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INTRODUCTION


Damon and Johnny here. F1’s answer to Ant and Dec.


Between us we have about a hundred years’ experience of driving motorcars quickly. We’ve competed in 261 Grands Prix, spawning twenty-five wins, forty-nine podiums, one World Championship and 458 championship points. We even have a win at Le Mans to our names, not to mention two crushed feet, a hair transplant and a pierced upper thigh. That said, when it comes to chatting about all things F1 we’re still relatively intact, and can mix it with the best of them.


Despite its immense popularity, it’s often been argued that F1 can be a bit too serious. Well, nil desperandum, ladies and gentlemen, because we, Damon Hill OBE and Johnny Herbert DNF, are here to prove the doubters wrong by swapping honest, forthright opinions and stories involving automotive derring-do. And derring-don’t.


Johnny: For example, I took part in the very first FIA Formula One drivers’ press conference at Silverstone many years ago, and had it been today I’d probably have been dragged from the room by the scruff of my neck and fired from a cannon. To kick things off, the person running the press conference went around every driver and asked them what they’d be if they weren’t in Formula One. For some reason the answers were pretty humdrum – astronaut or engineer, basically – so when he got to me I thought I’d try and be a bit creative and, after stroking my chin for a few seconds and trying to look reflective, I took the mic and said, ‘I think I’d be a ball sniffer at Wimbledon.’


Damon: Hello Johnny, goodbye good taste. That didn’t take long.


Damon and Johnny: Our double act started in 2013, when filming race-day show content for Sky F1 at Monza, prior to the Italian Grand Prix. As we’d both won a Grand Prix there, our employers thought it would be a good idea to have us reminisce about our experiences for the further edification of the viewers. After getting miked up, we went around Monza on a Vespa (with Damon driving, obviously) and chatted as we went. When watching the edit back in the Sky production office, some smartarse presenter who looks a lot like Simon Lazenby chips in with, ‘Look! it’s Dumb and Dumber!’ and from that moment on an automotive entertainment behemoth was born. The audience seemed to like it, so we won in the end. Up yours, Lazers! We didn’t mind a bit looking like a couple of chumps if that’s what makes you happy. At last, we could drop the pretence of being responsible adults. Phew! What a relief!


Probably our biggest bugbear when it comes to broadcasting is that it’s all a bit disposable, so whatever you say is usually forgotten about within a few seconds, which is why we decided to put pen to paper. We’re not saying that every word that comes out of our sizeable apertures is revelatory, but chatting about F1 is something we obviously thrive on and the prospect of getting our opinions, experiences and stories down for posterity helps to redress the balance somewhat. It goes without saying that we’re each going to ensure that the book is a true representation of our partnership – that is, we’ll get everything out on the table, and then decide that Damon is right. That’s the gag! You’ll see.


Enjoy.



   






CHAPTER ONE


Monaco


Johnny: I’ll start this one. Probably the most anticipated race of the year – globally – is also the most boring. Discuss.


Damon: No it’s not? OK. I’ll colour this one in for you, Herbert. Let’s hype it up a bit at least. It’s basically the most expensive film set on the planet. Monaco transcends motor racing. It’s a carnival of excess. A celebration of massive amounts of wonga and bling. And one of the trickiest challenges a racing driver is ever going to have. I love it.


Johnny: OK. Good challenge. So if we’re going to have a chapter about Monaco we really have to start with your old man, who used to be known as Mr Monaco, of course.


Damon: Indeed he did. Dad’s reign in Monaco wasn’t quite as long as Prince Rainier’s, but during the 1960s, which is considered to be a halcyon era for so many things, he won it five times – half the years in that decade. So he was ‘The Man’. Somehow he managed to fit in winning the Indianapolis 500 in 1966 as well, which was a week after Monaco. He must have had to qualify the car in the USA for the Indy, then fly back to do the Monaco GP, finishing a modest third, then fly back out to Indy to win that. Busy man.


Fascinating fact is that when Dad first went to Monaco, while doing his National Service in charge of the engine room of HMS Swiftsure, he’d never even heard of the Monaco Grand Prix and knew nothing at all about motor racing. He even went to the Casino and won a few quid. Maybe a portent of things to come? Just five years later, in 1958, he was in his first ever Grand Prix, the Monte Carlo, racing for Lotus. He tells a very funny story in his book where, about forty laps in, he’s sitting there in third place thinking, This motor racing lark’s a piece of cake! when his left rear wheel promptly fell off.


One question that gets asked a lot is why my old man was so successful at Monaco. One of my theories is that the track appealed to his mind in a way that other circuits did not. There’s no time to think at Monaco and no time to relax. You cannot take your eye off the ball for a split second. I think Dad’s biggest talent was his power of concentration, and his stamina from years of rowing, and a modicum of skill, of course – all things in high demand at Monaco. That’s my theory anyway. The motor racing historian Doug Nye put it well: ‘When it comes to Monaco,’ he said, ‘Graham Hill strode that stage like a Colossus!’ Quite a good quote, but he didn’t just mean his racing performances. He meant Monaco was a stage in every respect and that Dad somehow bagged the leading role. An amalgam of David Niven, Errol Flynn and Terry Thomas, Dad had that thing that made everyone feel he was doing it for them as much as for himself. He had the famous Kipling ‘common touch’, could hang with the Rainiers, yet mix on the level with everyone else. He was as comfortable standing in the terraces watching Arsenal (wearing a Savile Row suit, mind!) as he was golfing with Sean Connery or shooting with the Queen. He was a guy who’d come from humble beginnings and risen to the top without becoming a snob about it. The previous Prince Rainier said something nice about him. He described him as ‘Mediterranean’, meaning British but without the chilliness. That’s class, that is. Know what I mean, Herbert?


Johnny: Class. It’s my middle name. Did you ever go to watch him race there?


Damon: No, I never went, which is a bit of a shame. But I remember seeing him win in 1969. The Monaco Grand Prix was hardly ever on television in those days but it happened to be that year. We were at a friend’s house somewhere in Kent and I was playing in the garden with Major Matt Mason, which was a kind of bendy rubber toy astronaut, not a friend of the family!


Johnny: I thought it was the family dog.


Damon: Funny name for a dog? No, Herbert, it was a kind of Buzz Lightyear toy and it was bloody lethal. Inside each of the rubber arms and legs was a wire and if you bent them round too much the wire would poke out. Anyway, as I was busy impaling myself on Major Matt Mason my mother came out and said, ‘Come inside, Damon! Now! Quick! Dad’s winning the Monaco Grand Prix!’ I’m not sure what kind of reaction she was expecting but I sort of lazily got up, reluctantly dropped Major Matt Mason and dragged my grumpy little arse indoors. The TV reception in remote Kentish villages was almost non-existent in those days so all I remember seeing was a foggy black and white picture of my dad waving to the crowd as he drove through the gasworks hairpin on his last lap. I wasn’t too impressed with the picture, but I do remember getting a shot of something like pride to see the old man at work. Maybe that planted a bit of a seed? I wonder. I was too stupid to know what I thought about anything back then. But I knew if you bent Major Matt Mason’s leg too many times you’d get stabbed in the finger. Ah, happy days!


