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 Benefactor























The McLaren headquarters has no equal in Formula One. The semicircular building, designed by Sir Norman Foster and built at an over-budget cost of £200 million, is an immaculate monument to Ron Dennis’s craving for perfection. A desire by the former mechanic to get away from the dirty fingernail impression of his business resulted in this curving creation of glass, steel and chrome; the so-called McLaren Technical Centre is as far removed as it is possible to be from the traditional motor racing image of workbenches and girlie calendars. The shining structure on the outskirts of Woking in Surrey resembles the lobby of a minimalist hotel rather than the home of racing machinery generating noise and lubricated by oil and grease.




The trophy cabinet stretches as far as the eye can see. On Wednesday 6 December 2006, Dennis, in his role of chairman of the McLaren Group, clearly had hopes of increasing the silverware in 2007 when he addressed a lunch for the British media. Dennis was in a relaxed mood, as well he might have been knowing that he had signed the twice-world champion Fernando Alonso. However, the main purpose of the informal gathering around a large oval table in the executive dining room was to allow Dennis to voice his concerns and win the support of journalists when dealing with the arrival of his young protégé.




The start of the 2007 season may have been three months away but Dennis and his public relations team were already anxious about the exceptional media interest in Lewis Hamilton, a 21-year-old who had won championships in every junior category and was already showing promise during test sessions with the F1 team. The expectation was that Hamilton would score championship points by being among the first eight finishers in the opening races; perhaps a podium appearance might be possible at a later stage. A win? That could not be ruled out, but it was unlikely.




In any case, Dennis was more concerned about Hamilton being allowed to settle into a job that would involve commitments that went beyond simply driving the car. Each day at the racetrack would call for lengthy discussions with his engineers as well as tyre and engine technicians. Time would be taken up with sponsor commitments. Then there was the media, an element of the sport that Dennis, despite protestations to the contrary, had never truly understood. This lunch was to establish ground rules that, regardless of Dennis’s best efforts, were always likely to be more honoured in the breach than the observance thanks to the groundswell of interest in a talented young driver who was British and of mixed race, a unique combination in F1. Dennis said:








If the rules of engagement are fair and balanced, we will bend over backwards to be cooperative and fulfil the media’s wishes for both Fernando and Lewis. But we have dug as deep as we can possibly dig within our own organization and we are really, really going to try hard to win races in next year’s world championship. And that means that, when it comes to the drivers, we are going to try to create the best environment for them to succeed. Some of the young drivers in F1, because they are young, because the teams that they drive for want to get all the benefit of having them, end up doing a lot of media work and that can be very distracting from the job.









In other words, media access to Hamilton would be limited. It was obvious that Dennis, having had the foresight to spot Hamilton’s potential at the age of thirteen, was utterly determined not to have progress at such a crucial stage ruined by a part of F1 that is, in his view, a necessary evil at best and an infuriating and potentially dangerous nuisance at worst. Dennis was not to know it, but he would be having more dealings with journalists than he had bargained for. A fixation with an overactive media would reach such a pitch that he would not be aware of treacherous developments within his own team.




Viewed from the air, the 157-acre McLaren site, with a lake and the high-tech building at its circular core, was designed to mirror the appearance of a pebble dropped into a pool of water as row upon row of trees radiate from the centre in leafy waves. Little did anyone realize that the ripple effect would eventually stretch to the home of McLaren’s great rival in Italy. By the time the backwash from Ferrari had gathered serious momentum, the tidal effect would be motor racing’s equivalent of a tsunami, one that would come close to tearing McLaren from its reputable roots.




Those present at that lunch on 6 December had no more idea of the impending disaster than they did of Hamilton’s positive and colossal impact on F1 and its history books. The forthcoming battle looked encouraging, but no better than one of several high points in McLaren’s illustrious past. The trophy cabinet on the floor beneath the executive dining room carried silverware from 1986. The most significant cup that year had been won by Alain Prost when, against the odds, the Frenchman had claimed the championship by winning the final race in Australia.




