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INTRODUCTION

If you took the 21 starters for the first Formula 1 grand prix at Silverstone in 1950 and put them on the grid 75 years later, alongside their modern-day counterparts, they might well think they had entered the realms of science fiction. F1 has been transformed from a sport of hobbyist, gentleman racers drifting their pre-war machinery around straw bales and oil drums to a global business with revenues of $4 billion. Today, should a car stop on track in an awkward place, it is covered by a Virtual Safety Car, in some cases a full Safety Car. In the 1970 Spanish Grand Prix at Jarama, Jackie Oliver collided with Jacky Ickx’s Ferrari on the opening lap, sending both into the barriers with the cars erupting in flames. The drivers escaped with minor injuries but, laden with fuel, both cars burned furiously for an hour. The race continued regardless, with the remaining drivers having to steer a narrow path away from the wreckage, occasionally spinning on the foam and water that was now covering the circuit.

In the early 1950s a successful F1 team, such as Ferrari, might have 20 employees. Today, the Scuderia employs over a thousand. The Little Book of F1 will take you on the journey that F1 has made through its epic history, from its earliest form to the global showstopper it has become.



[image: A modern Formula 1 race with cars speeding down a straight track past a grandstand. The text 'LAS VEGAS' and 'QATAR AIRWAYS' is visible.]
The start of the British Grand Prix in 2025, 75 years on from F1’s first official race.


[image: Text in a rectangular box on a black background reads: 'THE EVOLUTION OF F1'.]


[image: Denny Hulme and Bruce McLaren in cream racing suits sit on the rear wheels of orange McLaren cars at Jarama in 1968. Car text: Denny Hulme, GOODYEAR.]
Denny Hulme and Bruce McLaren (r) waiting for practice to start at Jarama in 1968.



THE ROAD FROM SILVERSTONE

1950 TO 1961

International motor racing began in Europe at the turn of the 20th century with New York publisher, Gordon Bennett, sponsoring the Gordon Bennett Cup, a long-distance road race between national teams. Each chose their own national racing colour; France opted for Blue, Italy Red, Germany White, and Britain Shamrock Green. Those national colours would continue through to F1 and last until the late 1960s. The earliest races were from city to city, necessitating drivers to carry a riding mechanic – preferably not a heavy one.

The first official ‘grand prix’ which bucked the trend was held near Le Mans in 1906. The French Grand Prix was run over two days on a closed circuit of 103 km (64 miles), each day consisting of six laps. It was won by Hungarian Ferenc Zsisz driving a Renault. French marques dominated early continental racing with companies such as Richard-Brasier, Panhard and Delage. By the 1920s, Italian engineering was in the ascendancy, and some of the classic circuits were taking shape.


[image: Black and white photograph of Giuseppe 'Nino' Farina sitting in his Alfa Romeo F1 car. He wears a racing cap and goggles.]
Giuseppe ‘Nino’ Farina was F1’s first world champion, driving for Alfa Romeo.




[image: Black and white photo of 1950s F1 cars lined up on a cobbled track at Bremgarten. Alberto Ascari, far right, shakes hands with crew near car 18.]
The third F1 race, held at Bremgarten, Switzerland. Alberto Ascari is far right, shaking hands.



Monza, Spa, the Nürburgring and Monaco all ran races in the 1920s, Bugatti triumphing in Monaco in 1929. By the 1930s the fascist regimes of Germany and Italy were investing huge sums in their national teams, with the Silver Arrows of Mercedes and Auto Union dominating the two Donington Grands Prix held in Britain.

Following the resumption of racing after WWII it was the Italian marques of Alfa Romeo, Maserati and Ferrari battling for honours, along with Talbot-Lago and Simca-Gordini of France. In 1950, the Commission Sportive Internationale (CSI) felt confident they had enough entrants for the first international championship. They had defined Formula 1, or Formula A, in 1946 based on engine capacity, with many countries running non-championship grand prix for spectators eager to see racing action. The lack of machinery often meant that lesser capacity Formula 2 cars made up the grid numbers.