So what was your first experience of the Principality, Johnny?


Johnny: The first time I went was in 1987 for a Formula Three race. It was a support race for the Grand Prix and I remember being absolutely wowed by the place. You were there too, I think, weren’t you?


Damon: In ’87? I was, but I didn’t qualify, damn it!


Johnny: I’d never been anywhere like it before in my life. It was just so different to everywhere else. Can you recall the first time you ever walked the track? I do. Or at least I remember the first time I attempted to walk the track. You couldn’t really do a full track walk in those days, but thanks to the people at Benetton, whom I already had a connection with, I managed to do about half of it. My first thought was, this isn’t a bloody racetrack, it’s just a concrete den of iniquity. How fabulous! There were empty bottles of beer absolutely everywhere and even the odd body. Not dead bodies, of course. Bodies that had been soaked in rather too much alcohol and for rather too long. It was absolute carnage from start to finish. What I remember most, though, were those turbo V6 engines knocking out 1,200 bhp at 12,000 rpm – experiencing that was genuinely life changing for me. The hemmed-in track also made everything – the sounds, the speed, the smells, the mistakes and the danger – very, very real. There was no get-out clause at Monaco. Or at least that’s how it felt when I walked part of the track. You were either on it or in the wall. Until I first raced at Monaco the most dangerous track I’d ever raced at was probably Oulton Park. This place, though, was just ridiculous.


Damon: The only track you could compare it to back then was Pau. Did you ever race there?


Johnny: Nope. I should have when I was racing F3000, but I crashed the race before in Vallelunga in Italy and had concussion so was not allowed to drive. I do remember driving F3 at Monaco, though, for a one-off race. The F1 paddock was where it always is but we were based by the tennis courts, which is about a mile away. That meant we had to drive our cars to the track, so basically on the open road. We did so at about six o’clock in the morning prior to qualifying, so while all the residents were trying to get some sleep, a parade of F3 cars would take to the roads – which were not closed like the ones that made up the track, by the way – and basically cause mayhem.


That 1987 F3 race was genuinely the highlight of my life up until that point. The only run-off was at Sainte Devote, and I remember experiencing this mixture of intense terror and intense pleasure. I’d obviously experienced that before many times but not to such an extent. Death or a serious accident wasn’t just close going around Monaco, it was sitting on your bloody shoulder, going, Won’t be long now, Johnny. One tiny little mistake and I’ve got you!


Damon: What about the first time you raced there in F1?


Johnny: That would have been in 1989. At the time, Monaco was the third race of the season. Despite finishing fourth at the first race in Brazil, I’d struggled with braking, and at race two in San Marino I qualified twenty-third (one behind Martin Brundle!) and finished eleventh. My feet, one of which had been almost severed in an accident at Brands the previous year, were in absolute agony and I’d had to be lowered into the car in Brazil. In hindsight, it was too soon for me to be racing. After finishing fourth in Brazil (behind Nigel Mansell, Alain Prost and Maurício Gugelmin) I naturally gained a bit of confidence but ultimately it was a false dawn. There are nineteen corners at Monaco and you spend 21 per cent of the lap braking. If ever a track was going to highlight my problem, this was it.


I don’t want to turn this into some kind of moan-fest, but because of everything I’d been through I was seen as being damaged goods and the only person apart from myself who had any faith in me was Peter Collins. Not only was I desperate to repay Peter’s belief in me but I also wanted to prove all the naysayers wrong. What was I supposed to do, though? Ask Peter to wait until my feet didn’t hurt anymore? They still give me jip today so I’d still be waiting. I had to give it a go. At Monaco, as with San Marino before that, I had to brake with my heel and unfortunately it only really worked once every seven or eight laps. Then, at the Circuit Gilles Villeneuve in Montreal, which is somewhere you have to brake hard and often, I was well and truly found out – and that was the end of my first stint with Benetton.


Damon: Binned off by Briatore?


Johnny: Yes. Which was fair enough. A driver who can’t brake isn’t much use really.


Damon: My feet have been neither crushed nor amputated but the first time I raced in Canada I couldn’t walk when I got out. My right foot was burning from having to be hard on either the throttle or the brakes all the time. Seriously, you have my sympathy, Johnny. Like, ouch!


Johnny: Thank you, Champ. Anyway, sod Canada. Let’s get back to Monaco.


Damon: Agreed. Leaving the pits at Monaco and driving up the hill is certainly one of the most exhilarating things I’ve ever experienced. It’s even better when you have to pass another car. Every race has its fair share of squeaky-bum moments, but going up that hill always used to evoke a round of profanities from me, which was rare. You remember in Star Wars when the Millennium Falcon goes into hyperdrive and all the stars start whizzing past? Well, that’s what it’s like when you drive an F1 car out of the paddock and up the hill at Monaco. It’s like doing the Kessel Run in twelve parsecs (one for the geeks there). Once again, it’s because everything’s in such close proximity to the car. On a motorway, you often don’t notice how fast you’re going until you hit a slip road. Why? Because everything narrows down and your speed becomes more relatable. At Monaco, you can tell how close you are to the barriers by the noise. The louder it becomes, the closer you are. There are times when you can hear, better than see, how close you are to the barrier. It’s a good sphincter test that one. All rather wee-inducing.


Johnny: All rather wee-inducing? You’re like something from another century!


Damon: I’ll take that as a compliment, Johnny, but I’m not quite Jacob Rees-Mogg.


Johnny: Qualifying at Monaco was, in my mind, the biggest single challenge there was in F1. That’s how I used to regard it. These days the track’s quite flat but that wasn’t always the case. I think it’s the madness of being able to drive a car with that amount of power around such narrow streets that makes it so enthralling. It’s difficult to conjure up an everyday equivalent, but I suppose it would be like the government removing the speed limits on every road, street and motorway and then handing out Ferraris to everyone and saying, ‘Here you are boys and girls. Go and fill your boots!’ The people of Great Britain would be like, Really? Can I? That’s fantastic! Which is basically what we were like when we first began to grasp what Monaco was all about.


Damon: You’ve hit the nail on the head there, Johnny. One of my biggest fears when I first went around Monaco was whether my car was going to fit on the track. That’s completely absurd, of course, as the cars clearly do fit on the track. Just. To drive an F1 car around Monaco is to enter the Twilight Zone. Take your lap times, for instance. The first lap out always seems to take about thirty seconds, but it’s really closer to two minutes! But as the weekend goes on a lap seems to take longer and longer. The track is actually expanding your mind and time is slowing down in an Einsteinian time-warp paradigm. Are you writing this down, Johnny?


Johnny: Making mental notes. Yes. (Aside: He’s blooming mad!) I love that bit when you drive up over Avenue d’Ostende and then down towards Massenet. I always used to think to myself, whatever you do, do not understeer going into this corner! The relief I used to feel when the car turned was immense.


