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  In memory of Alan Henry (AH), who introduced me to Niki

  and remained a dear friend to us both.
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  FOREWORD

  I still remember when I met Niki for the first time. I must have been about six years old. Niki’s family and my parents often spent time on Ibiza and met up there on occasions. I was still quite young, but I remember the moment precisely: how impressed I was to come face to face with this racing legend. I have always been a massive fan of Formula One, and was watching it on TV even as a small kid while playing with racing cars. Formula One was my everything. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that one day I would be a top-class driver, winning a World Championship and that it would be Niki Lauda himself who would congratulate me on my victory. That moment, when I got out of my car and Niki doffed his red cap to show his respect will forever be one of the outstanding memories of my career.

  Niki has always been an idol for me. He finished his career in 1985, the year I was born. I never got to experience him racing live. But as a young driver I watched many of his races on video and learnt a lot. Niki was always very considered, took few risks and worked incredibly hard. He was highly intelligent and was always looking to analyse and to understand. Preparation and set-up were everything. He has shown that as a driver you don’t always have to win, you don’t always have to be the fastest. But you have to be consistent, avoid mistakes and never rest on your laurels. This approach has been a big influence on me and I put it to good use in my own career. Niki’s incredible drive and career have impressed many, not least me. If there ever was someone who never gave up, it was Niki. How he fought against setbacks and adversity only to end up at the very top again, that is impressive, that is huge. We should all be grateful for this inspiration and we all have taken something from him on our way and will remember him forever for it.

  Niki was a very passionate man – there were three things he loved more than anything else: Formula One, flying and his family. He was very straightforward and a frank guy, sometimes brutally direct, but always fair and honest. If you wanted a straight answer, you got it from him. Even if it hurt. During my time at Mercedes there were a few difficult moments, especially between myself and Lewis [Hamilton]. Niki often acted as mediator and sat down with both of us to talk through our issues. There were moments when tempers were high. But even in those times, Niki was the one who tried to understand all sides. He was always the go-between to reconcile us. He was very good at it, and it was vital for the team’s success. He could get angry, too, but always ensured that we came back together and worked as a team. And he never bore a grudge – no matter what happened, Niki and I always sorted it out. Niki had a gift of leaving the door open for all, and all doors always remained open for him. No scorched earth. ‘You always meet twice’ was not only one of Niki’s mottos, but also my father Keke’s, and one I’ve adopted for myself – Niki has been my great inspiration in that respect as well.

  When I decided to finish my career as a racing driver Niki wasn’t impressed – for him and the team it was a blow: I had just become World Champion, was a strong driver and important for the team. His reaction to my decision was hard to swallow, but I tried to see it his way. Niki simply did everything with an incredible passion. That’s why he was also successful outside of racing. He was one of the few drivers who managed to transfer their Formula One success to other areas of life, which is rare. Today, as I have become an entrepreneur myself, I find myself thinking of Niki even more often, despite our different approaches. Niki was passionate about flying and built a successful airline business. In my projects I’m hoping to drive positive change and link business with doing good. I could often do with Niki’s advice on the challenges I encounter. His honest feedback always helped me in my Formula One career and today I draw inspiration from his life. Sometimes when I have decisions to make, I ask myself, what would Niki say? In such moments, I can still hear his voice, loud and clear, telling it point-blank.

  I will always be indebted to Niki for everything he did for me. He played a huge part in my sporting success and has enriched my life forever. That is amazing and I am very, very grateful for his support.

  Nico Rosberg


  PREFACE

  It was never my intention to write a book about Niki Lauda. I had the good fortune to get to know him during four decades of reporting on Formula One. In common with everyone else who had appreciated his incisive and sharp-witted company, I had come to relish experiences that never ceased to surprise or entertain.

  But the thought of writing about it never occurred until the week following Niki’s death on 20 May 2019. The outpouring of respect; the flood of tributes from around the world; the genuine emotion for a man who, in truth, was not noted for sentiment: all of these things combined to encourage the belief that such a truly remarkable life really ought to be reflected upon in print.

  At the same moment, my literary agent, David Luxton, called with exactly the same thought. The enthusiasm of Ian Chapman and Ian Marshall at Simon & Schuster to publish was the final prompt to begin what has turned out to be a wonderful journey (helped, it must be said, by travelling through a period of F1 populated by colourful and frequently controversial characters).

Before making a start, however, it was important to receive the approval of the Lauda family. I am deeply indebted to Lukas and Mathias for their support. I hope the thoughts, memories and love from the host of willing friends and colleagues within these pages has helped sustain the family in the sad aftermath of such a huge loss.

  Before going further, I must offer a word of special gratitude to Bradley Lord and Oliver Owen for their invaluable guidance in various ways.

  Finally, and not least, sincere thanks to the following (in alphabetical order) for the time taken to help make this book happen: Jean Alesi, Pino Allievi, Daniele Audetto, Gerhard Berger, Mike ‘Herbie’ Blash, Daniel Brühl, Mathias Brunner, Will Buxton, Tim Collings, Vivien Cullen, Stuart Dent, Bernie Ecclestone, Rita Farmer, Mauro Forghieri, Lewis Hamilton, Mark Hamilton, Thorsten Hans, Darren Heath, John Hogan, Mark Hughes, Mario Illien, Eddie Irvine, Tony Jardine, Eddie Jordan, Linda Keen, Florian König, Gerhard Kuntschik, Lukas Lauda, Mathias Lauda, Otmar Lenz, Paddy Lowe, Max Mosley, Giorgio Piola, Alain Prost, Nico Rosberg, Dave Ryan, Michael Schmidt, Nav Sidhu, Marc Surer, Jean Michel Tibi, Herbert Völker, John Watson, Toto Wolff, Karl-Heinz Zimmermann and Helmut Zwickl.


  INTRODUCTION

  Niki Lauda’s arrival on the international motor-racing scene was hardly indicative of a brilliant future as a three-time World Champion and a global sporting icon. But then Mallory Park, the scene of his debut, was hardly Silverstone, Monaco or Monza.

  Mallory Park remains as uncomplicated as its address on the inside cover of the race programme from four decades ago: ‘Mallory Park Circuit, Kirby Mallory, Leicester. Earl Shilton 2631.’ Telephone callers in early 1971 learned that the circuit was hosting a Formula Two International Race on Sunday 14 March and admission would cost £1.50.

  The inside back cover of the programme (15p) carried a circuit map, shaped rather like a section through the head of a golf club with a lake in the middle. It was a simple diagram because there wasn’t much to say about Mallory Park. At 1.35 miles in length, this squashed oval with a tight loop at one end was hardly likely to tax a driver’s memory or his skill.

  Regardless of the venue’s foibles, the track would stage what amounted to a warm-up for the 1971 European Formula Two Championship; a prestigious series thanks to up-and-coming drivers having the opportunity to race against many of the big names from Formula One. The Mallory Park event would be no exception with an entry list boasting Ronnie Peterson, Henri Pescarolo, Derek Bell, Graham Hill and Jo Siffert; drivers with Grand Prix experience ready to deal with upstarts such as Carlos Reutemann, John Watson and Mike Beuttler (all due to move up to the senior level in the coming seasons).

