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  The warm-up




  Sometimes in my job the drama doesn’t only unfold on the track. On occasions we’ve had all of our technical equipment fail just minutes before the live programme.

  That is an unbelievably nerve-wracking experience. Suddenly everything – planned guests, locations and talking points – goes out of the window. That’s when we head to what we call

  the ‘bolt hole’.




  All our technical equipment operates using radio waves, but as a back-up we have an area we can go where everything gets plugged in with wires. It’s safe, reliable, but pretty restricting.

  I’ll never forget the time, standing in the pit lane in Hockenheim for the German Grand Prix, when all of a sudden my earpieces went silent. We were minutes from going live; cue frantic looks

  among the team as we quickly established that everyone had lost all form of communication. In the pit lane we were totally helpless. As we raced to the bolt hole, my mind turned to how we might

  fill an hour’s build-up if we couldn’t move anywhere. I concentrated on trying to stay as calm as possible. Ideally the viewers at home would remain unaware of any problem at all

  – and that’s when you earn your money.




  Moments like that I compare to a swan paddling frantically against the current under the water, while all you see above the surface is a serene, calm vision of confidence. At least, that’s

  the idea.




  There are many variables in this job. A pit lane that resembles Times Square while an engine roars up behind you; trying to guide two experts while looking out for a guest; knowing what the next

  link is, and then stopping to the second it’s all over.




  And the greatest thrill of all for me? That we broadcast live from the paddock and pit lane, not from a comfy, warm studio. I struggle to think of a place less well suited to easy television

  than a pit lane but, boy, it certainly makes for dramatic viewing.




  The few hundred fans in there with us before the race are the fortunate ones. With tens of millions tuning into the drama on TV sets around the world, these lucky men, women and children are

  actually spitting distance from an F1 car and the hallowed, spotless hives of activity that are the teams’ garages. Even more than that, in an hour this pit lane will be the focus of the

  race. Some will be the guests of sponsors, others competition winners, or perhaps they simply know the people to know! Most will have paid a whopping premium to stand in there, in the midday sun,

  and smell the oil, hear the engines, feel the energy.




  And it was against this backdrop that we went live to the nation in Melbourne in March 2009. With all that going on around you it’s so easy to get carried away and speak too fast, try and

  cram too much into a sentence or transmit everything you can see and feel to the viewer. At that moment, however, I was in survival mode – just get through this first broadcast and all will

  be okay. I hoped.




  







  How I became an F1 presenter




  In the autumn of 2008, I was scooped up from the friendly, colourful, smiley world of children’s television and pitched headfirst into one of the most high-profile,

  ruthless and exciting sports on the planet: Formula One. I’m often told, via Twitter, blogs and sometimes straight to my face as I walk down the street, that I must have ‘one of the

  best jobs in the world’, and I would never argue with that. I get the chance to travel the world, watch sporting history being made, meet global icons and deal with the cut and thrust of live

  television on a weekly basis.




  Of course, a whole lot more goes on behind the scenes of Formula One than the glamorous bits, and with every job come challenges, but no matter the highs and the lows, I always carry with me the

  saying we use in my family: ‘Roots and wings’. For me, the phrase is a constant reminder of the importance of a strong, stable, supportive home life. To use the latter, you need to have

  the former; roots provide you with a solid and stable background that gives you the confidence to use your wings. Great wings that carry us across oceans are wonderful, but without firm roots we

  wouldn’t have the courage to use them, and eventually we’d come crashing down. Up until the age of twenty-eight, I hadn’t really needed to use my wings at all, and I probably

  wasn’t aware just how strong my roots were. Then, on 3 September 2008, I was offered the chance to present the BBC’s Formula One coverage, and I’ve hardly stopped beating my wings

  since.