The parallels between that season and the one about to open would become increasingly significant as 2007 followed its dramatic and, at times, unbelievable course. Three contenders had gone to the championship wire on both occasions and, each time, the outsider would win as two of the drivers squabbled among themselves to the detriment of a title that ought to have belonged to their team. Nigel Mansell and Nelson Piquet of Williams-Honda had defeated each other in 1986, McLaren being the beneficiary. Twenty-one years later, McLaren would be the benefactor as Kimi Räikkönen and Ferrari, 17 points behind with just two races to go, snatched the prize in a turnaround that was as well deserved as it was remarkable.




But 2007 would amount to more than the totting up of championship points at its conclusion. The point of interest would be the manner in which those points had been won. After several seasons when Michael Schumacher had rested his dominant right foot on F1’s windpipe, 2007 would be refreshing because any one of four drivers–Alonso, Hamilton, Räikkönen and his team-mate Felipe Massa–was capable of winning each race, a situation that lasted right up to the final round in Brazil. It had been the same in 1986, all three drivers finding themselves, at some point during the Australian Grand Prix, in a position to win the title had the positions remained as they were. On each occasion, although decades apart, unexpected drama would affect the favourites, Mansell and Hamilton.




The only difference would be the sour taste pervading the loser’s team and the sport in general at the end of 2007. In a season of intrigue and bitterness, two engineers–one from Ferrari and the other from McLaren–would elevate spying, previously a low-key and amateurish practice, on to a high profile and dangerously invasive level. It would turn out to be ironic that, while Dennis was focusing on the media over lunch in his boardroom, a respected and highly paid member of his workforce in the office suite alongside was about to embark on a devious course of action that would have a more devastating effect on McLaren than the best efforts of the most wilful and wayward journalist.




Such a thing would have been unheard of in 1986, mainly because there was neither the technology to allow it nor the will to go that far. Much had changed in the period in between. Yet, as this at times incredible story unfolds, it will become clear that many aspects of a complex and compelling sport have remained exactly the same.
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All Pals Together

























From the moment Melbourne received the coveted slot as opening race of the season in 1996, The Stokehouse was certain to be popular. Overlooking St Kilda beach, the restaurant enjoyed consistently favourable reviews, making it a perfect dinner venue for F1 sponsors and their guests. In 2000, McLaren and Mercedes-Benz were the first to explore the possibility of using the restored 1920s building to welcome the F1 media to lunch at the start of a new season. It was an ideal location as the McLaren drivers could be interviewed on the balcony, the swaying palm trees and the pure blue of Port Phillip Bay beyond providing a perfect backdrop. Photographers would be few and far between, this mainly being an opportunity for motor sport writers to have casual conversations with team members between glasses of chilled Chardonnay. A typical menu would consist of shaved Parma prosciutto with roasted pear, followed by seared tuna and lightly smoked ocean trout. It was generally agreed among the journalistic cognoscenti that there had to be less pleasant ways to earn a living.




In 2007, the lunch shifted up a gear. Instead of a just a handful of photographers, there would be more than sixty responding to an attractive photo call set up by Vodafone. The telecommunications company, having shifted allegiance from Ferrari, wanted to make the most of a new role as title sponsor at Vodafone McLaren-Mercedes. More to the point, Vodafone were keen to capitalize on a significant change in the McLaren driver line-up. Not only would Fernando Alonso be moving to McLaren after four seasons with Renault, Lewis Hamilton would join the reigning world champion.




At this stage, Alonso was the main interest with Hamilton no more than an intriguing sidebar. The thrust of any story had to be the element of gamble. Having secured his second successive world title the previous year with seven victories, Alonso was joining a well-oiled operation that had somehow failed to win a single race in 2006. For their part McLaren, a team that needed to be fighting for the championship after coming off an appalling season, had taken on a 22-year-old novice who would be expected to finish on the podium on a regular basis. Hamilton had shown massive promise by winning championships as a junior driver. He was good-looking and confident. He was also black.




Ron Dennis, McLaren’s CEO, insisted that Hamilton’s race had nothing to do with the decision to sign him as a F1 driver. The choice was based on his talent. That would quickly prove to be the case. But, for the time being, Hamilton’s role as the first full-time mixed-race driver with a top team had a news value that could not be denied. The ranks of photographers outside The Stokehouse were a testimony to that.