  For British race fans, the quality of the field made questions about the track’s suitability irrelevant. This event would mark the end of a drab winter without racing. The race programme waxed enthusiastically about the possibility of the latest F2 cars breaking the track record of 42.8 seconds; an absurdly short lap time, particularly when compared with the 8 minutes it would take to get round the fearsome Nürburgring Nordschleife, scene of the third round of the F2 Championship in seven weeks’ time. For now, however, Mallory Park would provide a chance for drivers and teams to shake down their cars and get ready for the season ahead.

  Buried in the published entry list of thirty-one cars was a March 712M to be driven by Niki Lauda. The name of the entrant ‘Team Erste Osterreachsche Spar Casse’ was spelt incorrectly and longer than the passing mention of the driver in the programme’s preview note. In truth, this 22-year-old was regarded as no more than some Austrian kid who had managed to persuade a bank to lend him money to go racing. Lauda’s early competition career had gone some way to forming that dismissive summary.

  Enthusiasts in Britain remembered seeing this ‘N. Lauda’, whoever he was, crashing his McNamara Formula Three car at Brands Hatch the previous July, but they could recall precious little else. It had been typical of a young driver’s tenuous effort to gain some sort of foothold on the motorsport scene, Lauda’s enthusiastic struggle being mirrored a thousand times over on racetracks around the world.

  Lauda had begun competing in 1968, using a Mini Cooper S to take a number of class wins in hill climbs (or ‘mountain races’ as they were referred to in Austria). With typical restless ambition, he had traded the Mini for a more powerful Porsche 911, juggling the outstanding premiums on the former with a revised financial arrangement for the sports car. The fact that he often could not make the necessary monthly payments meant more borrowing and increased debt. Not that it necessarily bothered a teenager enjoying the security associated with a wealthy family running a paper mill; a public assumption that conveniently disguised his parents’ disapproval and refusal to contribute to their son’s motorsport aspirations.

  A switch to circuit racing and Formula Vee with the Bergmann team in 1969 increased the challenge for Lauda’s shoestring operation, particularly when he managed to somersault the Kaimann single-seater when pushing too hard during his second race on an airfield circuit at Aspern. Lauda was unhurt and intent on learning from his mistake rather than feeling sorry for himself.

  The absence of any fear factor would be proved later in the season when he became the first driver to lap more than 170 corners of the fearsome Nürburgring Nordschleife in under 10 minutes in a Formula Vee car; a remarkable achievement by any standard. Lauda may have won just one race in Formula Vee, but his attitude made an impression on Kurt Bergmann, his team manager. Speaking to Lauda’s biographer, Herbert Völker, Bergmann said:

  
    Lauda knew nothing about the technical side. He had instinct and a very good touch but he couldn’t describe it or build up theories about it. His life was totally given to motorsport. He asked me whether he was a good driver, or did I think he would ever be a good racing driver. I had the feeling he might never get enough money; that finance would be his undoing, because money was decisive for getting on. He was up to all the tricks and he was unbelievably obstinate with people he hoped to get something from but, all the same, I simply didn’t see any hope for him to get hold of so much money, as was necessary if you were really going to get on quickly. He lived very modestly and always wore the same clothes and got himself nothing except what had to do with motorsport. But it wasn’t much help.

  

  Using the aforementioned stubbornness to pull together financial support from a number of small sources, Lauda bought himself a Porsche 908. This may have been one of the most competitive cars in its class, but Lauda quickly assessed that sports car racing was not the way forward if he wished to progress to the top. The route clearly involved F3 and onward to F2 – and then F1.

  His power of persuasion, and just enough sponsorship, earned a drive with the McNamara F3 team founded by Francis McNamara, a United States soldier who had raced in Formula Vee while stationed in West Germany.

  With an unfortunate irony, Lauda went to war on the very first day of practice in the 1970 season. A collision while trying to slipstream another car at Nogaro in France sent the McNamara airborne and ended its flight on top of a guardrail, minus all four wheels. That would be but a brief prelude to a spectacular accident later in the year at Zolder in Belgium. Lauda, perhaps understandably, remembered it well in later discussion with Völker:

  
    That was the maddest thing of all. Third lap: an accident – Hannelore Werner [a German driver] – somewhere on the track. We hit the crest of the hill at 210 [kph] and that’s when we find the crash truck doing barely 50 [kph]. The first three skidded past it to the right. Then another tried to pass on the right, he didn’t quite make it and went into a spin. I’m now trying to pass on the left. Meantime, the other car is spinning to the left; we collide. I spin right round and the next car comes straight into me. The whole scene takes place slap in the middle of the track. I’m stranded there with my car in shreds when the next bunch of cars comes flying over the hill towards us. By now the yellow flag is up and there’s all manner of signals – but that mob just kept their foot down. All I could do was sit tight and wonder which side I would get shot down from first. One flew right over the nose of my car. I jumped out and got the hell out of there.

  

  Lauda’s summary of the season would read eleven races with McNamara, no decent results and a catalogue of collisions that made the crash at Brands Hatch in July an off-course excursion of no consequence.

  That incident had occurred during a support race for the British Grand Prix. Lauda may not have been doing much for his country’s reputation on the international motorsport scene, but the same could not be said for Jochen Rindt. The charismatic and extremely quick Austrian had won the Grand Prix in a Lotus 72 and increased his chances of becoming F1 World Champion.

  At the other end of the scale, one of Lauda’s competitors in the F3 race had been James Hunt, another young hopeful high in ambition and low in funds. Little did either of them realise that in six years’ time they would engage in a World Championship battle so intense and dramatic, the story would be worthy of a full-length feature film four decades later.

  In July 1970, however, the only record of their efforts was a third place for Hunt and a report in Autosport that referred to Lauda’s penultimate lap denouement as ‘. . . an accident [after which] Lauda was unhurt but his McNamara was a very sad sight’.

  Lauda’s name had figured from time to time in the same British weekly magazine. Covering the F3 race at Karlskoga in Sweden, Autosport reported: ‘In the first heat, Lauda really got his McNamara motoring and made up a place lap for lap to move from eighth to third.’ On the race at Knutstorp a week later on 16 August, Autosport noted: ‘The big surprise was provided by the young Nicki [sic] Lauda, who went quickly right from the very start of training and claimed pole. Then he spun to last while leading lap 2.’

  During that season, Lauda’s car may have been dented – severely at times – but not his confidence. That stubborn streak was infused with a belief that, given the right opportunity, he could prove he was quick enough to reach F1. Having done F3, the next logical step in his mind was F2, even if his bank balance made such a step seem totally impossible.

  Understanding the need for money, Lauda applied that logic to the requirement of a racing team he knew to be even more desperate than himself. In September 1969, March Engineering had been founded on fast talk, reasonably fast racing cars and a brass neck on a grand scale. Confounding all predictions of impending disaster, March had produced cars mainly for F1, F2 and F3 – and somehow survived their debut season in 1970, helped by a surprise victory in the Spanish Grand Prix.