Damon: Going back to that F3 race in 1987 for a moment, do you remember where you finished?


Johnny: Yes, I finished third behind a French driver called Didier Artzet, who didn’t progress, and my fellow short-arse and former teammate, Jean Alesi. I was behind Nicola Larini for most of the race but managed to overtake him right at the last minute. By the time we actually got to Monaco, I’d won four of the first seven races of the 1987 British Formula Three Championship, so I was on a roll. Subsequently, I was keen to impress the bigwigs from F1, and they were all there – Enzo Ferrari, Frank Williams, Ken Tyrell, Ron Dennis. The only man in F1 who makes me look like a giant was there too – Bernie Ecclestone. Before the race an idiot from our team (I was driving for Eddie Jordan at the time, who became my mentor) went and put a spool differential on my car and it turned out to be a complete disaster.


Damon: Don’t tell me. That idiot was you?


Johnny: How did you guess? The reason I put it on (I’d used it in previous races, by the way, and to great effect) was because I hadn’t experienced any understeer with it and I was convinced that it would work around Monaco. My engineer, Dave Bambo, thought I was bonkers but as opposed to pooh-poohing my suggestion he allowed it for first qualifying. The moment I went out I thought, Shit, what the hell have I done?! I could hardly manoeuvre the bloody car. Dave was obviously teaching me a lesson and the spool came straight off. I still go red thinking about it. By the way, my podium finish at the 1987 Monaco Grand Prix Formula Three was the best result by a Brit since 1984, so all in all my first experiences of Monaco were good. Apart from that bloody differential.


Damon: I wish I could say the same. I was driving for a team called Intersport in 1987, alongside Martin Donnelly, but the Toyota engine we had was just too heavy up top for that particular race. Neither of us qualified, so it wasn’t exactly a success. I did still win a couple of races in the 1987 British Formula Three Championship, though – at Zandvoort and Spa – and I believe I finished a meritorious fifth in the standings.


Johnny: Fifth, eh? What an amazing effort. Just out of interest, who won the Championship?


Damon: Now you’ve got me. Some forgettable cove. Diminutive in stature and bereft of character and personality. Johnny . . . something or another. Anyway, back to F1, which is fortunately where the two of us ended up.


While I agree with you when you say that qualifying at Monaco is probably the biggest single task a Formula One driver faces in a season, I’d probably expand on that slightly and say that, front to back, it’s the hardest race of all. It demands an entirely different approach at every juncture, so getting yourself into the ‘zone’, as it were, with everything that’s going on, is nigh on impossible. It even starts a day earlier than the other races, so instead of arriving on the Thursday you have to arrive on the Wednesday. You do get a break on the Friday, but that’s kind of detrimental in a way, as you just want to get on with it. The trick is to keep busy and fortunately that’s not difficult over there. That said, even the simplest of pursuits, such as going out for a meal, have to be planned like a military campaign. First of all you have to try and get a table, which isn’t always easy on race weekend, regardless of who you are. Should you manage to book one, you then have to try and get yourself and your guest or guests to the restaurant itself. As we’ve already said, things can get a little bit hectic in the Principality during the fifth month of the year. Even a short walk can be fraught with danger and every route seems to be barriered off.


Should you succeed in reaching your eatery of choice, you then have to try and make sure that you don’t get bombarded by autograph hunters for the duration of your meal. Some people, such as Johnny, absolutely love being set upon by hordes of adoring people (who are usually quite refreshed in Monaco), whereas I prefer them to take a ticket and form an orderly queue. Even getting from the hotel to the paddock is a nightmare. Or at least, it used to be. The track closes at 6 a.m., so regardless of where you were staying you’d have to work out how to get to the paddock via an alternative route. It was like something out of the Krypton Factor. In the late 1980s and early ’90s, which is when you, me and Brundle burst onto the scene, some of the smaller teams such as Ligier, Lola and Minardi would be based way up in the multi-storey car park, which is almost in France. To be fair, the amount of cars we had in those days was almost double the amount we have now, but you didn’t want to be in an ‘overspill team’. You end up walking miles and climbing mountains. In 1989, for instance, which is when laddo here arrived, thirty-nine cars were entered for the Monaco Grand Prix and twelve of them failed to qualify or pre-qualify. That must have been complete and utter madness. The above certainly isn’t a complaint, by the way. It’s obviously an honour, a pleasure and a privilege racing at Monaco. I’m merely trying to describe the myriad differences a driver faces at Monaco, and how we go about dealing with them. The issues we face are obviously what you’d call first-world problems, but unless you’re properly prepared you can be exhausted before you even do a lap.


Johnny: A lot of it is obviously down to the individual. It’s non-stop from the moment you arrive until the moment you leave, so if you’re gregarious it’s manna from heaven and if you’re shy it’s manna from hell. I could never sleep because of all the bloody fireworks.


Damon: One year I was there lying in my hotel room trying desperately to get to sleep and there was a couple having sex in the next room. And then the bloody fireworks started going off at the same time! I don’t think the two were meant to be synchronized. Bloody impressive if they were! It seemed to go on almost as long as the flipping race, too. I remember thinking to myself, One day I’m going to come back here as a spectator and see what I’ve been missing. Experience it as a fan. Not necessarily like the couple next door did! But it is one of the frustrations about Monaco that, for the entire weekend, you’re surrounded by tens of thousands of people who are, for want of a better phrase, on the lash. So if you are lucky enough to go to Monaco one day, spare a thought for all the poor racing drivers trying to get some sleep, would you? ‘Turn that bloody racket down!’ Can’t see that happening somehow. Some drivers claimed they could party all night and still be on top form the next day, though. People like Eddie Irvine and a few others. Maybe they could?


Johnny: The same as James Hunt, I suppose. They just threw caution to the wind and joined the throng! So what’s the worst experiences you’ve had at Monaco? As a driver, that is.


Damon: Well, the worst experience I’ve had was in 1994. Monaco was the first race after the funerals of Ayrton Senna and Roland Ratzenberger and F1 was in a very dark place. We all felt very down, and the atmosphere in the grandstands and on the streets was similar. The sky may have been blue but there was a dark cloud hanging over all of us. I remember I went into the changing room on the Thursday and opened a cupboard and there was Ayrton’s T-shirt still hanging up. That really took my breath away. For the first time ever, I think, nobody really wanted to race or even be in Monaco. Do you remember it, Johnny?


Johnny: Yes, of course I do. We almost lost Rubens Barrichello at Imola too. I wasn’t as close to Ayrton as you were, Champ, but we’d always had a laugh together and he’d been an inspiration to me. Do you know, he used to pinch my bum as we were leaving the drivers’ meetings? I was probably closer to Roland really. Thanks to Gerhard Berger giving me a lift in his plane, I was able to attend both funerals. As Ayrton’s teammate, though, it must have been incredibly difficult for you.