  Following in the footsteps of the consummate professional Steve Rider, and the dedicated ITV Sport team behind him, was always going to be a daunting task, and let’s just say that my first

  production meeting at the BBC didn’t exactly get off to a flying start. It was the first time we’d all be together in the same room – not only would the programme-makers be

  present, but also my new on-screen family: Martin Brundle, who is without doubt one of the greatest F1 commentators we’ve had in this country; Eddie Jordan, who used to fill my living room

  with a burst of vibrant yellow every weekend when I watched the Grands Prix as a kid; and finally David Coulthard, who was a star of British motorsport for well over a decade. These were people I

  had watched and admired for years, and suddenly here I was, required not only to be their colleague, but also to strike up an instant rapport with them. Not the most natural of things, I can assure

  you.




  An initial hello was going to be nerve-wracking enough, and I was keen to get off to a good start when we all met up. Unfortunately, the reality of what happened couldn’t have been further

  from what I’d planned! Our meeting was scheduled for 10am at west London’s BBC Television Centre, and I was running late. My family and friends will testify that this is pretty normal

  for me, but I’d hoped that with light traffic and a little bit of luck, it might just be all right. It wasn’t. You know one of those journeys where at every turn you take you’re

  faced with brake lights? When, as soon as you do a U-turn out of a traffic jam, the cars start moving again? Well, that was my morning and, as I sat in the car, panic rising up through my body, all

  hopes of getting off on the right foot were blown. I was 20 minutes late. To make matters worse, the meeting was in a boardroom on the sixth floor – a large, quiet, echoing room at the best

  of times. I arrived, peered through the crack in the door and saw twenty or so people gathered around an oval table – the meeting had clearly started without me.




  Suffice it to say, it’s difficult to sneak unnoticed into a room when you’re six foot three and the door ccrrreeeaaakkkkks open to announce your arrival. No one really knew me at all

  at that point and, as every single face turned to look at me, it’s fair to say that first impressions weren’t good. And this was before I had grasped exactly how important it is to

  stick religiously to schedules and timings in F1. I slid into the glaringly vacant seat and squeaked, ‘There was an accident!’ The boss leant in towards me and said, ‘There will

  be.’ I consoled myself with the thought that things could only get better from there . . .




  I have always loved F1, perhaps because I’m a Norfolk boy and my home county has a long and distinguished history of motor racing. Nigel Mansell drove the famous black and gold Lotus,

  Ayrton Senna lived in Norwich as a young guy, and people there have a real passion for grass-roots motorsport: stock car racing, speedway, club races at Snetterton on a windy Norfolk afternoon

  – most of the county is motor racing mad. Throw into the mix my Uncle Michael’s racing success, and I guess that is where it all started for me. My uncle was a local super stock racer

  of some repute, but to an impressionable 7-year-old he was my very own Stirling Moss.




  So when, in early 2008, I heard that the BBC had secured the rights to Formula One, you can imagine how excited I felt. It was a big commitment for a publicly funded channel – figures in

  their tens of millions were being bandied about as the price of obtaining the contract – and the pressure for the programme to be a success was huge. The papers were full of speculation:

  would the famous ‘The Chain’ theme tune return? Would Murray Walker be back in the commentary box? Would Martin Brundle jump ship from ITV? And the most thrilling question of all

  – who would the new presenter be?




  At this time, I was still presenting at Children’s BBC, merrily carrying on the baton from John Craven as the host of Newsround, but I was also starting to dip my toe into the warm

  waters of BBC Sport. Live sports programming had been my real aim ever since I started as a television runner in the 1990s so, as I read reports in the papers that Richard Hammond, Gabby Logan,

  Chris Evans and Jeremy Clarkson were all in the running to take on the F1 role, I made a pact with myself. I felt it would be a little arrogant to chase the F1 job and expect it to drop into my

  lap, but I also knew it was my dream role. So I decided the right approach was to make it abundantly clear that I’d love the job, but only to do that if it was mentioned to me.