  Now that the novelty of such impudence had receded, the difficult bit would be carrying the momentum through to a second season. An ace card in the British-based company’s hand carried the image and reputation of Ronnie Peterson, a young Swede of prodigious talent and about to start his first full season (Peterson having raced for a privateer March owner during a handful of races in 1970).

  Peterson would also head the March F2 team in 1971, his drive paid for by Swedish sponsors. As for the remainder of the March F2 entry, these cars were available to the highest bidder. Or, as Lauda quickly assessed, any bidder with access to reasonable funds that would help keep March afloat.

  With his eye on a drive in a brand-new March F2 car (the 712M), Lauda set about finding the 0.5 million schillings (approximately £8,000) required by March to provide him with the opportunity to show how good he was when matched against some of the best drivers in the world. With barely 1,000 schillings to his name, Lauda pulled together support from various sources and topped it off with a bank loan using his life insurance as collateral. In Lauda’s view, this would simply be a means to an end. His results would speak for themselves, a works drive would be forthcoming and his earnings as a fully fledged Grand Prix driver would settle all debts eventually. Simple.

  That was the plan as Lauda found his way to Mallory Park in March 1971 and his first outing with the brand new F2 car, painted yellow in deference to the bank spelt wrongly in the programme. John Watson had no such difficulty with proper identification since he didn’t have a sponsor. This was the Ulsterman’s second season in international motorsport as a privateer; the prelude to eventually becoming a Grand Prix driver and F1 teammate to Lauda – not once, but twice. Watson said:

  
    Like everyone else, I read the motorsport magazines every week and checked the race results to see who was doing what. Niki Lauda was not a name I knew; nothing had stood out to say here was a driver who was going to be a triple World Champion. When he rocked up at Mallory Park that weekend, the thing I remember principally was he came in a brand new 911S Porsche and he was accompanied by Mariella Reininghaus, who was like a piece of Dresden porcelain; a classically beautiful girl. I remember thinking: ‘Bloody hell! This guy’s got his priorities right.’

  

  Lauda qualified tenth, 1.8 seconds slower than Peterson on pole, but not the slowest of six similar March cars on the grid. The race was run in two heats, Lauda retiring from eighth place in the first heat when a fuel line came adrift (probably the result of overworked March mechanics attempting to service such an extensive entry). The second heat had been much more promising until the twenty-ninth lap (of 40) when the Ford-Cosworth engine failed just after Lauda had worked his way into an impressive fourth place.

  The story of the day, however, concerned Peterson. While heading for what appeared to be a comfortable and expected win in the first heat, a ball-joint on the left-hand steering arm broke, just as Ronnie swept into a fast right-hander. The March mounted the safety bank before riding up and over the top and landing upside down between the grass bank and a wattle fence separating spectators from the track. A muddied and shocked Peterson emerged from beneath the wreck, leaving officials to contemplate what might have been had the March travelled a few metres further. The only casualty was a small boy whose face received cuts from flying debris. Any immediate distress was quickly forgotten when Peterson autographed a piece of the wrecked bodywork and handed it to the delighted youngster.

  Peterson’s retirement had robbed the race of much interest for spectators, a fact this writer can vouch for. Keen to see the season started, I had joined the dedicated race fans trekking up the M1 motorway from London. The grass paddock in Mallory Park had been easily accessed, mainly because fencing and gates were deemed unnecessary and, in any case, an unwanted expense.

  Savouring the atmosphere on race morning and wandering among the various trucks and paraphernalia, I had come across Lauda quietly settling into the cockpit of his 712M. Apart from one mechanic, there was no else present, the majority of spectators and March personnel crowded around Peterson’s car some distance away. With no notion at that stage of a career as a motorsport writer, I had visions of perhaps becoming a photographer. Moving in close, I took a shot of this fresh-faced no-hope kid. I have no idea why.

  Forty years, four months and eight days later, I showed the black and white photograph to Niki Lauda for the first time.
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  The author captured a fresh-faced Lauda preparing for his first major international event at Mallory Park in March 1971. Neither of them could have imagined where this would lead during the next four decades.
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  The letter, purporting to be from Lauda’s father, ensuring his place with the March Formula One team.
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  Lauda cut his single-seater competition teeth with a Kaimann Formula V in 1969.
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  The McNamara Mk3B Formula Three car with which Lauda tended to make more impact with the scenery than on the results sheets in 1970.
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  Driving his distinctive yellow March, Lauda made a solid impression on the Formula 2 scene throughout 1971.
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  The opening paragraphs of Lauda’s contract with March for his first full season of Formula One in 1972.
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  Max Mosley with Lauda at Monza in 1972 as the fledgling Grand Prix careers of March Engineering and the young Austrian driver became intertwined.
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  Manhandling the unloved March 721X at Jarama in Spain during a struggle to impress in 1972.
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  Driving the BRM to its limit during the 1973 Monaco Grand Prix brought Lauda to the attention of Ferrari and ended the struggle for proper recognition.
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  A leg-up from Louis Stanley and BRM in 1973 helped Lauda recover from a disastrous debut season the previous year.
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  Always game for a laugh, Lauda has fun with the cockpit top of his Ferrari at Nivelles in 1974 before finishing second in the Belgian Grand Prix.
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  Lauda (yellow shirt) joins fellow F1 drivers and personnel for a charity cricket match on the day after the 1974 British Grand Prix.
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  Pressing on with the Ferrari 312 B3 on his way to second place in the 1974 French Grand Prix at Dijon. Having won his first Grand Prix a couple of months before, Lauda was in the reckoning for a championship he would ultimately lose through inexperience.
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  Pause for thought. Lauda put any doubts about safety behind him as he became the first man to lap the Nürburgring Nordschleife in less than seven minutes in 1975, the year he became World Champion for the first time.
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  Enzo Ferrari (white coat) makes one of his occasional visits to Fiorano in 1974 as Lauda tests the 312 B3.
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  Lauda points out a feature of the Ferrari 312T2 to chief engineer Mauro Forghieri during an early-season test at Fiorano in 1976.
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  Daniele Audetto (left) found life tricky as team manager in 1976, particularly in the aftermath of Lauda’s accident at the Nürburgring.
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  Lauda formed a fine working relationship with Luca di Montezemolo from the outset in 1974.
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  Lauda powers through Casino Square on his way to dominating the 1975 Monaco Grand Prix and giving Ferrari their first win in twenty years on the classic street circuit.
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  Rivals and mates. James Hunt and Lauda shared the same sense of humour, evident since competing against each other in the junior formulae.
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  Lauda, pictured with Clay Regazzoni in the pit lane at Monza in 1975, formed an easy working relationship with the colourful Swiss.
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  Prior to the 1976 German Grand Prix, Lauda took journalist Helmut Zwickl and photographer Alois Rottenstein for a lap of the Nürburgring to point out some of the hazards of the Nordschleife.
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  Officials and drivers tend to the burning Ferrari after Lauda has been extricated from the cockpit and removed to hospital. Brett Lunger’s Surtees sits to the left, where it came to rest after ramming the Ferrari amidships.
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  Lauda was given the Last Rites once he had reached the Intensive Care Unit in Mannheim Hospital.
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  Lauda’s livid head wounds were painfully evident during his return to the cockpit at Monza in 1976.
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  Marlene played a key role in Niki’s racing career, particularly in the aftermath of the Nürburgring crash.