Damon: I guess it was. I had to try and keep the team’s hopes up and I’d be lying if I said I was up to the challenge. I watched a report on the race some years later and the presenter made the very valid point that during the minute’s silence that was held shortly before the race the countenances of some of the younger drivers displayed fear and confusion. F1 was being accused of being a barbaric sport at the time and, in hindsight, remembering two deceased drivers like that before such a challenging race probably wasn’t a good idea. Then there was Karl Wendlinger’s accident, of course. He was driving for Sauber and during first practice he exited the tunnel and lost control of the car under braking for the Nouvelle Chicane. After hitting the wall sideways his head struck a barrier. He was in a coma for several weeks and didn’t drive again for the rest of the year.


If anything good came out of Imola, maybe it was the reformation of the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association (GPDA). I forget how long the association had been disbanded for but after a meeting at the Automobile Club de Monaco on the Friday, between the current drivers and some former drivers such as Niki Lauda, a request was made for the FIA to recognize the existence of the newly formed association and to work with us to improve safety in F1. We elected Martin Brundle as chairman and Gerhard Berger and Michael Schumacher as directors. Almost to honour the reformation, it was those three who ended up on the podium! It worked for them, then!


Come on then, Johnny. Let’s hear your worst Monaco experience before moving onto more uplifting stuff.


Johnny: Well, my worst personal experience as a driver – apart from aquaplaning off in 1998 after qualifying in seventh, which was a bugger – would have to be my last Monaco, which was in 2000. Twenty years ago! Bloody hell. Throughout my entire career Monaco had always been the highlight of my season and I knew I was going to miss it. For a working-class boy from Essex with two dodgy feet to even get in sniffing distance of the world’s most glamorous sporting event was incredible, but to race there ten times and bag a podium was the stuff dreams are made of. Or at least my dreams. Knowing that I’d never get that buzz again was an incredible wrench and afterwards is probably the closest I’ve ever come to having withdrawal symptoms.


My name is Johnny Herbert and I am a Monaco-holic.


Damon: A Monaco-holic? You’re not on your own, Johnny. Certainly not in terms of that feeling when you have to stop racing. My dad should probably have retired several years before he did but the fact was he just couldn’t give it up. It’s like breaking up a marriage. Not many drivers have spoken publicly about it but I think it’s a very real problem. Rubens Barrichello’s solution was to keep racing! Since retiring from F1 in 2011 he’s spent eight consecutive seasons racing stock cars in Brazil. I’m assuming he doesn’t need the money so he must still be hooked. But there’s nothing worse than having to retire out of necessity rather than choice. My least favourite experience at Monaco in terms of racing was when my engine blew up in the tunnel in 1996.


Johnny: That was my best, because on that occasion I finished third!


Damon: That’s another fine podium you owe me, Stanley. But in all honesty, you finishing third did obviously alleviate some of my massive disappointment. Very considerate of you. After I retired from the race I stood by the barrier with my engine smoking, thinking, I do hope Johnny comes through and ends up on the podium – not! On a more positive note, I think my best Monaco experience was taking the pole lap in 1995. I beat Michael Schumacher by almost eight tenths of a second, and looking back it was probably the closest I ever came to producing a perfect lap. Timed to absolute perfection, even if I do say so myself. And as everyone knows, if you have pole at Monaco, you have to be a complete idiot not to convert that into a win. But I managed it. Michael Schumacher got ahead during my first pit stop and led for most of the race. You finished fourth, didn’t you, Johnny?


Johnny: I did, which, despite being lapped by you and Michael, was a big thrill for me. Not as thrilling as the podium, of course, which is my all-time favourite Monaco moment, but a thrill nonetheless. The podium at Monaco is totally different to anywhere else. Prince Rainier was still around when I made it up there, and that I found impressive. Working-class Essex boy, you see. It doesn’t take much.


Damon: You and Prince Albert are mates, though, aren’t you? You two used to go down the pub.


Johnny: Absolutely! I lived in Monaco for about fifteen years and Albert and I, or Bert, as he’s known to his mates on the dominos team, used to frequent the Monaco boozers quite often. ‘Get me a brown ale and some pork scratchings, would you, Johnny?’ he used to call out. ‘Yes, Your Royal Highness,’ I’d reply. ‘Have you got a euro for the jukebox, and a stool so I can reach?’ He’s actually a really nice chap and he loves his racing.


One of the most shocking off-track stories I’ve ever heard about Monaco involves the late, great Roy Salvadori, who was around in the 1950s and early ’60s. After a fabulous career racing for Ferrari, BRM, Lola and many others, Roy ended up living in Monaco and one day in the 1990s, who should move in underneath him but Jason Plato.


Damon: Really? Plato? Oh my God, that’s horrific! What happened?


Johnny: I read this in Jason’s autobiography – apparently after Roy came down to complain about Jason’s music one day they became friends. It’s still shocking, though. Fancy having to live above Plato. And in the 1990s!


Damon: In some ways it’s actually more difficult being a pundit at Monaco than it is being a driver. When I say difficult, I don’t mean in terms of hardship. When all’s said and done we’re treated like kings really, or at least dukes, but when you’re there as a pundit you’ll be up at seven every morning and you won’t finish until at least 9 p.m.


Johnny, I think I can hear violins?


Johnny: That’ll be the readers, Damon.


Damon: Bless them all. While we’re here, I want to add two favourite moments as a spectator at Monaco. We were talking earlier about the turbos, well in 1987 I watched Nigel’s pole lap at Monaco, which was incredible. At the time I used to be able to get a pass from Bernie and could just walk around the edge of the track. There was no catch fencing at all, so in hindsight it was ridiculously dangerous. I was quite lucky, really, because as I was standing by Massenet, Philippe Streiff in the Tyrell crashed right in front of me and I got covered in brake fluid and carbon fibre shards. That was interesting.


Best of all, though, was watching Nigel on qualifiers in that turbo Honda. He came up the hill and I had real trouble moving my head fast enough to keep up with him. His unfeasibly large testicles were obviously larger still that day. I remember thinking to myself as he flew past me, Shit, he’s not going to stop! I genuinely thought Nigel Mansell was going to die that day. He obviously didn’t, thank God, and made it round in one piece. You’d never know by talking to Nigel, who can sound a bit like a retired bank manager, that he must be one of the bravest human beings on the planet. Earlier in the weekend I’d been standing on the bank on the exit of Casino behind Eddie Jordan. You remember the pop-off valves that used to crack open when you changed gear? Well, they were sort of mini explosions. When one of the Ferraris went past the valve popped and I swear Eddie’s wig jumped off his head. I used to think that perhaps the Jordan syrup story was a bit of blarney, but it wasn’t. Eddie’s wig did a jig! I saw it wid me own eyes. That’s my generic cultural appropriation accent.


Johnny: I’m actually crying listening to that. You do know that he glues it on these days?


Damon: Really? I had no idea. How do you know?


Johnny: We were once on a plane to Jerez and me and my mechanic, Bruce Stewart, had a bet to see if we could find out how Eddie made his wig stay on. Fortunately Eddie fell asleep during the flight, so I took my chance and investigated. These days, whenever I’m alone with Eddie I always start looking quizzically at his hair, just to make sure it’s not moving. Whenever I do he immediately starts talking to me in a very schoolmasterly way. ‘Johnnyyyyyyyyy,’ he says. ‘Steady on, Johnnyyyyyyy.’ What an absolutely fabulous man, though. We only tease him because we love him.