Teams were financed by ‘starting money’ and prize money offered by the circuits, along with sponsorship from fuel, oil and tyre suppliers. Drivers were largely private individuals. Only the top teams could afford to employ professionals, such as Fangio, Farina, Ascari and Moss. The teams would also make extra income selling their cars to privateers. The archetypal car of the 1950s was the Maserati 250F, of which 26 were built between 1954 and 1957, far more than the factory team needed.



[image: Formula 1 race cars on a curved track at Reims in 1959. A large red front-engined Ferrari leads a smaller blue rear-engined Cooper and other cars.]
At Reims in 1959, the rear-engined Coopers were dwarfed by the Ferraris.


[image: Mechanics work on dark green Cooper Formula 1 cars. A transporter in the background reads 'COOPER CAR CO. LTD. SURBITON .. ENGLAND'.]
The ‘garagistes’ of Surbiton at Silverstone in 1960.




[image: Roy Salvadori sits in the dark green, cigar-shaped Vanwall V4 in Rouen. The number 20 is painted in white on the nose. Mechanics stand by the car.]
Roy Salvadori at the wheel of the Vanwall V4 in Rouen.




[image: Two red 'sharknose' Ferrari 156 racing cars parked in the pit lane at the 1961 Belgian Grand Prix, surrounded by mechanics and spectators.]
Two ‘sharknose’ Ferrari 156s in the pits at the 1961 Belgian GP.



‘Nino’ Farina became the first drivers’ champion in 1950 for Alfa Romeo, but it was not until 1958 that the constructors’ title was introduced. It was won by the Vanwall team and marked the ascendancy of British race engineering. Jaguar had already won Le Mans five times and the Cooper Car Company, with its lightweight, rearengined T43, had clinched its first F1 victory, the 1957 Argentine GP. The Cooper team, operating out of a small garage in Surbiton, would draw the ire of Enzo Ferrari in later years, describing his new rivals as ‘garagistes’.

The Italian marque was late in switching to rear-engined cars and their first attempt in 1960, the Ferrari Dino 246, only achieved modest results. But its successor, the 156 ‘sharknose’, was not only fast, it was beautiful. In the hands of Phil Hill and the likeable, aristocratic Wolfgang von Trips it dominated the 1961 championship. Von Trips was on the verge of winning the drivers’ title at Monza when he hooked a wheel with Jim Clark in the opening laps. He was flung out of the car like a rag doll while the car barrel-rolled up the banking near Parabolica. The fear of being trapped in a burning vehicle was so strong that drivers preferred to take their chances and race without seat belts. Ferrari drivers Peter Collins and Luigi Musso had suffered similar fates in 1958, and the 1960s would only reinforce the verdict that being a Formula 1 driver was a perilous occupation.



YEARS OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY

1962-1982

In the 1960s and 1970s there was revolution in the air. Racing became more professional and the series better organized. While the boss of the Brabham team, Bernie Ecclestone, challenged the sport’s governing body to hand over more of the TV revenue, the drivers organized themselves into the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association and campaigned for safer circuits. The gung-ho spirit of surviving the war had been replaced by safety-conscious drivers who saw the frightening consequences of highspeed accidents.

Jackie Stewart was at the forefront for demanding more barriers at critical points of Spa and the Nürburgring, which he memorably dubbed ‘The Green Hell’. Both classic tracks were boycotted and dropped from the calendar. Critics could hardly point to the Scot’s inability to master the circuits. In 1968 he started sixth in Germany and by the end of the first lap led by nine seconds. Having won his third drivers’ title in 1973 he was preparing to retire after the final race, the USGP at Watkins Glen. When charismatic team-mate François Cevert was killed in practice, the victim of a poorly fitted Armco barrier, he retired on the spot.


[image: F1 cars line up four abreast on the Nürburgring grid in the 1960s, showing a 4-3 formation behind Continental banners.]
The wide Nürburgring track allowed cars to start four abreast in the 1960s.




