human beings, and of course there were arguments and tears. It has to be said that my father could be insensitive to how my mother was feeling; you can’t apply the rules of engagement in the F1 paddock in the home. But stress does not respect these boundaries.


My first F1 group driver photocall was at my christening in July 1961, when I was just ten months old. In attendance (with me in the obligatory small car) were Bruce McLaren, Stirling Moss, Tony Brooks, my father, Jo Bonnier and Wolfgang ‘Taffy’ von Trips, who had won the British Grand Prix at Aintree two days before. Sadly, he had less than two months to live, dying at Monza in a massive accident that also killed fourteen spectators. Trips had just founded the kart track in Kerpen, Germany, which was later leased by Rolf Schumacher, father of Michael and Ralf, and became their karting kindergarten.


Of the six drivers in this photo, only two have evaded a violent and untimely death: Brooks and Moss. Both, however, had their share of accidents, Tony eventually deciding that it was not worth the risk and Stirling having a career-ending crash at Goodwood less than a year after this photo was taken. Ironically, the accident involved my father, as it was he whom Stirling was overtaking at the time to unlap himself. Of the others, Bruce died testing his own car at Goodwood in 1970, and Jo Bonnier, my godfather, died in the same Le Mans 24 Hours won by my father in 1972. A bittersweet victory if ever there was one.


Looking at photos of racing drivers in that era is a sobering process. Their faces rarely betrayed the fear they must have felt inside and yet they knew the odds were not good, and many of them would die young. It is hard to believe they ever sat in a car, since it was almost certain death. Jackie Stewart counted fifty-seven of his friends and colleagues killed in motor sport. The sport is undoubtedly inhabited by different characters today. I still struggle to understand how my father and his racing friends lived with the constant thought that there might not be a tomorrow. In my own career I knew there were risks; every time I left for a track, I kissed my wife and children, accepting the possibility that I might not come back, but it was nothing to the risks my father faced.


What is perhaps more alarming and more pertinent to this story is the number of deaths and accidents that happen post-retirement. Mike Hawthorn, for example, lasted only months before being killed in a road accident. To Mike you can add the names of Didier Pironi (powerboat), David Purley (stunt plane), Mike Hailwood (freak car crash) and, of course, my father. You might also add the name of Michael Schumacher as a victim of post-career accidents. Sir Jackie Stewart has had a driver to get him around since retiring, perhaps understanding better than most how lucky he had been.


It’s a chilling thought that one is as vulnerable – if not more so – post-F1 career. The safety standards in F1 are now remarkable, making it arguably the safest form of motor sport there is. Nevertheless, as Jules Bianchi’s accident in 2015 showed, death always seems to find a loophole in the regulations, no matter how hard we try to make F1 safer. Motor sport is, and will always be, a dangerous game, but outside that heavily protected environment, things are perhaps more risky, not less. It was something that I was mindful of when I stopped racing – especially bearing in mind what had happened to my father.


It is no exaggeration to say that the world into which I was born was clouded with the black pall of violent death. Despite their brave faces everyone was affected. Death was what you didn’t dwell on, but it was there always, sharpening its scythe and waiting patiently. The sport always needed eager new recruits, and amazingly there were always plenty available. One team boss once rather darkly compared drivers to light bulbs: when one goes out, you just put another in. It took a certain type of man to be drawn to that level of danger and a certain kind of man to want to work with them. The drivers must have seen it as a price worth paying to do what they loved, but maybe it wouldn’t be them who paid the price?


Typically, people in F1 at the time didn’t talk openly about death; deaths were deemed an inevitable and necessary cost if one was to enjoy all the other things about the sport. But clearly times have changed. We have gradually sidled away from the idea that a short but heroic life is something to be admired. There are always going to be those who hanker for the days when sex was safe and racing was dangerous, instead of the other way round, but perhaps now we want to move on to something more socially acceptable, more skill-orientated? Maybe in time we will look back on the racing of the past, as we do upon the Roman games, as something sick, maybe even pornographic? Maybe, but there is something unquestionably very stimulating about danger. I wonder if we can (or should) ever lose that aspect of our nature?
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