Damon: Oh! I wouldn’t go that far! Just kidding, EJ! He’s our link, really. You drove for him at the very start of your career, Johnny, and I drove for him at the very end. I won him his first Grand Prix and you won him the Formula Three Championship and his first win in F3000. He’s a bit special, is our Eddie. Life would be a lot less colourful without him. And balder.


Johnny: I’ll second that. Speaking of links, before we leave the Principality we should give a mention to the film we made with Sky F1 in 2014. It was just a short film, but it was a heck of a lot of fun and is one of the most popular things we’ve ever done as pundits. Apart from putting down our microphones and going home.


A few weeks before the 2014 Monaco Grand Prix somebody suggested that I make a comeback as a driver. Although it was obviously a joke (although not that obviously), Sky thought there was mileage in the scenario and asked Champ and me if we’d like to go over there a bit earlier and make a film about me making a comeback.


Damon: Some would say you were never there in the first place.


Johnny: Be that as it may, I played myself, the excitable yet perhaps slightly over the hill racing driver, and you played my manager. For one shot in the hotel, the director wanted us to get in bed together, à la Morecambe and Wise. Damon was supposed to be wearing his dressing gown and reading Le Monde while I was supposed to be wearing my race suit and reading the Beano. It would have been fabulous, but one of us said no.


Damon: I know you were disappointed, Johnny, but I have my reputation to think of. What I found slightly unnerving was how naturally the whole thing fell into place; the excitable racing driver who has to be calmed down by his slightly po-faced but much more mature manager. It all felt oddly familiar. One of my favourite scenes, apart from us both impersonating Sir Jackie Stewart, is when the team went and asked the likes of Lewis Hamilton, Alain Prost, Daniel Ricciardo and the aforementioned Sir Jackie what they thought of the mighty atom making a comeback. Can you remember the verdict, Johnny?


Johnny: That I might just have been carrying a little bit too much weight.


Damon: I think we’ll leave it there, shall we?



   






CHAPTER TWO


Team orders: good or bad?


Johnny: In my opinion, they’re shit, and that’s all I have to say on the matter.


Damon: Well, that was an interesting discussion. Very insightful! I had a feeling this was going to be a potentially contentious chapter, for the simple reason that it is, and always has been, a contentious issue. I’ll tell you what, shall we start again? Maybe be a bit more objective this time?


Johnny: Oh, all right then. As far as I’m concerned team orders are in complete contrast with what we’re there to do. And what the fans are there to see. They put the whole thing in reverse. Think back to when Mika Salo was ordered to give way to Eddie Irvine at Hockenheim in 1999. Michael Schumacher had broken his leg at Silverstone and Mika, who’d driven a few races for BAR earlier in the season, was brought in as a replacement. Eddie was going for the Championship and because Mika was in front of him he was told to give way. Mika did as he was told, Eddie won the race, and a few weeks later Mika was on his way again. I’ve spoken to Mika about this and, to this day, he regrets doing as he was told.


Damon: Why?


Johnny: Because he never got another opportunity to win a race, and probably knew that at the time. Also, in his mind, if he had gone against Ferrari’s wishes and won the race they might have respected him more.


Damon: No they wouldn’t! They’d have said, hang on a minute, this guy seems to think he’s more important than Ferrari! But I wish he’d done it.


Johnny: I suppose I’m looking at it from the underdog’s point of view, or, in mine and Mika’s case, the number-two driver’s. Had I been like your good self – a World Champion with oodles of power and film-star good looks – then I’d have experienced the other side of the coin.


Damon: You mean you’d have known what it was like to benefit from team orders and film-star good looks?


Johnny: Yes, which means I wouldn’t have wanted to throw things at people afterwards. That’s what I mean! I’m sorry, but in my opinion team orders should not be part of F1. Perhaps I’m being naive, but that’s the way I feel about it.


Damon: Unfortunately they’re a necessary evil. There’s this thing called a racing team and as a driver you are part of that team. Sometimes you simply have to toe the line. I’m certainly not saying that I’m a fan of team orders, but ever since the sport created two championships within the same championship back in 1958 there has been a conflict of ambitions and objectives. As a driver you have an objective, which is making the most of your career, and sometimes that fits with what the team wants. But sometimes the team asks you to sacrifice that objective for what they would probably call the greater good. It’s always that way around because the revenue is tied to the Constructors’ Championship instead of the Drivers’ Championship and the teams regard you as an employee. I’m not saying I agree with that, but it’s the way they look at it.


Johnny: My argument with that would be Michael’s era, when he used to have the Championship wrapped up by July. Most of the team orders issued by Ferrari in that period were for the betterment of Michael Schumacher, not the team, and certainly not any of his teammates. Take the Eddie Irvine and Mika Salo incident. Barring an accident or a breakdown, Ferrari were going to finish with a one-two that day no matter what, so the theory that it’s all about the Constructors’ Championship doesn’t rub. Nine times out of ten the Constructors’ Championship will be won by the fastest car. Sometimes it might happen a little bit later if you don’t issue team orders and occasionally it might not happen at all, but that’s just life. I suppose the drivers are in a unique position really. The Constructors’ Championship is all about the team, whereas the Drivers’ Championship is all about the driver. The thing is, if a driver was asked by his team to sacrifice a race win so his teammate could win the Drivers’ Championship, what should happen?


Damon: It would be his call, ultimately, but in my opinion he should sacrifice the win. And that should be what the team would want him to do.


Johnny: Why should he sacrifice the win?


Damon: Because without the team, which by definition is more than one individual, he wouldn’t have been in that position in the first place and, assuming he can’t win the Drivers’ and his teammate can, he’ll be helping the team’s morale and reputation and the team are likely to love him for that. Although there is no extra prize money to the team if their driver wins the Drivers’ Championship, to the best of my knowledge, which sucks a bit if you ask me.


However, you will get situations where drivers’ career trajectories flatten because they obey a team order and are asked to do something against their will. I do think it was a bit rough on David Coulthard to be asked to move over for Mika Häkkinen in Jerez in 1997. But if he’d said no, maybe the relationship with the team could have been a bit tetchy. But, that’s my point. He’s got a responsibility to himself, too.


By way of contrast, in 1965 my dad was racing with another Scot, Jackie Stewart, in the Italian GP in Monza. Both were BRM teammates. BRM knew they had the race in the bag, so partway through Jackie and Dad were told by the team not to go beyond a certain rev limit. They were heading for a one-two and wanted to protect the result. Dad was numero uno in the team, so everyone expected JYS to move over eventually and let him take the lead. Jackie claims he never disobeyed the order but he kept on mysteriously overtaking Dad, which is normal at Monza, what with the slipstreaming etc. Actually it can be difficult not to catch up the guy in front! But, sure enough, he crosses the line first without giving the lead back to Dad. Meanwhile, the team are going apoplectic and were furious with them both after the race, as they had a comfortable sixteen-second lead over Dan Gurney in third place. But you can’t keep JYS from his victory! It was his first ever. He had arrived!