[image: Jackie Stewart driving the dark blue Tyrrell F1 car ahead of a red car at Montjuïc Park in 1971. The car has 'elf' and '11' visible.]
Jackie Stewar t’s Tyrrell en route to victory at Montjuïc Park, Barcelona, in 1971.




[image: Bruce McLaren driving a yellow McLaren with high front and rear aerodynamic wings. 'BP' is on a sign.]
Bruce McLaren takes the Monaco Station hairpin in 1969 practice.




[image: Jacky Ickx in a red Ferrari with slick tyres on the grid at Montjuïc Park in 1971, surrounded by mechanics, officials and other cars.]
The slick-shod Ferrari of Jacky Ickx on the grid at Montjuïc Park in 1971.



In the past, grid spacings had been arranged according to the width of the circuit. In 1950, at Silverstone, cars lined up side by side, 4-3-4, for the opening race. At the next race, Monaco, it was 3-2-3. For the finale at Monza they lined up 4-4-4. It was hardly a great reward for claiming pole to have three cars alongside. From the end of 1973 grids would be 2-2-2, a measure introduced more as a safety precaution to increase the amount of space between cars during the rush towards turn one. From the 1980 season, grids became staggered and today the offset between P1 and P2 is 8 metres.

A new factor ratcheting up lap times was the introduction of slick tyres. They had been used in drag racing but that only required them to be driven straight and not take corners at speed, which required a much stiffer sidewall. In 1971, Firestone introduced slicks for Mario Andretti’s Ferrari and by the French Grand Prix, when Jackie Stewart won using Goodyear slicks, the paddock was convinced of their advantage.

Skyscraper wings arrived in 1968 courtesy of F1 designers copying Jim Hall’s ground-breaking Chaparral 2E sportscar. The ungainly inverted aerofoils were mounted on spindly struts, front and back, and were adjustable by the driver. They ruined the aesthetics of the cars. What’s more, the high aero load often caused them to collapse, which they did on both Lotus cars over bumps at the Montjuïc Park track in 1969. After first practice in Monaco they were banned, replaced by far lower, less conspicuous rear wings.

But that was not the end of aero experiments. Lotus chief Colin Chapman invested in research on ‘ground effect’ cars which had inverted aerofoil sidepods. They mimicked the downforce of skyscraper wings but without the drag penalty. And when the sidepods dragged along the ground, the downforce doubled! Lotus experimented with side skirts to seal the vacuum and nearly won with their Lotus 78 in 1977. A year later they had perfected the seal, with Mario Andretti winning six races to become world champion. So now everyone needed a ‘ground effect’ car. By 1982 the technology had escalated cornering speed to the point that a sudden loss of downforce in a high-speed corner would lead to a frightening accident. Ground effect was outlawed from 1983.

Meanwhile, Brabham owner Bernie Ecclestone, with an eye to where serious money could be made, had organized the independent teams into a lobbying group, FOCA, and wrenched the TV rights from the sport’s governing body. Bernie set about forcing television companies to cover all the races in a season or no deal. Formula 1 was about to become mainstream.


[image: François Cevert in his blue Tyrrell race car, wearing a blue, white and red helmet with 'elf' visible. The car has 'CEVERT' and 'Ford' written on it.]
François Cevert was tipped as a future world champion before his fatal crash.




[image: Mario Andretti driving a black Lotus 78 F1 car on a wet track. Decals read 'John Player Special', 'VALVOLINE', 'OLYMPUS', 'GOOD YEAR' and '5'.]
Mario Andretti in his Lotus 78 on the rainy tarmac of Île Notre Dame, Montréal.





THE RISE OF F1 TECHNOLOGY

1982-1993

Bernie Ecclestone’s wrangles with motorsport’s governing body culminated in the first Concorde Agreement. Named after the FIA’s address in Paris, not the harmony both sides achieved, it set out the path Formula 1 would take in the 1980s. It is regularly refined and updated, with the ninth version signed in 2025. Over the next decade, privateer teams running single cars would be banned. From now on, teams were limited to two cars, they needed to build their own chassis, and they had to commit to entering every race. The bar to entering F1 was getting higher and higher. With the rise of expensive turbo engines built by major manufacturers, the bar for success became higher still.