  [image: ]

  Lauda’s appearance in the controversial and rain-soaked 1976 Japanese Grand Prix was brief.
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  As reigning World Champion, Lauda carried the number 1 on his Brabham BT46 during 1978 but would have little success.
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  Carrying the colours of Parmalat on his cap, Lauda waits for a helicopter at Monza in 1978.
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  Nelson Piquet (centre) listens on as Lauda gives his thoughts to Gordon Murray, designer of the Brabham.
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  Lauda impressed everyone when he won the United States Grand Prix at Long Beach, three races into his return in 1982.
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  JoŸ Watson and Niki Lauda were reunited at McLaren in 1982 and continued the friendly working relationship which had begun at Brabham four years before.
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  Lauda and Prost fought hard and fair as McLaren teammates throughout 1984, Niki beating Alain to the championship by half a point.
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  Lauda enjoyed his role as television pundit (interviewing Nigel Mansell) and struck a good working relationship during twenty years working with RTL’s presenter Florian König.
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  Daniel Brühl won Lauda’s full approval when playing Niki in the film Rush.
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  A passion for flying led to the formation of Lauda Air with the Fokker F27 forming the backbone of Niki’s early fleet.
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  Lauda surveys the shocking scene of devastation after the Lauda Air 767 had crashed in mountainous jungle in Thailand in May 1991. It would prompt a relentless search for the cause and a battle – which he eventually won – with Boeing.
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  An attention to detail was perfect for flying, Lauda being fully qualified to pilot all of his aircraft, including the Boeing 777.
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  Lauda struck a good working relationship with the like-minded Eddie Irvine, particularly when the Jaguar driver finished third at Monza in 2002.
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  Lauda applied his experience and pragmatism to assisting the Mercedes F1 team to several world championships. Here, he joins Nico Rosberg and Lewis Hamilton in celebrating the first in 2014.
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  Lauda played a significant part in persuading Lewis Hamilton to move from McLaren to Mercedes, the Briton appreciating the former champion’s deep understanding of a racing driver’s world.
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  Lauda cemented a warm relationship with Toto Wolff, boss of the Mercedes AMG Petronas Formula One team.
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  Lauda enjoyed the love and respect of Lukas (left) and Mathias, the two sons from his first marriage, and quietly supported both in their various careers associated with motor sport.
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  Lauda displays a pig’s ear and his sense of fun at the scene of the crash in which he received burns to his head and right ear. He is joined by (left to right) Arturo Merzario (who helped pull Lauda from the burning wreck), Karl- Heinz Zimmermann and Bernie Ecclestone on the 25th anniversary of the near-fatal accident at the Nürburgring.

  [image: ]

  St Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna. 29 May 2019.
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  CHAPTER 1

  Mad March Days

  ‘I’m like a little boy! Where’s this?’

  ‘It was Mallory Park, March 1971. Your first F2 race.’

  ‘Could’ve been . . . don’t remember. How did you get this?’

  ‘I took it! I was just a fan at the time and in those days it was very easy to get into the paddock. But I don’t know why I took a photo of you; you were a nobody at the time!’

  ‘Correct! The thing that interests me is the ring I’m wearing. This was my family’s signet ring; look, there’s a family crest on it. I don’t know how to say in English, but it was handed down from my grandfather and my father . . . ’

  ‘We would call it an heirloom.’

  ‘Okay. It was given to me and, at this time, I was still thick enough to use it! My family was a kind of – what’s the word: aristocrat? These funny people; in England there are a lot of them! In Austria, there are less. Anyway, I was very young – you can see here the way I looked – and I thought that wearing this ring was the right thing to do.’

  ‘It’s on your left hand, which suggests you were married.’

  
    ‘I wasn’t married; nothing like that. I didn’t even know how to wear it properly; just shows how stupid I was. This is a very interesting picture; thank you for showing me this. I had completely forgotten I actually had this ring on when I started racing. I remember soon after this, I threw away the ring, left behind the images of my family’s upbringing and good manners, and all that, and decided to try to be a proper racing driver!’

  

  Lauda’s attempts to be a ‘proper racing driver’ with the F2 car in 1971 did not, initially at least, impress the owners of March Engineering. And nor did they need to. An amalgam of the initials of the company’s founders (Max Mosley, Alan Rees, Graham Coaker and Robin Herd), March was all about survival. The immediate priority was relieving wannabe champions of their money; their prospects were a secondary – if potentially useful – consideration.

  Coaker brought administrative and production experience; Rees, a highly rated F2 driver, acted as team manager; Herd, a genius who graduated from Oxford University with first-class degrees in both Physics and Engineering, provided the technical and design input; Mosley, a qualified barrister and former amateur racing driver, was an eloquent, quick-thinking front man with a razor-sharp intellect. Mosley recalled:

  
    March didn’t have any money. Niki came and saw Alan Rees, actually; not me. He had £8,000; that was a lot of money then. Everybody liked him; we were all impressed by Niki as an individual. He was clever. I remember he had dinner with my wife [ Jean] and I at an Italian restaurant in Bute Street in South Kensington. He was very good company. Jean and I had moved out of London to Oakley, near the March factory in Bicester, and Niki rented our flat in Victoria for a short while. It never occurred to any of us that he was quick [as a driver]; because he wasn’t. He wasn’t as fast as Ronnie [Peterson] – but, then, I don’t think anyone was.

  

  Typically, Lauda saw the presence of Peterson in a similar F2 car as a means of measuring improvement in his own performance. Lauda was sharing a flat with Mike Hailwood, the former world motorcycle champion turned F1 driver, at Heston, near London’s Heathrow airport; a convenient base, not least because Peterson and his wife, Barbro, were living in the same building. Lauda recalled:

  
    Ronnie and Barbro were in the flat below me. I looked upon Ronnie as ‘The Master’. I used to go with him in his Mercedes to [March at] Bicester and I remember very well he was always braking with the left foot. I asked him why he was doing that because this car had a manual gearbox and a clutch, so you used your right foot for braking and accelerating in the normal way. He said this was because he was training – I couldn’t understand what he was training for. But Ronnie was so flexible, he could brake with either foot and you wouldn’t know it sitting beside him. He was so smooth. He impressed me in every way. I knew, when racing against him, what it was all about because Ronnie was the fastest man at the time.

  

  Lauda was also party to other experiments carried out by Peterson on the run to Bicester. Mosley explained:

  
    There’s a corner on the road to Bicester – between Long Crendon and Oakley – where the road goes up a hill and sweeps left and then right. It’s an infamous bend. Ronnie had this theory that he could take this flat [without lifting his foot from the accelerator]. On one occasion he had a Scandinavian journalist with him who told me that Ronnie wanted to know what speed he was doing through this corner. He knew he could take it flat but he wanted to know how fast the car was going. So the journalist had to watch the speedometer while Ronnie concentrated on the driving. If you go round that corner, the idea of taking it flat in a Mercedes is . . . well . . . he did it apparently. This poor journalist looked quite pale when he spoke about it. And I’m sure Niki would have been witness to similar exploits with Ronnie.