Twenty-eight years later at the same Grand Prix and same racetrack I was playing Jackie’s role. It was my first year at Williams, and I was number-two driver to the great Alain Prost. On the first lap I sort of clipped Senna’s rear wheel, catapulting him into the air. Quite spectacular! Really annoyingly, that damaged my front wing and I had to pit for a new one. But just like that Droopy cartoon character, that just made me mad! It’s probably quite hard to imagine me being pumped up, but give it a go, if you would.


So there I was, charging through the field like a lunatic, when all of a sudden the team came on the radio. ‘Damon,’ they said. ‘Would you mind slowing down a bit please. Alain’s worried you’re going to catch him.’ Because I was so pumped I wasn’t in the mood for being charitable so instead of acquiescing to my masters’ wishes I basically told them to get stuffed. ‘Tell Alain I will race! I WILL race!’


After a moment the team came back on the radio and said, ‘OK. Thank you, Damon,’ and that was it. It was as if I’d made them all a cup of tea or something. Had my new-found butchness scared the team into submission, I wondered.


Johnny: I was lying fifth until I spun off and hit the tyres at Parabolica. Who won the race, then? Was it the diminutive Frenchman? The one with the big nose and even bigger brain? Or was it the awkward Brit? The one who’s butchness and masculinity turned his team to jelly?


Damon: ’Twas I! But it wasn’t because I’d intimidated the team into submission. Actually, we never got to find out what I’d do, because Alain’s engine blew to smithereens just as I was about to catch him going into Curva Grande. Huge cloud of smoke and I was home and dry! Lovely. Poor Alain, though. I did feel for him. A bit.


Recently I was having an email conversation about this with my engineer at Williams, John Russell. I said to him, ‘You do realize, John, that in Monza I said that I would race Alain, not that I wouldn’t race him?’ He just said, ‘Yeah, Damon, I know.’ Ha! Funny.


Anyway, back to your earlier point about team orders being catered to specific drivers. Does everybody cross the start line at the London Marathon at the same time? Parity in F1 is impossible. It’s very fair on paper but, unfortunately, due to a number of practicalities, it just isn’t in reality. For instance, if a team is trying to sign a new driver and he demands to be given number-one status in the team, what are they going to say? I’m sorry, Mr Herbert, but we reject your outrageous demands and all we’re going to offer you is parity with the eighteen-year-old novice we signed last week. Real F1 life isn’t like that. If a team wants the best driver they will make accommodations. And if that means the snotty new boy has to learn from the master, they will impose team instructions to that effect.


Your Michael Schumacher example is a good one. He basically negotiated to have an entire team all to himself, which at the end of the day is the ideal scenario for any driver who is serious about winning the World Championship. Who wouldn’t want to go into battle with an entire team fighting your corner? When I raced against Michael and had DC as a teammate I had an intra-team battle against him on my hands and an inter-team battle against Michael. Michael, on the other hand, only had to worry about the inter-team battle, as his teammates were there to support him. Because DC couldn’t win the Drivers’ Championship and I could, I didn’t think it unreasonable for me to ask Williams if DC could support me for the remainder of the season, but Williams weren’t interested in the Drivers’ Championship. The only thing they were interested in was the Constructors’ Championship, so my request for DC’s assistance was refused. In a sense, they were doing the right thing for the sport as they were allowing their two drivers to race, but the cost to me was that I had to fight two opponents whereas Michael only had to focus on one. Me! My argument was also that the big story is the Drivers’ Championship. Fans and the press don’t give a stuff about the Constructors’. I admit I wasn’t thinking about the fans when I asked, but it should be as important for the team to win the Drivers’ as the Constructors’. But it isn’t.


Speaking of the public . . .


Maybe we should mention the fans? The ones whose money we happily take? They’re the ones who get cheated because of team orders, and on occasion it’s rendered the sport guilty of selling something under false pretences. When fans sit down to watch a race they do so in the belief that the drivers are going to race. Understandable, I think. Then, something like the 2002 Rubens and Michael fiasco in Austria happens, when Rubens was forced to yield to his teammate on the final lap, which to this day makes me want to run behind the sofa and hide. The crowd, quite rightly, booed throughout the entire presentation ceremony and the press conference afterwards was excruciating. The entire episode was an utter disgrace because they had effectively been deceived into thinking they were watching a real race. Actually it was a pretend race. Then there’s Monaco 2007, when Lewis had to literally follow Fernando Alonso for most of the race, faking it. Yet again, the public believed they were watching a race, when in fact they weren’t. It was a McLaren parade. To me that is trading under false pretences. The public are sold a ticket to a race. These people have paid good money to watch a no-holds-barred battle between drivers. That, regardless of all the other permutations regarding team orders, is where F1 loses respectability.


Johnny: I just want to touch on what you said about the Drivers’ Championship, as it made me think about the Prost–Senna era. Even though the Constructors’ Championship was around in those days, nobody apart from the teams gave a stuff about it. Not because it wasn’t important, but because you had two of the best drivers ever battling it out on the track week after week. Neither were being controlled in any way, shape or form. It was, in every respect, a golden era.


Damon: When you’ve got a dominant team you can allow your drivers to do that.


Johnny: It doesn’t always happen, though. Look at Abu Dhabi in 2016. Mercedes had already won the Constructors’ Championship by then and the winner of the Drivers’ Championship was going to be either Lewis or Nico. Nico only had to finish third to win it, even if Lewis won the race, so as a climax to the season it had real potential. While leading the race, with Nico in second, Lewis slowed up a bit in the hope of bringing Sebastian Vettel and Max Verstappen into play. Had they both caught Nico and overtaken him, Lewis would have won the Championship, so in my opinion it was worth a try. The moment Lewis started slowing down the team were on the radio telling him to speed up, but Lewis, to his eternal credit, told them to get stuffed. ‘I’m in the lead so I control the pace,’ he said, and he was absolutely right. In the end Paddy Lowe got on the radio and ordered Lewis to do as he was told. Could you imagine telling Prost or Senna to do the same? That’d be interesting. It was even suggested that Lewis might face disciplinary action after the race, but it never came to pass.


What would you have done in those circumstances, Champ?


Damon: Knowing what I know now, I would have lured Nico into trying to overtake me and then accidentally not seen him! No, I think I’d have done the same. I certainly wouldn’t have just sat there for forty laps wondering how I was going to congratulate Nico. But trying to be objective for a moment, I think there were reasons why the team got involved, and although we may not like or agree with them, they’re part and parcel of today’s sport. I’m referring, of course, to the commercial side of our sport, which is a necessary thing. Everything the teams do has to reflect their sponsors’ or owners’ ethos. Having their cars bashing into one another and bitter feuds between drivers is not the PR message of their dreams. Nor is using unsporting methods to win. I’m not saying that will have been the only reason for the team getting involved but it’s bound to have been a consideration. My, how times have changed. I think we need a discussion about it myself. I love a bit of argy-bargy!