In 1977 Renault had experimented with using 1.5-litre V6 turbo engines, which were fast but prone to breaking down. They had poor driveability, experiencing turbo lag. Most of the British teams still ran 3.0-litre, V8 Cosworth engines, but Ferrari followed Renault’s lead in 1981 and Brabham obtained BMW turbos in 1982.


[image: Overhead view of two Formula 1 cars from 1979. One car is a blue Cosworth and the other is a yellow Renault.]
A Cosworth V8-powered Ligier and a Renault V6-powered Renault in 1979.




[image: Mechanics work on McLaren's bare carbon fibre tub with 'Marlboro' written on it in front of a lorry.]
McLaren’s revolutionary, weight-saving carbon fibre tub.



For so long ‘ground effect’ had kept the normally aspirated cars in contention, but when it was banned at the end of 1982, it became a turbo championship. McLaren bowed to the inevitable and commissioned Porsche to develop a V6, badged as TAG Turbo, and won successive championships in the hands of Niki Lauda and Alain Prost in 1984 and 1985. Williams struck up a deal with Honda and by the mid 1980s, the Canon-sponsored Williams was slugging it out with McLaren.

Employing carbon fibre to construct chassis also enlarged teams’ budgets. McLaren’s American engineer Steve Nicholls, using experience gained at Hercules Aerospace, guided designer John Barnard through the build of the first super-light, carbon tub. Paddock sceptics thought it would fragment into a thousand pieces in a high-speed crash. Carbon composite chassis proved to be among the greatest safety advances in the sport’s history, along with centrally positioned Kevlar/rubber, sealed-bag fuel cells.

More and more technology was being added to the cars. John Barnard invented the paddle-shift gearbox, first used on the Ferrari 640 in 1989. The semi-automatic system eliminated the need for a clutch pedal and gearstick and allowed the driver to keep two hands on the wheel – a real bonus for tracks like Monaco, requiring up to 50 changes per lap.


[image: Gilles Villeneuve driving the red Ferrari 126CK, number 27, in 1981, passing marshals and signs for Agip SINT and GITANES by a harbour.]
The amazingly skillful Gilles Villeneuve in the Ferrari 126CK, 1981.




[image: Nigel Mansell drives the red Ferrari 640 around a corner at the Monaco Grand Prix, showing the Agip, FIAT and Marlboro sponsors.]
Nigel Mansell at the wheel of John Barnard’s groundbreaking Ferrari 640.



Traction control was first used by Ferrari in 1990, in the form of software connected to a wheel speed sensor. Adopted by all in F1, traction control systems either cut the fuel supply, the spark or closed a fly-by-wire throttle. Starts were easier, too. Launch control eliminated wheelspin off the line giving cars the optimum get-away from the grid. Drivers just had to put their foot down. Braking was easier, too, with ABS eliminating one of the key driver skills.

On top of that, computers were hard at work eliminating pitch and yaw from the suspension of a car. Lotus had pioneered work on ‘active ride’ in the mid 1980s, with a system that maintained ride height using hydraulic rams with computer-actuated control valves. Williams followed suit, hoping to get maximum aero efficiency from the device. By 1993 Williams engineer Paddy Lowe had vastly improved the technology so that instead of a constant ride height, the car would adjust height to suit the exact corner it



[image: Damon Hill and Alain Prost drive blue, yellow and white Williams FW15Cs around a corner. There are large Mobil 1 trackside signs.]




[image: Nelson Piquet drives the Williams FW11B active ride car in 1987. The car features Canon, Honda, Mobil and ICI Tactel sponsorship logos.]




[image: Ayrton Senna walking in a white t-shirt with his 'S SENNA' logo, red racing suit tied at the waist, holding his yellow helmet.]
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