  

  Apart from a notable sixth place on the Nürburgring Nordschleife, Lauda’s first half of the season included retirements and one failure to qualify – ironically at Crystal Palace, the parkland track in south London where Lauda’s fellow countryman, Jochen Rindt, had first sprung to prominence with a spectacular drive. Then things began to look up for Niki on 27 June at Rouen-Les-Essarts, a challenging road circuit, noted in particular for a series of downhill swoops leading to a long uphill climb on the return leg and a flat-out blast towards the finishing line. Lauda said:

  
    I was faster than Peterson once in an F2 car. That was at Rouen and it was only because March were trying different rear wings. Ronnie had this new, low wing, which was better on the straights. I had the normal wing – and blew him off because I was much faster through the downhill section because of my rear wing. That felt a bit strange because, as I say, Ronnie really was the master.

  

  Lauda finished fourth that day; his best result of the season. Peterson went on to win the 1971 F2 championship with ease; Lauda was placed tenth. John Watson said:

  
    As the season progressed, Niki’s qualities had become apparent. Not just as a capable driver but as an intelligent man who was able to communicate with Robin Herd and the team about how he wanted the car set up – and how to make it better. His position grew primarily because of the feedback he was giving. You could see that, increasingly, Niki was the guy the team turned to in terms of where the car was when it came to technical set up. The other noticeable quality was his ability to generate funds. He may have come from a wealthy background, but it was impressive for a guy at that time to have his level of confidence to walk into a bank and come out with sponsorship to go motor racing. It was becoming clear that Lauda was not some rich guy operating on a whim and dabbling in the sport.

  

  Lauda was also changing the opinion of Austrian journalists, among them Helmut Zwickl, motorsport reporter for Kurier, a daily newspaper published in Vienna. Zwickl said:

  
    I was very critical of Niki in his early career. He was not a winner right from the beginning in Formula Three and so on. The relationship between us was not very good. We had lost Jochen Rindt the previous year [the Austrian had been killed during qualifying for the 1970 Italian Grand Prix to become the sport’s only posthumous World Champion]. Lauda was very different to Jochen in every way. He didn’t have Jochen’s charisma for a start. I didn’t think he would be a great driver – a mistake by me! But it was becoming clear in 1971 that he could be good. Our relationship improved a lot and we were to become very good friends.

  

  In his season survey, Autosport’s F2 correspondent Ian Phillips wrote: ‘Niki Lauda’s experience was somewhat limited by his age but he soon adapted to the March and put in some highly promising drives which went a part of the way to ensuring his enviable contract for next year.’ This review was written in November 1971, Phillips having used his contacts and investigative powers to uncover the fact that Lauda would be racing in both F1 and F2 for March in 1972. Lauda had signed a twenty-two-clause contract on 23 September, making it clear he would be the team’s second driver in each category (Peterson being number 1).

  Clause 11 on the three-page contract stated: ‘The Driver will pay the Entrant £50,000 on the signing hereof in return for his place in the Formula 1 and Formula 2 teams. The Entrant will pay the Driver 45% of all start prize and bonus money earned by him in the Entrant’s car.’ The figure ‘£50,000’ had been stroked out and replaced in handwritten ink with ‘$2,500,000 (Austrian schillings)’; ‘the signing hereof’ had been stroked out and replaced with ‘as set out in clause 22 hereof ’.

  Clause 22, handwritten at the bottom of the final page, stated: ‘It is a condition of this Agreement that the Driver will either pay the monies due under clause 11 hereof on the 29th September 1971 or will produce an undertaking guaranteed by his father that he will pay before October 31st 1971. Breach of this condition gives the entrant the right to withdraw without prejudice to any other remedy.’ Lauda and Mosley had either signed or initialled the changes and additions.

  Lauda had every reason to believe he could produce the funding. The Erste Oesterreichische had been pleased with the exposure gained in 1971 and agreed to a further year’s backing. Suddenly, and without warning, Lauda was informed by the bank that the deal was off. He discovered that Hans Lauda, his grandfather and never a fan of Niki’s racing ambition, had leaned on his old mates in banking and persuaded the Erste Oesterreichische’s board of directors to turn the project down and ‘bring the boy to his senses’. Lauda’s response was typically quick and straight to the point.

  
    I telephoned my grandfather and asked him if he could please fuck off interfering in my business. But he said he would not and that no Lauda would ever be a racing car driver; that I should be working in the business and not getting involved in a stupid, dangerous sport. I never spoke another word to him for the remainder of his life and, unfortunately, he died before I became World Champion. But now I was in a tricky situation. I had signed a contract and couldn’t pay what I had agreed, which was not the way I had been brought up. The way I saw it, I couldn’t let March down.

  

  With March’s deadline closing in, Lauda immediately switched his attention to the Raiffeisenkasse bank. Lauda said:

  
    I met a very good guy there, Karlheinz Oertel. He set up an interest-free, five-year loan in exchange for having his bank’s branding on my car and crash helmet. Then he asked what would happen if I killed myself. I thought ‘Shit, I hadn’t thought of that.’ We finalised the deal by securing the money against an insurance policy on my life. But assuming I survived, there was still the loan to pay back. I was leaving myself with no cash in hand and enormous debts.

  

  Ian Phillips was soon on the case, Autosport reporting:

  
    The Raiffeisenkasse has announced that Niki Lauda will race the F1 and F2 March in the colours of the bank. The bankers granted Lauda a credit up to an amount of £38,000 and Niki must refund the amount within three years through his income from starting and prize money. £6,000 is declared as sponsorship of the car. Lauda, son of a very wealthy bank chairman, is not a risk for his financial partner because his family bears the responsibility for the refunding.

  

  Whether or not the family were aware of this responsibility is debatable. Nonetheless, Lauda was not about to be turned away by March Engineering Limited. The company had lost £73,000 and were overdrawn to the tune of £40,000; substantial sums at the end of 1971. Lauda had signed the contract and promised to deliver his financial end of the bargain. Given the figures involved, Mosley had asked for the letter of guarantee from Lauda’s father. He said:

  
    I didn’t know much about his background initially. I only found out later about the story concerning the grandfather and the money. I didn’t realise he came from quite a big Austrian family; Niki was not the type to discuss that sort of thing. He said he would produce this letter with a guarantee from his father. I remember explaining to our bank manager that it’s okay: the money’s coming. The money didn’t come and Niki was saying: ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry; I’ll get it fixed.’

    He finally produced this letter. It appeared to have been typed on the same typewriter and paper as previous correspondence from Niki and the signature was pretty illegible – and seemed to have traces of Niki’s handwriting. We had no money coming from anywhere else, so what were we going to do? I then said to the bank manager that everything’s okay because his father is guaranteeing it. Of course, the bank manager didn’t want to shut us down. When the money finally arrived, the bank manager said: ‘I can’t believe this. It’s like getting the Trustee Savings Bank to buy Formula One.’