  The year progressed, and having convinced the BBC Sport department to take a chance on a children’s TV presenter and let me do a couple of stints here and there, hosting Football

  Focus and doing some sports reporting, I was given the opportunity to broadcast from the European Football Champion -ship. It was at the Euros that the words ‘Formula’ and

  ‘One’ were first mooted to me. I was asked if I liked the sport and whether I knew much about it, to which I responded positively. Nothing more was said for a few weeks and I thought my

  chance had gone. Meanwhile, almost every time I picked up the paper it felt as if another name was being linked with the job. Strangely, no one ever mentioned the guy who had hosted such shows as

  Rule the School, Bamzooki and Gimme a Break, while also dressing up as a pink shellfish and running around the Blue Peter garden popping foam-filled balloons for

  ‘Mobster Lobster’.




  Following the Euros, I hosted my first Olympics, in Beijing in August 2008, and while I was there I met with the Head of Sport at the BBC, who would very much be part of the F1 decision. We

  touched on the subject, but he certainly gave nothing away. If they were considering me, they were playing a great game of poker. A couple of days after I got back from China, I was asked to submit

  a document detailing how I’d host F1 if I got the chance. A few days after that, I went to a meeting at BBC Television Centre, where I chatted with the department bosses about the new F1

  contract and the opportunities it might present me. Then, strangely, they asked me to count the steps from the office to the lift and then come back into the room. I will never forget what they

  said when I went back in: ‘Mr Sloane [Niall, then BBC Head of Football and Motor Racing] and Mr Wilkin [Mark, the current editor of the programme] would like to offer you the job as our new

  F1 presenter.’ My reply? ‘Mr Humphrey would be delighted to accept!’




  I could have exploded. All my Christmases, birthdays and Easters came at once in that moment. Needless to say, I immediately broke the rules of confidentiality and cried down the phone to my mum

  and dad. I was asked to keep it a secret until one Thursday in a few weeks’ time, when they’d announce the news. In the meantime, I had to bite my lip and keep schtum. Not easy for me.

  I also spent the intervening weeks wondering when they’d either ring me up and say, ‘Only joking!’, or realise they’d made a huge mistake and retract the offer. It was a

  nail-biting time. Roll forward to the day of the announcement about the new BBC F1 team and 20 minutes after the news broke, my phone rang. It was my wife. ‘I’ve just been on the

  internet,’ she sobbed, ‘and everyone thinks you’re going to be rubbish!’ Now, I wasn’t used to being recognised in my own house, so you can imagine what a shock this

  scrutiny came as. I told her not to worry and asked where she’d read it. ‘On the BBC website,’ she said. Oh dear.




  Suddenly, not only did I have to prepare myself for the most demanding live TV you can imagine, show Eddie Jordan and David Coulthard that I was up to the job and make sure I didn’t let

  the production down, but now I also had to prove that the naysayers were wrong and that the doubters had judged me too quickly. There was only one way through this and it involved doing my prep,

  trusting my instincts and hoping people liked the ‘new-look’ F1 team.




  Early on in my career, I received a sage piece of advice from one of my old bosses – ‘Never sit in the comfy chair’ – and I like to think I’ve taken those words on

  board. This job isn’t particularly comfy, that’s for sure! Not only are you away from your home and your family for a good part of the year, but most days you are outside for about six

  or seven hours, whether that’s in searing heat, a mild breeze or torrential rain. You don’t have the benefit of rehearsals; there’s no make-up, no autocue to tell you what

  you’re going to say next. Quite often there isn’t even the luxury of a running order. In the post-race segment especially, we really are just busking it, and reacting to whatever drama

  live television has thrown our way.




  Take Canada 2011 as a prime example. We were midway through a season that had been dominated by Sebastian Vettel. Every time you walked into the paddock, you saw the crush of reporters gathered

  outside his team HQ, or witnessed him having to sprint from the hospitality suite to the back of the garage just to avoid the autograph hunters and journalists desperate for a story. The weekend

  had progressed like any other; just as he had done for the previous few races, Vettel had shown incredible bravery and raw speed to stick his car on pole position. I was in the paddock that

  evening, listening to the drivers and chatting to the team bosses as they resigned themselves to the fact that Sebastian was going to pull his usual trick – he has an impressive ability to