Lenses were directed towards the bay. The plan was to have Alonso and Hamilton delivered to the beach by boat, an unusual method of arrival but one that fitted both the local ambience and the sunshine of early March in Australia. After much discussion by two-way radio between intense PR people, the signal was given for the drivers to be dispatched from behind a water break on the left-hand side of the bay. As the inflatable dinghy with its powerful outboard motor swooshed into view, cameras began to click. This made a welcome alternative to the usual shots of drivers posing among the racing paraphernalia of a F1 paddock. It would also be one of the last occasions when the McLaren drivers would be completely comfortable in each other’s company.




Alert to every opportunity, Vodafone had used the shoreline for the placement of banners to accompany two attractive girls waiting to welcome the guests as the dinghy nosed gently on to the beach. Dressed in white V-neck T-shirts and black shorts (supplied by Boss, a long-time McLaren clothing sponsor), Alonso and Hamilton came ashore and posed for photographs while, not by chance, examining their mobile phones as the Vodafone banners flapped alongside.




The drivers then walked up the beach to the decking of The Stokehouse where television crews were waiting. Security officials did their best to keep a public footpath, bordering the front of the building, open for bemused locals as they walked their dogs and took in the late morning air. This cosmopolitan mix was rounded off by a man on a microphone who clearly knew little about F1 judging by the way he confused Christian names and surnames as he referred to ‘Lewis’ and ‘Alonso’. It was an unintentional gaff but one that presaged how Alonso would eventually feel about his standing within the team.




For the moment, Alonso had no reason to believe he would be anything other than the de facto number one driver. He knew that McLaren-Mercedes adopted a policy of equal treatment for both drivers but, as double-world champion, Alonso felt no need to push a demand for superior status. This would come as a matter of course as he raced alongside an apprentice to a trade that Alonso had mastered so convincingly.




It seemed just as logical to assume that F1 was entering an Alonso era following the retirement of Michael Schumacher at the end of 2006. Indeed, Alonso could not be blamed for believing that everything had turned out even better than he had imagined seventeen months before when he had agreed to leave Renault. That decision, instigated in Brazil at the final race of the 2005 season, had surprised the F1 world, not least Ron Dennis, the boss of McLaren:










We all thought the door [to Alonso] was firmly locked. The point where it became apparent that it was very clearly not locked was on the podium of the 2005 Brazilian Grand Prix. We had come first and second with our people [Juan Pablo Montoya and Kimi Räikkönen], they were hot and sticky and wiping themselves down around the back of the podium and drinking water. He [Alonso], having come third, was obviously very keen to get the whole thing over with even though he had just won the championship. It was one of those moments where we were alone for about a minute or so.




I might have said ‘Congratulations on the world championship’ or something. His response was along the lines of ‘Well, the thing about you guys is that you make it so difficult because you keep developing your cars.’




I said, ‘You could be part of it.’ In addition, he just said, ‘I’d like to be.’ I was just stunned. I said, ‘Are you serious?’ and he said ‘Yes.’







The two would meet in secrecy at the following race in Japan and the deal was completed almost immediately. It would turn out to be the smoothest aspect of a partnership that would quickly run into turbulent waters once the relationship began in earnest.




Alonso had been motivated by two things: Renault’s future in F1 was uncertain at the time and Alonso felt he could deal with Montoya, assuming that Räikkönen left McLaren, as rumoured, for Ferrari in 2007. Montoya was very fast when the mood suited him but his unreliability was proven when he mysteriously damaged his shoulder, allegedly while playing tennis, and his inconsistency was evident in the occasional lacklustre performance. All of that became irrelevant when Montoya and McLaren suddenly parted company mid-season in 2006. The Colombian’s place for the remaining eight races was taken by McLaren’s test driver, Pedro de la Rosa, a capable performer who could be relied on to support the team and not cause problems while scoring championship points where he could.




In the background, meanwhile, rumours had gathered strength that McLaren would hire Hamilton for 2007. If Alonso had any doubts about beating Montoya, then he would have had even fewer about being challenged by Hamilton. After all, Alonso had seen off Michael Schumacher more than once. A greenhorn should not be a problem, regardless of his excellent track record thus far.