  

  Lauda said:

  
    It was a huge gamble, quite crazy really. But being young, I thought it would be okay. I was not going to get my family money to go racing. It seemed to me that this was the right way to get myself quickly into the big league; I’d do the season, prove I was quick, then be in demand the following year when I’d be paid enough to start paying the money back. I was confident I could do it. But, of course, it all depended on the car being reasonable.

  

  Lauda had been impressed by March’s second F1 car. The 711 had taken Peterson to second place at Monaco, Silverstone, Monza and Mosport in Canada in 1971. There was every reason to believe the 1972 car would follow this progression and be better still. In fact, it would turn out to be one of the worst cars the company ever produced; a design hamstrung by over-ambition on the part of Robin Herd. Lauda said:

  
    Robin and Max told me all about the wonderful new car I’d be driving in F1, the 721X. It had a transverse Alfa Romeo sports-car gearbox positioned between the tub [chassis] and the engine. The idea was to have the weight as much as possible in the middle to give the car what they called a low polar moment of inertia; this would make the car more responsive. There was no reason to doubt them; Ronnie had finished second in the 1971 World Championship.

    I started the 1972 season with updates to the ’71 car, which was okay, but getting a bit old. I finished eleventh at the first race in Argentina. In South Africa, I finished seventh, just two places behind Ronnie and, of course, he was thought to be the big talent of F1 at that time. So that was okay for my starting point as an F1 driver. But we badly needed the new car – this fantastic 721X.

  

  A test with the new car was arranged on the Jarama track, scheduled to hold the Spanish Grand Prix a week later. Lauda had no complaints when Peterson was entrusted with the 721X – particularly when Ronnie’s feedback was positive. Lauda said:

  
    Ronnie was testing it because he was the number 1; I was the schoolboy. Ronnie ran and ran and ran with this car for two days. It all looked good, particularly when the lap times weren’t bad compared to Jackie Stewart [the reigning World Champion], who was testing at the same time in the Tyrrell. In the last hour of the second day, they let me in the car.

    I did two laps and said: ‘This is biggest pile of shit I’ve ever driven.’ Herd was kind of impressed by my words – but he wasn’t happy. This car understeered [wanted to go straight on at a corner], it oversteered [attempted to spin], it was slow down the straight and the gear change was terrible. If you pushed it from fifth to fourth, sometimes you would get second or first. It was just pure luck if you got the right gear. But the handling was the worst thing. There was just no margin between driving and sliding.

    Ronnie didn’t understand what I was talking about because he would use his ability to drive round any problem the car had. He couldn’t tell how good or how bad a car was; he had no idea. He just drove flat out and dealt with whatever the car was doing. There was no way I was going to do that – there was no way I could do that! When I later said to Robin after some more laps that I just couldn’t get on with this car, he said to me: ‘When you’ve got as much experience and you can drive as well as Ronnie Peterson, you’ll be able to do it too.’ I can remember every word. It made a big impression on me.

  

  Herd doubted Lauda’s assessment because of Peterson’s positive response, allied to matching the lap times set by Stewart. Such a comparison failed to take into account Tyrrell’s testing of various developments that were not working as hoped and, to prove it, the normally consistent and precise World Champion had been off the road a couple of times.

  Reality would begin to dawn on 29 April as official practice began for the Spanish Grand Prix. Peterson would qualify ninth (1.4 seconds slower than the pole position Ferrari of Jacky Ickx and half a second off Stewart’s fourth-fastest Tyrrell) and a deeply unhappy Lauda was twenty-fifth fastest, on the back row of the grid and a shocking 5 seconds away from Peterson, never mind the favourites at the front. It was a merciful relief when Lauda’s car broke early in the race, Peterson also retiring his 721X with mechanical trouble.

  March persevered into the next race at Monaco – and probably wished they hadn’t. On a track where Peterson had excelled himself in 1971, he struggled to qualify sixteenth. That was some consolation for Lauda, starting from the back row once more before somehow staying away from barriers in a very wet race to be classified sixteenth, albeit six laps down. Peterson had come home eleventh – a ‘mere’ four laps behind the winning BRM of Jean-Pierre Beltoise. Herd did not need to be told that Lauda’s initial colourful assessment of the car looked like being spot on:

  
    Ronnie was one of my best-ever friends; a fabulous driver and a lovely human being. But he could fool himself, just like I could. The 721X was dreadful. Never mind the gearbox being ahead of the rear axle line in the hope that the car would handle better; the first thing you have to do with a racing car is to keep the tyres happy, and the 721X didn’t do that. Going into a corner it understeered madly, then it would snap into sudden oversteer. Both Ronnie and I so wanted this car to work. Ronnie tried so hard – then Niki got into it. Niki always spoke as he found and he didn’t hold back when talking about the 721X. Even though I didn’t want to accept it straightaway, he was absolutely right.

    It confirmed an initial impression I’d had. The first time I thought Niki might be any good was when we took Ronnie and him to Thruxton [in Hampshire] for back-to-back testing. Niki had done a couple of F2 races and hadn’t shone particularly. He went out for ten laps to set a base time and then Ronnie went out in the same car. I drove with Niki to the very fast section round the back of the circuit to watch Ronnie. He came round on the warming up lap sideways on. The car leapt into the air off a bump; the tyres were smoking; it was the usual Ronnie. Niki took one step back and he literally went pale. He was absolutely quiet and then he said: ‘Robin, I could never, ever, drive a racing car like that in my life.’ You could see his whole spirit had gone.

    Ronnie did his ten laps and, as we headed back to the pits, I asked Niki what time he thought Ronnie had done. Niki thought about it and said: ‘I did 1 minute 14 seconds. He must have been two seconds faster – say 1 minute 12.’ Ronnie’s lap was, in fact, 1 minute 14.3 seconds. I thought then that maybe Niki was going to be good.

  

  If Lauda had been momentarily depressed by what he had seen at the back of the Thruxton circuit, he was to feel utterly dejected by his struggle to make any sense of the 721X: ‘I had really doubted myself during the week between that first test and the start of practice for the Spanish Grand Prix,’ he said. ‘I thought there was no way I could be as fast as “The Master”. But then we got into official practice in Spain and suddenly the 721X didn’t seem quite so marvellous.’ He continued:

  
    After Monaco, they stuck in a Hewland gearbox to replace the Alfa Romeo gearbox, which made the gear change better, but the rest of the car was as hopeless as ever. It got really bad when Ronnie complained that a privateer in a F2 March with a Formula One Ford engine in the back had blasted past him on the straight during the Belgian Grand Prix [at Nivelles]. By the next race [the French Grand Prix at Clermont-Ferrand], we had the same thing: a F2 car with an F1 engine in the back. It wasn’t great, but it was a lot better. At least I could attempt to drive it.