  get the perfect start, which is not easy when you have to keep the revs at the precise bite point, release not one but two clutches on the rear of the steering wheel and get the right amount of

  drive off the line without getting so much that you spin the rear wheels. Once you’ve started moving, you then have to hit the KERS (Kinetic Energy Recovery System) button for an extra boost

  of power as soon as you’re going over 100kph, change up through the gears while keeping your eye on the first turn, all the time making sure you defend your position from over twenty cars

  flying along behind you at speeds of up to 200mph. Seb managed to do this race after race, keeping hold of the lead while increasing the gap between himself and the rest of the drivers, so giving

  that little bit of breathing space. He was starting to look unbeatable, uncatchable.




  But not on this occasion, not as the rains came.




  ‘How can they be the best drivers in the world if they can’t cope with rain?’ some people scoff. An F1 car works on the principle of downforce, and to ‘switch on’

  that ability to stick to the road you need to be going at a certain speed. Added to that, you need heat in the tyres before they become grippy and stick to the track, and the brakes have to be

  red-hot before they will stop the car sufficiently. In the rain, not only is it hard for the drivers to employ downforce and heat as effectively, but there is also another issue to consider: an F1

  car runs so close to the ground that the ‘plank’ underneath is just a few millimetres off the floor. In wet weather, too much water on the track turns the plank into a canoe, and the

  car is washed clean off the asphalt and on to the grass or into the gravel. And all this is before you take into account the lack of visibility.




  So there we were in Canada, with drivers telling their teams the rain is too heavy and cars slipping off all over the place; our broadcasting team was huddled in various garages, in an attempt

  to find shelter at a track that has hardly changed since the 1960s, where the hospitality units are tiny and temporary and the TV compound is a long walk away. The crowds may have been soaked but

  they were also mesmerised as Jenson Button crashed with his teammate Lewis Hamilton (resulting in Hamilton’s retirement), got a puncture, tangled with Fernando Alonso, made pit stop after pit

  stop and at one point was running last. At this stage, Seb had hardly put a foot wrong; despite his tender years and massive inexperience compared to Jenson, it was almost inconceivable that

  he’d give in to the pressure he was under. After all, he was the world champion. And then F1 did what it does best – it delivered a story that even George Lucas, who was at the race,

  would have struggled to imagine. While his rivals were on the slower, wet-weather tyres, Jenson fitted slick tyres, overtook rival cars as if they were standing still and on the final lap suddenly

  he had Vettel in his sights.




  I was sitting, soaked to the core, just ten feet from Lewis Hamilton, who had long since made his way to the team hospitality unit. The room was electric as Jenson honed in on Sebastian.

  Jenson’s family and friends were in a group, huddled around one television; the catering staff and guests, including the pop star Rihanna, were watching the final few minutes of a race that

  had lasted over four hours. I was actually head down, making notes for the end of the programme, when I heard a loud gasp. Lewis sat bolt upright and everyone turned to the screen. Sebastian had

  slid to the right around a left-handed corner, the result of having let his car run wide on to the wet part of the track, and Jenson slithered by like the wind. Just a few corners later and the win

  was his. The emotion was unbridled – the motorhome erupted, and it was great to see Lewis clapping his teammate as Jenson Button picked up the most dramatic victory of his career.




  To sum up a race like that for the audience at home, you need to rely on all your experience but most importantly you have to trust your instinct. In situations like these, there is simply no

  time to plan what we’re going to say, the areas of the race we’ll analyse or how we’ll sign off the programme. And that is exactly why live sport is such a thrilling challenge for

  a presenter.




  Rewind to my first ever broadcast, remove some of the familiarity that three seasons’ worth of experience brings, and the first time we went live was terrifying. But during that first

  transmission also came one of my proudest moments: when we were midway through the build-up to the first qualifying session, Martin Brundle joined us live and said he thought we – David

  Coulthard, Eddie Jordan and myself – looked like we’d been working together forever. And, to be honest, that is how it felt from the very beginning. I think we all contribute to the

  presenting team in our own ways; DC and EJ bring their knowledge and experience of the sport, and I hope I bring my experience of presenting and my enthusiasm for F1.