Dennis was intimate with Hamilton’s racing history. The boy from Stevenage, north-west of London, had begun karting at the age of six, his efforts overseen by his father, Anthony. It was soon apparent that Lewis Hamilton had more to offer than the unique nature of his background, his grandfather, Davidson, having emigrated from Grenada in 1955. Lewis progressed through the various levels of karting, his success in the Cadet Championship requiring his presence as a 10-year-old at the Autosport Awards. This black-tie function in London’s Grosvenor House is motor racing’s equivalent of the Oscars and, as such, it is attended by the great and the good of the sport. McLaren had a particular interest thanks to supporting the McLaren/Autosport Young Driver scheme and Dennis was present in 1995. Having received his award on stage, Hamilton calmly walked to the McLaren table and told Dennis that he wanted to drive for his team one day.




Impressed by Hamilton’s polite audacity, Dennis made a note to keep an eye on his progress. Three years later, a long-term contract was signed whereby McLaren, as part of their young driver programme, would pay for Hamilton’s racing through Formula Three and GP2, the final stepping stones to F1. When Hamilton won championships at every stage and appeared to be worth a drive in F1, there was only one team with whom he could possibly make his debut. Montoya’s hasty departure and Räikkönen’s move to Ferrari for 2007 made a McLaren drive seem inevitable.






Confounding confident speculation in the media, Dennis and Martin Whitmarsh, McLaren’s chief operating officer, did not rush to commit themselves and it seemed that Hamilton might be consigned to a year of testing. Hamilton wanted none of that and was probably as relieved as anyone when his place as a full-time driver was confirmed on 24 November 2006. Now he was in Melbourne, race-ready but coming face to face for the first time with the inquisitive and sceptical members of the world’s F1 media. Typically, Hamilton would deal with the occasion like a veteran.




Photographs and television interviews completed, Alonso and Hamilton moved up to the first floor where the journalists, waiting for lunch to be served, were seated around large circular tables filling the oblong room. The relaxed atmosphere set the tone as Mark Norris, a member of McLaren’s marketing division, asked the anticipated questions of each driver in turn. The answers were equally predictable but at least it was copy for the journalists poised with notebooks and digital recorders.




‘It’s been a very, very long winter of testing,’ said Hamilton when referring to the preparations, mainly in Spain, prior to the start of the season. He went on:








We’ve covered a lot of mileage and I was the second highest driver in terms of distance covered. I think Heikki Kovalainen was first, but I think I did something like 7600 kilometres. That’s a lot to do in such a short space of time. But I’m extremely fit and feel very, very relaxed about that. I have done a lot of race distances and I really don’t honestly feel I could be better prepared. I really don’t think a year of testing would have prepared me any more. I have got another step to do, which is to learn about the race and the whole race weekend, but that is something I am used to.







Hamilton then dealt easily with the next question about driving alongside Alonso.






‘Fernando is an extremely talented driver, as a two-time world champion, and I respect him and respect that position,’ said Hamilton. ‘We have to wait and see. I don’t look at the team and say: “I am number two.” We are both there to do a strong job for the team and we are both here to win. So we will see at the end of the day.’




Hamilton was making clear his intention to be joint number one driver, a point which would not have been lost on Alonso and one which he indirectly addressed while answering a question about how he was settling in at McLaren. Alonso said:








I think I’m in a better position than in the Renault team and I’m happy. It’s a little bit easier, to be honest, to approach the races winning (the title) two times. I know how to approach races, how to prepare mentally and physically. I think a completely new challenge brings new motivation with a new team so we will try and repeat the success. At McLaren, I have found a great atmosphere, the people are really very focused on the target to come back with success and to regain the dominant position in F1, and I have to say thanks to the team for all the huge work they did in the winter. They have improved and developed the car a lot compared to last year.







When asked about his chances in the Australian Grand Prix, Alonso applied a caution fashioned by experience.




‘You never know what is going to happen in the first race. The first race is quite different, quite surprising for everybody,’ said Alonso. ‘Winter testing is difficult to read. We have to be honest and realistic and see that the Ferrari has been really strong. We are very confident and we improved the car from the last test before Melbourne. So we should be very competitive as well.’




The subject moved on to Hamilton’s first Grand Prix, Alonso recalling his F1 debut at the same track with the humble Minardi team in 2001.




‘I remember that was the first time I sat in the car. With the Minardi that year we had no winter testing because the car was not made,’ said Alonso. ‘So the first time I sat in the car was here in Melbourne and I remember being in the pit lane, I didn’t know all the buttons and the switches on the steering wheel and it was a little bit of a mess.’