  

  Herd recalled: ‘We replaced the unloved 721X with an F2-based car. We called this car the 721G – G for Guinness – because, in desperation, we produced it in nine days, which we thought was good enough for The Guinness Book of Records.’ It was only good enough to allow Lauda to claim a distant ninth in the British Grand Prix, otherwise he either retired with mechanical woes or finished outside the top ten. With no points to his name, he did not figure on the Championship table. Peterson was ninth – which may as well have been ninety-ninth for a man reckoned to be the fastest in F1.

  Lauda said:

  
    The 721X could have wrecked my career before it had started. It was a disaster for me at the time. For Ronnie, who’d already made his reputation, it was okay. He could walk away from it – which he did when he went off to join Lotus in 1973. But, for me, it looked like the end. Ronnie was very supportive during this time. He would help and encourage me, particularly when we were in his car going to Bicester. One of the reasons I didn’t lose confidence was that whenever we tested, I’d do a time close to Ronnie’s, sometimes even quicker. As he was one of the top guys I realised I couldn’t be too bad. And when we raced in F2 together, I could be competitive with him.

  

  Lauda claimed three podium finishes in the 1972 European F2 Championship. Coincidentally, there was a British F2 Championship; a series of five races that didn’t amount to much. But two in particular would work in Lauda’s favour. In pouring rain at Oulton Park on Good Friday 1972, Lauda won in the absence of Peterson and then returned to the Cheshire track in September to finish second between Peterson and James Hunt (racing a privately entered March). ‘When Niki won that day at Oulton Park, the writing was on the wall,’ said Mosley. ‘When somebody was quick in the wet, it would tell you a lot. It was one of the first things I looked for in a driver. If Niki’s teammate had been anyone other than Ronnie, his latent talent would have been more obvious sooner.’

  But talent, recognised or otherwise, would not be enough when it came selecting drivers for 1973, despite the best intentions of both sides. Lauda felt he had done all he could and the team, appreciating the appalling car he had been presented with at the start of the season, would make allowances.

  On 4 November 1972, Lauda shared a March-BMW sports car with Jody Scheckter (soon to win a scholarship to race in Europe and later become World Champion) in a nine-hour race at Kyalami in South Africa. Lauda came away with more than fourth place as his hopes were raised by Herd discussing details of March’s F1 plans for the following season. Being motivated completely by the technical challenge of a new F1 car for a new season, Herd was not fully aware of – or did not want to know – the company’s dire financial position. The bottom line looked no better than it had twelve months before – as Lauda was about to find out. He said:

  
    I went to Bicester in December and Max told me there was no money for me to drive in F1. He said I could drive in F2 and do testing of the F1 car because they now knew I was good at that – which was a bit late for me. There was nothing more to say. I was in complete despair. I had no money, I owed two million schillings and I had no contract, mainly because of having to drive that shit box 721X.

    Just down the road from the March factory was a big wall straight ahead at a stop sign, where you had to turn right or left. I thought for one second I’ll drive into the wall and kill myself because there is no solution to pay the money back and I’ve failed completely proving myself in F1. Thank God it was only a flash and I controlled it quickly. But I remember this moment very well.

    I later thought about my options. To pay back that money would be impossible if I got what you would call a ‘normal’ job; it would take the rest of my life. So, there was no choice; I had to become an established F1 driver. And it had to cost me nothing. Another loan was impossible.

  

  Mosley said:

  
    Niki told me this [the brief thought of ending his life] much later. When you come out of Murdoch Road where our factory was situated and into the main road, there was a point where there was a wall. He thought ‘Why don’t I just floor it?’ Happily, he thought better of it, but it was a moment of complete despair.

    Robin had all the dealings with him – I didn’t see much of Niki – but Robin hated confrontation. It fell to me to tell Niki the bad news. It was one of those things you remember all your life. I knew that what I was telling Niki was catastrophic for him – but I had no choice. Then he went off and thought about ending it all. We talked about it often in later years. It had been a very bad moment. And for Niki to say such a thing gives you an indication of his complete despair at that point.

  

  By the time he had reached the airport and boarded a flight to Vienna, Lauda had begun hatching another audacious plan. And it would involve an F1 team owner not averse to bold embellishment himself.


  CHAPTER 2

  A Haughty Helping Hand

  Louis Stanley did not actually own BRM, but liked to create the impression that he did. British Racing Motors had been founded in 1945 as a means of restoring the country’s engineering and motor-racing pride immediately after the Second World War. The method of financing the project was through a trust fund, but the British motor industry would prove as unwieldy as a complex racing car that failed to perform. As support drained away, it fell to one of the partners in the trust, Sir Alfred Owen, to take control.

  BRM became a small cog in the massive Rubery Owen engineering group, Sir Alfred seeing the racing team as a means of proving the firm’s competence. That came slowly, BRM winning their first Grand Prix in 1959 and a World Championship with Graham Hill in 1962. Success had finally come about thanks, in part, to the arrival of Louis Stanley – who initially knew little or nothing about motor racing.

  Stanley, managing director of London’s Dorchester Hotel, had married Jean Owen, sister of Sir Alfred. A chance visit to the 1959 Monaco Grand Prix had sparked the Stanleys’ interest in the sport, encouraged further by BRM breaking their duck at the very next race. Sensing simmering unrest within the team, Stanley used his considerable organisational skills to shift the power base and place key engineers in the right places. The accompanying increase in competitiveness in the early 1960s made BRM a highly respected team – a fact Stanley was only too happy to capitalise on.

  With Sir Alfred, a deeply religious man, declining to attend races on Sundays, Stanley became BRM’s figurehead. An imposing individual with a regal air, Stanley fell into the role with practised aplomb, particularly when abroad. He was not averse to being mistakenly introduced – particularly among the more gullible members of America’s racing society – as ‘Lord Stanley’, an elevation he chose to carry with pompous pride rather than politely refute.

  Supporting the efforts of Jackie Stewart, Stanley did good work with the introduction of much-needed medical back-up at the races, but it was his team that, ultimately, would be in need of resuscitation. When Sir Alfred suffered a heart attack in 1969, Stanley was unchecked. Elaborate plans with new-found sponsor, Marlboro, led to the expansion of BRM into a four-car team and a roster of drivers, with as many as nine during 1972.

  This had not gone unnoticed by Lauda. Suspecting Stanley would be susceptible to a flattering approach enriched by the prospect of money, Lauda made contact and arranged an appointment. He said:

  
    I knew Stanley was looking for sponsorship. I called him up and said: ‘Sir, I would like to drive your racing car, blah, blah, blah.’ I convinced him that I had a sponsor – which I didn’t have. He told me he would come to Vienna immediately in order to negotiate terms. We met at the airport and he was negotiating with me and a bank manager who I brought along. I had borrowed some money from this man and I was trying to convince him he could be my new sponsor. The bank manager didn’t speak English very well and I was translating – let’s say in a way that favoured me. I got Stanley to agree to his ‘sponsorship’ coming later than scheduled, in May at around the time of the Monaco Grand Prix.