  Luckily for me, Formula One is a sport that’s easy to get enthusiastic about. I’ve witnessed some great moments of sporting triumph, and I’ve seen some terrifying collisions.

  I’ve interviewed drivers as they celebrate their victories and as they battle with their disappointments. I’ve experienced moments in my career when I wished the ground would swallow me

  up, and I’ve stood on tracks where history has been made and lives have been lost. Of course, there’s the obvious thrill of the fast cars, the death-defying race tracks, the glamorous

  settings, the determination and the devotion of the drivers and their teams. But this sport is about so much more than speed and bravery – it’s an incredible engineering battle as well.

  So much of what happens out on the track is a direct result of what takes place behind the closed doors of team headquarters. To really understand the sport, you need to realise that the biggest

  battle of all is the development race. While the teams are fighting to win the title they are at the same time already focusing manpower, effort and energy on the following season.




  Once you’ve built and improved the car to a sufficient level it then becomes about teamwork. Not only in the racing, but in the mammoth logistical challenge of travelling the world,

  constantly feeding back to an army of workers at the team’s base as the race weekend progresses. The unseen race is just as astounding and inspiring as what unfolds on the track. And the

  reason for it all? Man’s natural desire to compete and to win, but not at all costs. Until you’ve stepped inside it, it’s impossible to appreciate just how close the F1 family is,

  how the drivers, engineers, team principals and journalists all exist within a ‘bubble’ of travelling, working, failing and succeeding together. And when they need to, they are all

  there to support each other – from Felipe Massa’s accident that almost cost him his life to the remarkable way the pit lane came together as one when fire ripped through the Williams

  garage just hours after one of their greatest triumphs.




  F1 is a global adventure that is a true World Championship. It covers every corner of the globe, arouses every human emotion, and provides drama and intrigue that has millions glued to their

  television sets for the whole season. And the most compelling part of the sport? That we witness the greatest collection of drivers in the world going wheel-to-wheel every other week; and whether

  they succeed or fail, they return the following week to try again. The sport doesn’t dwell on defeat, victory doesn’t make it rest on its laurels. It’s the sport that never takes

  its foot off the pedal, and whether you’re driving the car, making decisions from the pit wall, cheering in the stands or glued to the TV, there is something for everyone.




  







  1
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  In at the deep end




  The day of my first F1 broadcast for the BBC – 28 March 2009 – was the most scared, lonely and inferior I have felt in my entire life. It might seem strange that a

  feeling of inferiority was my overriding emotion; after all, I had been chosen to front the return of Formula One to the BBC after a thirteen-year absence, and I’ve been on the TV since the

  age of eighteen. You see, the mistake I had made was to attend the Chinese Grand Prix a few months before.




  As much as my family enjoyed motorsport during my formative years in Norfolk, we never really had the money to attend Grands Prix when I was a kid. So when I was given the F1 job the BBC wisely

  thought it best not to make my first race the opening Grand Prix of 2009, which I would be presenting live to the nation! Therefore, in late October 2008 I went to China to meet David Coulthard,

  who was racing in his final season before retirement, and to watch my first ever live Formula One Grand Prix.




  The funny thing about being a TV presenter is that there are no qualifications to do the job – no degree certificate that says people will like you, no courses you can attend to be natural

  and likable when in front of the camera. It’s incredibly subjective, which means one person may love what you do and another simply can’t stand you. Doing this job, you have to block

  these thoughts out and trust your instincts. You also need a pretty thick skin and a smattering of confidence; after all, you have to believe people are going to want to hear what you have to say.

  There is simply no hiding place. I will never forget the moment that confidence deserted me entirely and I was hit by the dawning realisation that I wasn’t going to be able to do the job: I

  was in way over my head, entirely out of my depth, and the whole thing was going be a career-ending disaster.