That highlighted an immediate difference between the two drivers. Whereas Alonso had done no testing, Hamilton was, as he had confirmed, better prepared in every way. Alonso may not have been familiar with the buttons on his steering wheel but Hamilton, having cradled the McLaren wheel with its eighteen buttons and dials on his lap while watching television during the winter, was completely intimate with this crucial piece of equipment. Small details such as that would make all the difference in a season that would be more intensely competitive than anyone present at The Stokehouse could have imagined.




In the meantime, Alonso was understandably self-assured. ‘I think we have arrived here in Australia with a really competitive car and I think we can fight for victory,’ he said. ‘I feel really happy with the move and really confident for the championship.’




There is no doubt that he meant every word. That would change sooner than anyone expected. Alonso would be in the fight for the championship but it would be a torrid affair with three drivers neck-and-neck going into the final round and coming out of it covered by just one point. The last time F1 had produced such a climax had been in Australia twenty-one years before. The sport seemed less frenetic then, but the aching desire to win was exactly the same.
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Lost for Words























Even if Rio de Janeiro had the equivalent of The Stokehouse, it would not have been used as a lunchtime venue for the well-being of F1’s Fourth Estate in 1986. Such affairs were considered an unnecessary luxury in the days when the teams were just about coming to terms with the need for public relations officers, never mind spoon-feeding the media with carefully cultivated soundbites.




The Williams team, a championship contender that year, summed up the attitude of the day with their company name: ‘Williams Grand Prix Engineering’. This stated very clearly that Frank Williams and his co-director, Patrick Head, were only interested in building racing cars and winning with them. It was not that they disliked the press–indeed, both men were engaging company–but there was the nagging feeling that journalists and their questions could be a tiresome diversion from the job in hand.




It was the same at McLaren. Dennis, who would come to see the media as an irritation, was five years into his tenure as joint owner of a F1 team that had been founded in 1966 by Bruce McLaren. When the New Zealander was killed while testing a McLaren sports car in 1970, his team spent a decade enjoying a couple of championships before descending into the role of also-ran. When Dennis took over, the positive effect of his efficient management technique quickly became apparent. McLaren drivers Niki Lauda and Alain Prost fought to the wire for the 1984 championship, Lauda winning by half a point, the smallest margin in the history of the sport. The pair continued to be consistently quick as the McLaren, with its TAG turbo engine, won six races in 1985. The Frenchman was an obvious favourite when the teams gathered in Rio de Janeiro for the start of the following season.




Ranged against Prost would be Ayrton Senna, the Brazilian beginning his second year with the sinister black and gold John Player Special Lotus. Chasing them both, a pair of Williams-Hondas driven by Nelson Piquet and Nigel Mansell. Significantly, in the light of what would happen at McLaren in 2007, both Williams drivers had equal status and it would cost them dear. Before they could go racing, however, the Williams team had to cope with some shocking news.




Returning to Nice airport from his team’s final pre-season test session at the Paul Ricard circuit in the south of France, Frank Williams spun off the road in his hire car and landed upside down in a field, his neck taking the brunt of the impact. Williams, who was lucky to survive, would be a quadriplegic for the rest of his life. Despite this terrible setback, the team was professional and well organized enough to go racing without Williams for the first six months. Indeed, if anything, the near-fatal accident doubled the company’s resolve to win this championship for their much-loved boss. Williams, who had raced Formula Three cars with more spectacle than success, did not feel bitter about the accident. ‘I was going too fast and cocked it up,’ was his succinct summary.




Twenty-one years later, as Williams sat in a wheelchair and watched over preparations by his beloved team for yet another season in F1, such an incident in a hire car had assumed anachronistic proportions. In 2007, team owners would rarely attend test sessions. These weekly nine-to-five routines had become such a humdrum part of F1 existence that the novelty value had long since passed. In the unlikely event of a team boss making the journey to Spain or wherever the test might be, he would travel by private jet at best; at worst by business class on a commercial airline with a chauffeur waiting at either end. The thought of getting behind the wheel of the 2007 equivalent of a Hertz Ford Sierra would be as unthinkable as meeting a member of the Royal Family on the London Underground.