    BRM already had [ Jean-Pierre] Beltoise and [Clay] Regazzoni as drivers with [Vern] Schuppan as maybe a third driver. I convinced Stanley to let me have the third car. I made a deal there and then that I have to pay my first amount of sponsorship to BRM in May. Then Stanley said I could do the first three races only [Argentina in January; Brazil in February; South Africa in March; all alongside Regazzoni] and then Schuppan would take over. I said I wanted more than that, but I knew I would have to make those first races really count.

  

  In the first two races of 1973, Lauda retired with engine problems in Buenos Aires and finished eighth in São Paulo; in each case, the slowest BRM driver. The picture would change dramatically in South Africa when Regazzoni crashed and was rescued from his burning car by Mike Hailwood. Beltoise retired after a few laps, leaving Lauda as the sole BRM runner and holding an impressive sixth place when the engine failed. Had this been enough to ensure future Grands Prix with BRM? Lauda recalled:

  
    Schuppan drove the car in a non-championship race at Brands Hatch and I don’t think he did that well [Schuppan qualified third but crashed in the race]. Whatever the story, they could see I had been quick right away – particularly in South Africa – so I kept the drive. Then I scored my first championship points by finishing fifth in Belgium. The problem was, of course, that Mr Stanley would be waiting for his money in Monaco – and I didn’t have any. None at all.

  

  Lauda’s pragmatism allowed his driving to overrule financial concerns as he tackled the famous street circuit, the layout of which had received a major change along the harbour front for the first time since the introduction of the Monaco Grand Prix in 1929. Lauda adapted quickly and was the fastest of the three BRM drivers in two of the three practice sessions, the red and white car earning sixth place on the grid, directly ahead of Regazzoni.

  Lauda made the most of his starting position and soon found himself in third place, behind the Tyrrell of Stewart and Emerson Fittipaldi’s Lotus. Not only was Lauda the leading BRM, he was also ahead of the Ferraris, a fact that did not go unnoticed at Maranello in Italy as Enzo Ferrari followed the progress of his cars. Lauda’s place in the sun lasted for 24 laps before the BRM’s gearbox broke. A point had been made. But not the dollars needed to satisfy Stanley’s contractual requirements. When Lauda received an invitation to dinner in the Hotel de Paris, he knew his host would want more than compliments for his choice of expensive wine:

  
    When Stanley asked: ‘Where’s the money?’ I couldn’t really answer him. And he knew that. Then he said: ‘I know that you have difficulties but you impressed me so much with this drive [in Monaco] and everywhere else that I’m going to give you the drive to the end of the year without sponsorship. But I need you to sign with BRM for another two years. I will pay you £30,000 a year.’ I signed the contract that evening and returned to Austria the next day.

  

  Niki was living in Salzburg, where he had use of a small office belonging to his cousin. Lauda said:

  
    There was a standing joke with my cousin’s secretary, who did some work for me. Whenever I left the office, I’d say: ‘When Ferrari calls, then tell me straightaway.’ As soon as I returned, I’d ask: ‘Ferrari? Did they call?’ and she would say: ‘No, not today’, or ‘No, the telephone is out of order’, or something. On the Monday I got back from Monte Carlo, she said: ‘Ferrari called.’ I gave a rude reply and she said: ‘No, no! Ferrari called. Look! Here is the number.’ I said: ‘Are you being serious? Who should I speak to?’ When she said it was ‘Monte-something [Luca di Montezemolo, Ferrari’s team manager]’, I knew it had to be true.

    So, I called Montezemolo and he said Mr Ferrari has been impressed with what I did in Monaco and he wants to speak to you. The next day, I went down to Italy, spoke to [Enzo] Ferrari and he said: ‘I saw you at Monaco driving ahead of our fabulous Ferrari. I want you to drive for us.’ I said I had made a deal two days before with Mr Stanley to drive for him. Ferrari said: ‘Leave it to me. I take care of all this. I just want you to sign for us.’

    I had seen everything Ferrari had in Maranello: a private test track with automatic timekeeping; closed circuit television and computers; technical resources with lots of people. When I thought about the facilities I’d experienced with my previous F1 teams, March and BRM, I just could not believe what was available at Ferrari. My first impression? ‘Why don’t they win all the races?’ Immediately I wanted to go there and not even think about if it will work or if it won’t. They were having a bad time [in 1973], but I had the feeling they were going to do something and get on with the programme. I was pretty sure something would happen at Ferrari.

  

  Ferrari’s intuition would also be proved correct at Silverstone when Lauda, the fastest of the BRMs, briefly held second place in the British Grand Prix (on the restart following a multi-car collision on the first lap) and was thinking about challenging Peterson’s leading Lotus. The effort took too much from his tyres and Lauda gradually dropped back. But another point had been made. Lauda remembered:

  
    I liked the old circuit at Silverstone. I’ll never forget, when I was an idiot driver in F3 in 1969, I was watching the F1 cars practise for some race [the non-championship International Trophy] at Woodcote, the corner before the pits. Jochen Rindt came round that corner, in the wet, sideways. I still have this picture in my mind. It was unbelievable. And I do remember the Grand Prix there in 1973 when [ Jody] Scheckter crashed and caused the big mess at the end of the first lap. I had broken the driveshaft on my BRM on the start-line so I didn’t get away as a result. This was lucky for two reasons. I was therefore not involved in the crash and, when I saw Beltoise’s car had been damaged and would not be able to take the restart, I got my mechanic to take the driveshaft off and put it on my car. This was good because I was able to take the restart and go really well until the tyres gave up – which I knew they would, so I had to do what I could when the conditions were right.

  

  Tyre trouble would once again bring retirement from the Dutch Grand Prix at Zandvoort, but not before Lauda experienced what he later described as one of motorsport’s darkest days. On the eighth lap, Roger Williamson’s March left the road due to a suspected front suspension or tyre failure. The car hit the barrier, which bent back as the March ran along it, ripping off a fuel tank on the right-hand side. When the car came to rest, it was upside down and alight.

  David Purley, a British driver who happened to be following Williamson, stopped immediately and ran back to assist his friend. It was to a heartbreaking and hopeless task, the inverted angle of the March being so severe – and in the absence of help from marshals who stood helplessly by not knowing what to do – Purley could not right the car as the fire took hold. All the while, the race continued; unthinkable by today’s standards.

  Drivers were signalling to officials as they passed the pits but, in the absence of proper telephone communication with the marshals’ post near the scene of the accident, no one in control knew what to make of it. The drivers were also confused, Lauda later explaining that they thought they could see the driver out of his car attempting to put out the flames, when in fact it was Purley trying desperately to save his friend from being burned alive. (Purley’s car was out of direct vision on the other side of the track and then shrouded in smoke from the burning March.) Williamson was twenty-five and taking part in only his second Grand Prix. Lauda later told his friend, the journalist Herbert Völker:
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Vienne, 28 SEptenver 1971

Doar Sirs,

In consideration of your permitting my son, Andrsas Nikolaus
Lawde, to Gelay payment; of the sus of S 2,5005000 Austrien
Schillings due on the 29 September I97I, under his contract

——— vith-you datot the 23 Septenber I97I, untdl AL Gctober, I
underteke to pay the suit sus to you on the latter date,
should he for any reason fail to do so.

Yours faithfully

WA
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