Johnny: Do you know, I think I’d go as far as to ban radio in F1.


Damon: Have you lost your mind, man? Is it too hot in here or something? Seriously, I do think there are times we need a radio.


Johnny: Such as?


Damon: Erm, how about, ‘Johnny, your car’s on fire!’ What about mirrors, though? I think we should ban them. I don’t think people have given this enough thought, I really don’t. You see, if a driver doesn’t have mirrors they’re going to stick to the same line and just drive as fast as they can. The drivers behind will know the guy or gal in front won’t have seen them. Also, they won’t be able to turn into you on purpose. I’m super sensitive about things like that.


Johnny: What, so now teams are going to have spotters then, like in IndyCar?


Damon: Well, if they have spotters we’ll have to junk the radio then! No mirrors and no radio. Let’s put that to the teams, shall we?


Johnny: I would seriously ban radio, though. For anything that isn’t an emergency. It’s the one aspect I genuinely don’t like about racing. Every five minutes it’s, Ooh, your left front’s a bit cool. Do this, change that. It’s constant interference. Bugger off! You do all that stuff on the Friday and the Saturday, then on the Sunday, you race.


Damon: I take it we’ve expanded this chapter, then, from ‘team orders’ to ‘team orders and team interference’? I’m with you 100 per cent on this. It wasn’t that long ago that we were racing and there was neither an ability nor a necessity for teams to keep telling us every five minutes what we needed to be doing. They expected you to be able to work out if your tyres were being overused – that was part of your skill. You’d obviously talk tactics beforehand but generally speaking you’d tell them if and when you wanted to come in. That rarely happens now. It all comes from the garage.


I’m going to use Lewis again as an example, this time at the Brazilian Grand Prix in 2019. What a great race that was. The serious bit was over and the drivers and teams had started playing with their strategies and making – heaven forfend – alternative decisions! This obviously flew in the face of normality, as everything is normally set in stone. This time they tore up the script. Hooray! There was a beautiful moment when Mercedes told Lewis he had an option on strategy. I forget what exactly. But Lewis had clearly become so used to them telling him what to do that when the option was eventually put to him he said, ‘Well, I don’t know! What do you want me to do?’ The team appeared to be equally nonplussed, as they must have thought he wanted to choose, and there was a lovely bit of toing and froing between Lewis and the garage. I think it ended with him saying, ‘It doesn’t matter, I’ll come in anyway,’ or words to that effect. I remember thinking to myself when I heard it, that’s racing! It’s the adrenalin factor – the drama. There’s a driver and he’s in a dilemma. He’s got to make a decision – and quickly! What’s he going to do? Granted, the exchange between Lewis and the garage did lack that slick decisive clear thinking we’ve become so familiar with, but it was entertaining and exciting instead!


Sometimes the radio is really entertaining, like Monaco in 2019 with Lewis’s tyres. He was on the radio saying ‘She cannae take it, Cap’n! She’s gonna blow!’, or panic to that effect. Meanwhile, Peter Bonnington is as cool as a man in a swimming pool with a piña colada. He’s whispering sweet platitudes into Lewis’s helmet. It was nail-biting stuff. Whether or not it was done for entertainment value I’m not sure, but it was damned exciting. The tyres did last to the end of the race, so perhaps it was? Who cares, though. We loved it.


For drivers from our generation and older that was very much part of what we did, reacting to what the tyres were doing. These days the drivers are informed when their tyres are at the optimum temperature, whereas we had to try and gauge that for ourselves. Sometimes we missed it and sometimes we got it right. That particular skill, like so many others, is no longer required. Some drivers have it, like Lewis, Kimi Räikkönen, Sebastian Vettel and Sergio Pérez, but mostly they have to drive to the engineers’ data, which is a shame, I think.


Johnny: Well said that man! Lewis and Sergio are excellent when it comes to gauging the condition and temperature of their tyres. I can’t remember exactly when this has happened, but in recent times I’ve definitely heard them telling their engineers that their tyres are actually OK when they’ve been told to pit. Is that rare these days? Yes it is. Is it necessary for the job? That’s debatable. Damon and I would obviously say it was in our day, but then we were driving very different cars, weren’t we old boy?


Damon: We were indeed. Us and those before us had what you might call a more sensory experience, rather than data-driven. The reason we had to be so in tune with our cars was because we were our own engineers, so to speak. That seems to be a thing of the past.


One of my favourite films is The Right Stuff, which is the story of how the first US astronauts insisted on having controls in their rocket and a window, otherwise they were just going to be specimens sent up into space, ‘Spam in a can!’ they called it. If we’re not careful, that’s what’s going to happen in F1. The GPDA have become more outspoken recently about the amount of control being relinquished by the drivers and I believe Lewis and the older guard have been helping them clarify what they’re after, which is basically more self-determination within a race situation. They don’t want to design the cars but they do want to have some say on safety. It’s their lives, after all. I doubt they’ll have much luck, but at least there’s some fight in the GPDA and a desire for things to change.


When I stopped racing in 1999, the engineers were just getting to the point where they did all the set-up work and I thought to myself, so what am I supposed to do? Just drive around. Is that it? One of the things I liked about driving a racing car was playing with all the kit and getting the right balance. These days, and from the very beginning of a driver’s career in single seaters, that’s all done for them, and you’re told how to drive the car. Whether you like it or not, you have to learn to drive the way the engineers want you to and to me that’s the wrong way around. It’s like telling Roger Federer how to serve or hit a backhand to make the most of the racquet design. Some people have a certain style of driving and they need to be able to employ that style in order to achieve their potential. The car is obviously their tool and it’s the engineer’s job to help them get a feel for it. Look at Sebastian Vettel. He’s been up and down like a fiddler’s elbow over the past couple of seasons because he can’t get the feeling he wants. When he gets what he wants he’s blindingly quick again.


Johnny: The value of drivers such as Niki Lauda and Alain Prost, who could basically sit in a car and within minutes tell you exactly what was right or wrong with it, was never lost on the public. In fact, it was one of the attractions of F1. Intuitive geniuses – or genii, as Julius Caesar might have said.


Damon: Don’t try talking Latin, Johnny. It hurts my brain. Rubens Barrichello was another one. He was highly regarded as a test driver and had better sensitivity to what the tyres were doing than Michael did. The tyre technicians actually requested him over Michael. I loved doing testing but I don’t think I had freaky sensitivity like Rubens did. I think you were more in Rubens’s camp, Johnny?


Johnny: You were better than you think.