In 1986, however, Williams was mindful of budgetary restrictions despite having won two of the drivers’ championships in the previous five years. With a powerful Honda turbo engine in each of his cars, a third title seemed within reach as the grid formed at Rio’s Jacarepaguá circuit on 23 March 1986.




Senna was on pole, with Mansell alongside. Never slow in coming forward, Mansell went on the attack as the leaders rushed down the back straight. The Williams drew alongside the Lotus on the approach to a fast left-hander. Senna squeezed Mansell just enough to have the Englishman back off slightly, but not enough to prevent the Williams from spinning into the crash barrier. The season was only a few minutes old and Mansell was its first retirement as he flung his steering wheel from the cockpit in disgust. Such a display of displeasure would shortly be banned since the absence of a steering wheel would present marshals with a considerable problem as they attempted to move an abandoned car to a safe place. Mansell stomped back to the pits and spoke with Ann Bradshaw, the Williams press officer.




‘I’m just lost for words,’ said Mansell, before going on to prove himself wrong. ‘I was ahead of Senna and inside of him, yet he still pulled right across me. I could go on, but I’ll probably say something I will later regret. I have lost count of the times Senna has now either tried or has run me off the road.’ It was to be an appropriate start to a dramatic year for Mansell, whose mood was not helped when Piquet won the race ahead of Senna. Mansell would come to rue the loss of potential points so early in the race and the season.
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Laying Down a Marker























The potential folly of the first lap is drummed into every racing driver from an early age. Lewis Hamilton, having entered countless kart races, will not have needed reminding of the dangers inherent within a closely bunched group of machines fuelled by petrol in the engines and adrenalin coursing through the drivers’ veins. Nonetheless, Hamilton will have been even more aware of the opportunities for advancement before the race settled down.




That will not have prevented mention being made of the perils of Melbourne’s first corner. History showed that hardly a year went by without at least one car running on to the grass at the exit. If he was lucky, the driver would continue at the back of the field. Those less fortunate would be left to climb from wreckage and think of their excuses while making an unplanned arrival in the pits on foot.




The Red Bulletin, a lavishly produced daily publication that acts rather like an upmarket school magazine for F1 at every Grand Prix, carried a feature entitled ‘20 reasons why there will be a pile-up at the first corner’. Reason number 13 in this tongue-in-cheek piece said: ‘SUPERIORITY. “We have no number one, our drivers have equal status” = matching drivers, matching cars, matching grudges–and one racing line.’ Number 4 said: ‘EXPERIENCE. The grid has rookies at the front, in the middle and at the back. If that isn’t a recipe for shredded carbon fibre, what is?’ With Hamilton on the second row, Heikki Kovalainen’s first appearance in a Renault on row seven and Adrian Sutil making his debut in a Spyker on row eleven at the back, it was a fair question.




Hamilton had Alonso directly ahead on the front row. With pole position earning the advantage of the clean side of the track, Kimi Räikkönen would start his Ferrari on the racing line, on the left. The McLarens would line up on the right, which might not be a serious disadvantage because, given a reasonable getaway, Alonso and Hamilton could be in a good position when arriving at the first corner, a ninety-degree right-hander. On the other hand, Hamilton would need to apply caution in such a tight situation. It would be a shame if his F1 career literally got off to a bad start.




Such a thought seemed to be far from his mind as Hamilton found himself boxed in by Robert Kubica, who had started alongside the McLaren. Rather than sit tight, Hamilton lifted his foot from the throttle momentarily and ducked behind the white BMW. Not only did he then draw alongside Kubica on the left, Hamilton also had the advantage of Alonso as the track immediately swung left into the second corner. As the field began to emerge from turn 2, Hamilton found himself in third place, hard on the heels of Räikkönen’s leading Ferrari and the fast-starting BMW of Nick Heidfeld.




If ever there was a marker for the season ahead, then this was it. As far as Hamilton was concerned, bravado did not enter into the equation. This was simply a racing situation at the first corner, something he had experienced a thousand times at countless different racetracks around the world. Hamilton had seen a gap and he had gone for it. Simple. He did what came naturally. ‘I couldn’t believe how early some of the drivers braked for the first corner,’ Hamilton would say later. Those drivers probably could not believe how late Hamilton had braked and doubtless some might have thought he was fortunate to get away with it. As the forthcoming races would show, luck would play no part in audacious but perfectly judged moves such as this.