  I had been feeling relaxed and confident as the director and the editor of the new show and I meandered around the Shanghai paddock and team homes, introducing ourselves to people and explaining

  that we were soon to take over the TV coverage. The paddock in China is vast, built just after the millennium when China was keen to do things quicker, bigger, higher than anywhere else. Therefore,

  in Shanghai the grandstand is about half a mile long and stretches up to the heavens, while they also constructed what was at the time the longest straight in F1 – just because they could!

  The first thing that struck me about the world of F1 as we walked around was the strong sense of being a community. Even then, not knowing anyone in the paddock, I started to see how things worked,

  and I stood and observed for a while. There was a lot to absorb and many new faces to get to know, but that warm, overcast October afternoon was great. I felt good.




  But as a chillier, more autumnal wind began whistling through the circuit and kicking up the dust, as engines roared in the distance and the now familiar whiff of fuel and oil filled my nostrils

  for the first time, my good spirits began to evaporate. My general mood of excitement and impatience suddenly began to give way to a strange feeling of loneliness – it was as if I had been

  pitched into a party where everyone knew each other except me. I watched the cameramen as they seemed instinctively to know where to wait to get the right photos and video footage of the drivers,

  while the journalists moved around in a hunting pack, going from team home to team home at set times to get the drivers’ thoughts. Mechanics high-fived each other as they walked to and from

  the garage, while outside each garage stood large, stern-looking security guards stopping any unwanted guests. It was clear that there was a set of rules that had to be obeyed and that the people

  here already knew the protocol inside out; the expectations, and the boundaries. I understood then that it was going to be a steep learning curve, but I tried not to let things overwhelm me –

  after all, I told myself, I wasn’t going to be able to understand every last detail of the sport and be accepted all on my first day, was I?




  The following morning we returned for qualifying, and I met David Coulthard for the first time. He was standing at the back of the garage, much thinner than he seemed on TV, with greying hair

  and the really assured ease of a man completely at home. Zipping up his race suit and chatting to his race engineer, he was every inch the racing star. All drivers have a race engineer, and they

  need an almost telepathic relationship with them, and to trust them completely. While the driver wrestles a multimillion-pound, precious and easily broken prototype of a car around the track at

  hundreds of miles an hour, the race engineer’s job is to explain the strategy decisions the team are making, describe the race situation as succinctly as possible, and keep his driver calm or

  fire him up when needed.




  David eventually finished his chat with his engineer, ‘Rocky’ – who now engineers Sebastian Vettel – and invited us to put on headphones and listen in to his team attack

  qualifying. Wow! It may seem an odd analogy, but I would liken the experience to the first time I went snorkelling on holiday – suddenly you have access to a world that you didn’t even

  know existed. David and the team went through radio checks and then discussed when they would head out for qualifying, how many laps they’d do and the tyres they’d use. Suddenly the

  jovial, welcoming garage grew very loud and incredibly serious, and I tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible at the back. Not that easy when you are as tall as I am!




  It was a real education as David went out, set a hot lap and then pulled back into the pits. Even then, at the back of the garage and with noise-cancelling headphones on, I was blown away by the

  aggression and the ferocity of the cars – the wheel-spinning and laying down rubber as the car shot out of the pit box, the dust and fumes it kicked up on its return, and the searing heat

  from the engine, exhaust, brakes and tyres. Everything was far more heightened than it had ever appeared on the television. I could just see the rear wing of the cars over the pit wall as they shot

  down the main straight. ‘That can’t be how fast they actually are,’ I thought as they shot by at 200mph, a breathtaking wall of noise. David’s session was actually impeded

  by Nick Heidfeld, who was driving for BMW Sauber, and as he got out of the car you could tell by his body language that things hadn’t gone as planned. F1 is a high-stakes, high-pressure and

  big-money game. At that moment I kept my distance.




  If that morning was unnerving, it was nothing compared to what I experienced the next afternoon. It was race day, 30 minutes before the start, and I couldn’t believe how alive everything

  felt. There is a real change in the energy at a Formula One event with half an hour to go until lights out. When you consider that there are only twenty races annually – as many races in one

  year as there are Premier League football matches in just one fortnight – you realise why mistakes are rarely tolerated. Everyone is expected to match up to the highest standards –

  suddenly everything is urgent, serious and completely controlled.