Damon: That’s very kind. OK, I was better than I think! I think what I was good at was getting the car to work for me. If I didn’t have your natural talent, Johnny, I’d have to make my car better than yours! Some drivers’ set-ups were mad. There’s this thing we used to use for balancing the car called an ‘anti-roll bar’. Jacques Villeneuve would come in and say, ‘I wanna stiffer bar! What’s the stiffest bar you can make me?’ in his best cheeky brat way. That’s literally what he would say. The team would then go, ‘Er, we can make one infinitely stiff Jacques, if that’s what you want?’ So that’s what he ended up with, the infinitely stiff rear bar! I should say now that it is absurd to have an infinitely stiff rear bar, because it can’t move, which means it’s not doing anything. It’s solid. He wanted one, though, because he thought that would prove to everyone how intense and extreme he was. It was basically like going into a curry house and asking for a vindaloo with extra chili just to show how hard you are. To be fair to Jacques, he actually made it work, but it was still daft.


Johnny: Do you remember Niki Lauda’s fuel trick? He always used to save a bit for the end of the race. Everyone else would charge off using their turbos and when they started running out of fuel Niki would pop up and say, ‘I’ve got loads left mate. See ya!’ The same with Alain Prost, of course. They really were masters of their craft.


Shortly before my first season at Benetton in 1989 I had to have my seat made. I turned up to Benetton HQ at about ten o’clock one night and there was just me, Rory Byrne, who was the chief designer, and his daughter. He said to me, ‘Johnny, I can design the best chassis and we can have the best tyres and the best engine. There’s just one weakness, though, and that’s you.’ To engineers that’s exactly what we are, a weakness, because we’re the ones who make the mistakes. I don’t mean this in an arrogant way but we are the sport, and the reason we’re the sport is because we’re fallible. Today F1 is all about seeking perfection and, as I just said, the only thing that realistically prevents them from realizing it is the likes of us. The drivers. We’re the ones who create the entertainment, and again I don’t mean that in an arrogant way. It could be by winning a race or a championship, but it could also be by telling your engineer to naff off when he asks you to speed up, and causing a shunt. It’s all part and parcel.


Damon: I’m not sure that’s quite right, Johnny. After all, the members of the team are also fallible. Mercedes, for one, got in a right old two and eight in Germany last year, when Lewis came in for a new front wing and they weren’t ready for him, resulting in a fifty-second pit stop. The rest of it is science and engineering really, but there’s plenty of sport to be had both in and out of the cockpit if you know where to look.


Johnny: Could you imagine Nigel Mansell working with a team these days? That man could have driven a brontosaurus on wheels around Suzuka and he would still have made it purr. Gonads like planets, I tell you. Planets! He was probably the mightiest driver I ever drove against, but he also had skill. Lots of skill. It wasn’t all brute force. Nigel’s fan base was also massive (probably bigger than any other driver’s, apart from Ayrton) and the attraction, in addition to his delightful facial hair, was obviously the way he drove.


Damon: There was always a bit of a buzz when Mr Mansell turned up. Back to why you mentioned him though. If you said to Nigel, ‘Look, Nige, we want you to go around ten seconds off the pace because we need to save fuel’, he’d just look at you and say (I can’t see how I can possibly do my Nigel Mansell impression justice in print, so you’ll just have to access your inner Brummie), ‘Urrrrr, that’s no blooddy foon, uz it?’ No. Can’t see it happening. It’d be a complete non-starter. I’ll tell you what, Johnny, thank God we don’t have to reach any conclusions about this. Too many variables.


At the end of the day you want the whole team around you, which begs the question, why do we have to have teammates? Imagine you’re in a nursery and you’re surrounded by lots of fabulous toys. There you are having the time of your life when one day some other kid turns up and starts nicking them. It doesn’t stop there, though. Later they start making friends with all your friends and before you know it they’re being bought better toys than you are and you’re no longer popular. There’s always a honeymoon period when a new driver arrives. Everybody hangs on their every word and is extra nice to them. You could feel a bit jilted, if you were thin-skinned. Which I’m not, Johnny, am I? Am I? Don’t answer that.


Johnny: Sticking with that comparison for a moment, I’ve been the new kid before, but with the understanding that I was about to enter somebody else’s nursery, and I always ended up with second-hand toys! That was the case with both my stints at Benetton. The first time it was Alessandro Nannini’s nursery and the second time it was Michael’s. Even after finishing fourth in my first Grand Prix, the bigwigs at the team, like Flavio Briatore and Luciano Benetton, didn’t even hang around to congratulate me. In fact, they never said a word. Blatant favouritism can make people do some very strange things, and it harks back to your point about teams treating their drivers unequally.


Damon: In hindsight, you could have crumbled when that happened, as many drivers might have, but you didn’t. You kept on going. And it was a bit of a sensational story, you finishing fourth in your first Grand Prix. Didn’t Jean-Marie Balestre, the President of the FIA, ask the other drivers to give you a round of applause at the next race?


Johnny: That’s right. It was at the drivers’ meeting. Before the start, he said, ‘What Johnny Herbert did in Rio was absolutely amazing and I think he deserves a round of applause,’ or words to that effect. It was very nice of him.


Damon: I don’t get it, then. So why didn’t Flavio and Luciano hang around to congratulate you?


Johnny: Because their man, who was obviously Italian, had been beaten by a disabled Brit.


Damon: I totally get the feelings of paranoia. Once you give a driver a reason to suspect that there’s something going on, they’re all over the place. You could see it with Senna, even. They start to see subterfuge everywhere. It can easily spiral out of control. Drivers are often seen by teams as being temperamental or unpredictable, so they try to humour them. The problem is they don’t really understand how to motivate a driver. Most engineers and designers don’t get drivers. If a car goes wrong they know exactly what to do but if it’s a driver having problems they just look baffled and embarrassed. Maybe they’re more comfortable relating to inanimate objects! Sometimes a team will realize that in order to keep their prized asset happy they’ll have to give them everything they want – within reason. Some more insightful team members understand that a happy driver is a quick driver. People like Adrian Newey appreciate the fact that his car isn’t going to work without the driver and the more he gets to know the driver the better chance he has of seeing his lovely car running at its full potential. Whether Adrian has to put on a facade every so often is neither here nor there; he knows what makes a racing driver tick. But generally here is such a divide between the drivers and a team. I always thought they were thinking, Oh God. Not another one! And they say you’re part of the team, but you’re not. Not really. A driver is not a permanent part of a team. They can build a team around a driver, but because of the time a driver usually spends with a team – not to mention how much money they get paid – they’re not really part of it. It’s a temporary residency, a political relationship, and some people are very good at it, very adept, and some aren’t. The ones who are good at it know how to work the system, and ultimately the success they have can often be far greater than their talent. You’re not going to get what you deserve just because you’re a good guy or because you have talent. Also, nothing we go through beforehand, whether it be karting, motorcycles, Formula Renault or even Formula Two, can prepare you for the monster that is Formula One. There’s a moment of realization when you reach F1 that everybody around you knows more about you than you do. A lot of it might be hearsay or rubbish, but everybody has an opinion or some information on who you are, where you came from, what you do best, what you do worst, and how you’re going to fare. It’s very unsettling and you spend half your time thinking, Where the hell did that come from? You have to accept this as soon as you’re able, because regardless of where you are on the grid, it’s never going to change.
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