Alonso’s assessment of his new team-mate must have changed substantially in the short time it took McLaren’s number two to suddenly appear alongside at the exit of turn 1 and then enjoy the positional advantage as they accelerated through the next corner. Alonso was powerless to respond, a feeling he would become painfully familiar with as the seventeen-race season followed its course. On this occasion, Alonso would benefit from a tactical advantage presented to him by the team as the race unfolded. But it was not until the second and final pit stop had been played out that the Spaniard actually got ahead.




For 50 minutes, Alonso had been forced to follow Hamilton and note the absence of serious errors despite this being such a landmark occasion for the novice. Hamilton was under serious pressure but he appeared to be soaking it up. Alonso, by not pushing to move ahead, was cleverly saving fuel while running in his team-mate’s slipstream, a move which would allow him to run longer and, eventually, faster in the middle phase of the race and ensure he was able to move ahead after the second stop.




By the time the McLaren drivers joined Räikkönen on the podium, Alonso was now aware of the serious challenge from within his own team. Despite the smiles and backslapping, the rot had already begun to corrode McLaren’s carefully managed modus operandi from within. But, as events would later prove, Alonso’s disquiet would not be the most serious source of damage to McLaren’s immaculate image.




McLaren’s immediate concern was to address the dominant performance of the Ferrari. Räikkönen had won, more or less as he pleased, and Felipe Massa might have been right with him had a gearbox problem during qualifying not relegated the other Ferrari to sixteenth on the grid. Statistics showed the McLarens and the rest to be significantly slower than Räikkönen when running fresh tyres and a full load of fuel. But, F1 being such a hotbed of suspicion, there had been talk in the Melbourne paddock of Ferrari managing to bend the rules without actually breaking them.




The final performance of a F1 car is governed largely by the passage of air over and under it. These laws of aerodynamics dictate that the lower the car runs to the ground, the faster it will go. There are myriad restrictions imposed by the technical regulations, one of which prohibits certain parts of the bodywork from moving in order to gain a performance advantage. The floor of a F1 car is a critical area and it was believed that Ferrari had incorporated a clever spring fastener that allowed the floor of their car to flex more than it should when at speed, but which was perfectly legal when measured while the car was stationary. Rather than protest, McLaren asked the sport’s governing body, the FIA, for a clarification about whether or not they could run a similar system in the future. The FIA were quick to issue a revision to their technical regulations that called for a tougher flexibility test, thus ruling out the use of the sprung floor. That seemed to be that.




McLaren (and others) had spotted the exploitation of a loophole that had now been closed. At the time, McLaren’s actions were put down to the credible fact that engineers study their rivals’ cars intently and McLaren’s educated guesswork over the Ferrari floor had been proved correct. That view would change dramatically four months later. In the meantime, far greater importance was being attached to the actual racing and the remarkable progress of Lewis Hamilton.




A podium finish in his first race was more than Hamilton could wish for. He talked about ‘living the dream’. Whether that would become a nightmare depended on how he got on as the scene shifted to Malaysia and Sepang, another track that was unfamiliar to Hamilton. His disappointment with fourth fastest qualifying time said as much about the expectation encouraged during his debut as it did about the reality check provided by the three drivers ahead of him, one of whom was Alonso in the other McLaren.




Qualifying at Sepang was never likely to be straightforward for an experienced campaigner, never mind a novice beginning to live with the relentless demands of a seventeen-race season. The 3.44-mile track, the third longest on the calendar with every conceivable type of corner, is one of the most difficult to come to terms with. Hamilton seemed to have a handle on Sepang but a sprinkling of rain in the closing minutes of qualifying brought an understandable touch of caution as he set off on his final lap. He said:








There were a few spots of rain at one point on the circuit and I didn’t know how hard I could push. That was enough to make the difference. But it’s all part of the learning experience I am going through between now and the end of the season. On the one hand, I’m a little disappointed but, on the other, I didn’t make any mistakes and fourth on the grid isn’t too bad. The important point is that Ferrari are not as far ahead of us as they were in Melbourne and we don’t know what strategy they are running for the race.