  Standing in the Red Bull garage, having wished a focused David Coulthard the best of luck, I noticed ITV’s Steve Rider, who was just a few feet away in the pit lane. He was the man I would

  be replacing, and he was standing with Mark Blundell – his pundit – and four crew members. That was it. Six people, alone, in a vast pit lane. There were mechanics rushing nearby, cars

  screaming past at 60mph on their way to the grid, other cars burning off fuel by driving through the pit lane, equipment being transported, camera crews and journalists everywhere, a vast

  grandstand full of tens of thousands of people – and then the ITV crew, so small, so insignificant and so alone, looking incredibly vulnerable.




  The TV compound, where the other members of the production team sit, can be a mile away from the pit lane where the broadcast happens and there are no cables, there is no physical, tangible

  connection to the rest of the team. Just a microphone, an earpiece and gallons of trust. Trust that you will deliver, that the team will help you out if you need it, and that the technical side of

  the operation will cope with the rigours of live F1. You really do have to pin your hopes on all these things happening, because on the other side of that camera are a few million people. No

  autocue, no scriptwriters, no rehearsals, no delayed transmission, no safety net. Fall, or even wobble, and it’s likely to be game over – and a very public game over at that.




  It was at precisely this moment that I was struck by the enormity of it all; and it felt as if my world had come crashing down around me. Suddenly I longed for the comfort of introducing

  Tracy Beaker or Blue Peter in the safe, multicoloured world of the CBBC channel. The boss looked at me and said, ‘What are you thinking?’




  ‘Exciting,’ I said. ‘Can’t wait ’til it’s us.’




  I was lying.




  I had just about managed to compose myself by the time David brought the car home in tenth place, and Lewis Hamilton had won the race in emphatic style just weeks before he was crowned world

  champion in dramatic fashion in Brazil, where he overtook a car on the final corner of the final lap of the final race that year to bag the title.




  Five months later, and I had swapped smoggy China for sunny Melbourne. Well over 100,000 people were packed into Albert Park, in the middle of this vibrant, modern Australian city, and now it

  was my turn. Fleetwood Mac’s ‘The Chain’ is blasting down my earpiece, the PA says ‘Twenty seconds left on VT’, I’ve written my script and I know that my mum and

  dad, my wife, my bosses, my peers and colleagues, and millions of viewers, are about to make up their minds about whether I am the man for the job.




  That first walk into the pit lane was a real eye-opener. Most pit lanes are about fifteen feet wide, which is no problem once the cars are on track and the pit lane is limited to just essential

  team personnel, but 60 minutes pre-race it’s a rather different story. The pit lane is the heartbeat of an F1 track, so for a few hundred – and sometimes thousand – pounds

  sterling, a lucky few can pay to see and be seen above and around the teams’ garages during a race. And as I walked into the pit lane for the first time, it felt like the whole of Melbourne

  was in there: a wall of bodies, all resplendent in Ferrari hats, McLaren tops or Red Bull jackets – it was a bit like walking on to a packed platform on the London Underground in rush hour,

  but in Technicolor. People were taking photos, pushing and elbowing for the best view of the cars, while barriers and security personnel stopped them from getting close enough to prevent the team

  from doing their work. Amid all this mayhem, I was going to try and present a live TV show – and so began the learning curve.