Massa snatched pole position from Räikkönen. Alonso then split the two Ferraris with a lap that was 0.6 seconds faster than Hamilton and exacerbated the Englishman’s mild frustration. Hamilton’s mention of strategy was a reference to Massa having perhaps qualified his Ferrari with less fuel on board in order to claim his fourth pole position but then pay a penalty by making an early first stop to refuel (drivers had to qualify with the same amount of fuel that they intended to carry for the first phase of the race).




While Massa may have given Räikkönen something to think about, Alonso continued to establish the expected pecking order within McLaren by reading the conditions perfectly and producing faultless laps when they mattered. This would be a tough test for Hamilton. With the ambient temperature constantly hovering around 35 degrees C, this combined with 50 per cent humidity would make the 56-lap race the most physically demanding on the calendar. It was another drive into unknown territory; would Hamilton be able to cope with conditions that can cause drivers to lose as much as 10 kilogrammes during 90 minutes of intense concentration and physical effort?




That seemed of no consequence when the two Ferraris and two McLarens raced towards the first corner. Any questions about Hamilton having been lucky at the start in Melbourne were quickly dismissed when he pulled off an even more impressive move at Sepang–aided, it has to be said, by the Ferrari drivers appearing to fall asleep.




Massa started the disastrous sequence by leaving room on the inside as the leaders approached the first corner, a right-hander, Alonso needing no second bidding to snatch the lead. Hamilton could hardly believe his luck when Räikkönen did exactly the same thing; the Englishman duplicated the actions of his team-mate a few yards ahead. But Hamilton was not yet finished. The second corner, a left-hander, followed immediately after the first. By running round the outside of Massa at the left-hander, Hamilton was perfectly positioned to take the line through the next corner and demote Massa to third. Once again, Hamilton had gone racing. He had seen a gap–two, in fact–and used them to his advantage. Now the world began to sit up and take notice. So far, so good. There were 55 laps to run.




Massa was not about to let the moment pass without retaliation. Pushing the McLaren hard on lap 4, Massa went for a gap on the inside as they approached turn 4. Hamilton saw him coming, but judged that Massa had been too adventurous. Sure enough, the Ferrari got alongside and then ran wide at the exit of the right-hander. On lap 6, Massa tried again at the same place. This time Hamilton left slightly less room on his right and braked as late as he dared. Massa fell for it, braked impossibly late and ran on to the grass on the outside of the corner. Hamilton calmly continued on his way, doubtless with a broad grin after enjoying such a good scrap with the Brazilian.




With the Ferraris falling behind and Alonso driving superbly at the front, Hamilton focused on consolidating second place. Everything seemed perfectly under control when he set the fastest lap of the race but, inside the baking-hot cockpit, Hamilton was alarmed to discover that he had used up his drinks supply. There were 20 laps remaining–and Räikkönen was closing fast. This would be yet another test. Would Hamilton crack under the Finn’s relentless pressure in such torrid conditions?




Digging deep into his physical and mental reserves, Hamilton did not put a wheel out of place despite the Ferrari closing to within a car’s length in the final stages. Second place and another podium was one thing but, on the cooling down lap, Hamilton got on the radio and calmly told his engineer, Phil Prew, ‘I really think a win will come.’ This was not an idle boast and yet it was necessary to remind yourself that he had completed just two F1 races.




It took Nigel Mansell seventy-two Grands Prix before he won his first. It was part of the character-building process that made Mansell such a gritty competitor, a driver who would bounce back despite having ended the first race of 1986 against the crash barrier. The next round was at Jerez in Spain, where Mansell waged a tense battle with Senna, the Englishman having made a late stop for fresh tyres. With 8 laps to go, Mansell was third, 19 seconds behind Senna. As they started the last lap, he was second, just 1.5 seconds behind the Lotus. They crossed the line with Mansell drawing alongside, Senna taking the victory by 0.014 seconds.




For this race, the finishing line had been moved from near the end of the pit straight to its beginning. Had the timing beam remained in its original position, Mansell would have been ahead and won. In 1986, points were awarded 9, 6, 4, 3, 2 and 1 to the first six finishers. Those extra 3 points would have made a huge difference to Mansell at the end of the season. As Lewis Hamilton was to discover twenty-one years later, it is the small details that count when F1 is as competitive as this.
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