  It’s incredible, looking back now, to think just how little I really knew about the business of getting the cars on track back in 2009. I recall, at my first race, the producer telling me,

  ‘The pit lane is now open, so be careful,’ and thinking, ‘What is he talking about?’ What he meant was that, with 30 minutes to go until the start of the race, it was time

  for the cars to make it round to the grid – it sounded simple enough but, as I was soon to find out, in F1 nothing is simple. At about 20 minutes past the hour, I noticed all the mechanics

  streaming out of the garages like little uniformed ants, each representing their chosen team. They lined up by a gate to the track, waiting to be allowed on to the grid – everything is timed

  and calculated to the minute, and everyone knows that breaking the rules can lead to a severe punishment. With these mechanics and engineers was an unbelievable amount of kit. Unlike your or my

  road car, you can’t just turn off an F1 car and leave it, then return to it, turn the key and expect it to start up. These cars are effectively alive, and they need a full

  ‘life-support’ system to keep them happy until the start of the race. The engineers were also taking laptops on to the grid in order to capture thousands of bits of data from the cars

  every minute; they had spare tyres in case the weather changed, tyre warmers to make sure the tyres weren’t cold and therefore offering too little grip; a starter gun because the driver

  doesn’t start the car himself; four wheel guns to get the wheels on and off, not to mention umbrellas, trolleys of extra kit, and those important little things like drinks for the driver

  – essential because of the fluid lost during a race. Once the equipment was on the grid and laid out at each of the starting positions, the engineers waited for the cars to leave their

  respective garages. Precisely 30 minutes before the race start, the pit lane light went green, the V8 engines sprang to life, and you needed eyes in the back of your head to make sure you

  didn’t get hit. No mean feat when you’re concentrating on the job in hand and also wearing ear defenders to avoid being deafened by the sound of the cars.




  I’m pleased to say that I survived the madness of my first pit lane in Melbourne in 2009. The race was a great return of Formula One to the BBC, and also marked a fantastic change in

  fortunes for Jenson Button, following Honda’s shock withdrawal from F1 in December 2008. Just months before the new season, I received a phone call from a producer at work, saying,

  ‘Only one British driver for the new F1 season, hey?’ It was news to me, and when I went online I saw that Honda had pulled the plug, leaving Jenson Button without a drive for 2009 and

  Lewis Hamilton as the sole British representative on the grid.




  To say that this was an unexpected turn of events was an understatement. Just a few days before, I had spent the afternoon being introduced to the press officers at the Honda HQ, who operated

  out of an unassuming building in Brackley, just off the A43 in Northamptonshire. We were fed sandwiches in the boardroom and taken to the silent design office. It was full of people designing new

  front wings, exhaust systems and trick diffusers; they tapped away on their PCs, the latest design software on the screen in front of them, as they used their know-how to develop something they

  thought would make all the difference come the start of the season. All the talk was of the team’s hopes for the future, and indeed the purpose of our tour was to discuss how we would work

  with them in the coming season.




  In many ways, the fate of Honda was a perfect first lesson in how Formula One works. It’s a ruthless, transient world where the clock and the balance sheet judge you. Unfortunately for

  Honda, neither stacked up in their favour. Despite the tens of millions they were pumping into their F1 bid, the previous season had yielded just fourteen points and a ninth-place finish out of the

  eleven teams. It wasn’t good enough, and the decision was taken in Japan to simply pull the plug and get out now.




  Sadly for the Japanese employees who returned home, they had designed a car that they would never see race under the Honda flag. Many feared it would be stillborn, but after plenty of high-level

  discussions it was decided that Ross Brawn, the multitalented, multi-title-winning former Ferrari designer would perform a management takeover with his investors and partners. Little was he to know

  that taking the reins would be one of the greatest decisions of his career.




  If pre-season testing was impressive, that first race in Melbourne was just unreal. Brawn GP, as they were now known, had a white car almost completely devoid of sponsors’ logos. A few

  years before, you couldn’t move for companies clamouring to advertise on an F1 car, but pretty much the only sponsorship this car displayed was that of Richard Branson’s Virgin Group.

  It was a stark reminder that in 2009 the financial world was starting to implode, and convincing companies to part with their cash to sponsor an F1 car that hadn’t even been due to race just

  a few weeks before was clearly a difficult sell. It must have been a dream for Richard Branson, though – his Virgin logo took pride of place on the side of the cockpit, and a predominantly

  white car with little flashes of fluorescent yellow took to the track while Sir Richard prowled around in the paddock.
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