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About the Book

Founded in 1977 by Sir Frank Williams and Patrick Head, Williams F1 represents the last of the true independent teams; a company devoid of corporate dogma and run by enthusiasts driven by a love of racing and the satisfaction that comes with beating the rest of the world. Since its first Grand Prix victory at Silverstone on 14 July 1979, the team has won a further 116 GPs, delivered seven World Champions – among them Nigel Mansell and Damon Hill – and won nine Constructors Championships.

This is the definitive history of the Williams team as told by those who have worked for Williams past and present. At the heart of the book are Sir Frank’s personal recollections, along with memories and anecdotes from those at every level: from the shop floor to the upper strata of management; from the mechanics and machinists to the drivers – Mansell, Hill, Alain Prost and Alan Jones among them. It relates both the incredible highs of winning against the odds while never shying the terrible lows – the tragic deaths of Piers Courage in 1970 and Ayrton Senna in 1994 among them.

Conveying the history and soul of a unique band of people, Williams explains exactly why the Williams team is held in more affection than any other team in Britain, if not the world.


About the Author

Maurice Hamilton has been covering Formula 1 as a freelance journalist since 1977. He has attended more than 450 Grands Prix, including every race since 1984. The author of 19 books, Hamilton also commentates on the Grands Prix for BBC Radio 5 Live.
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FOREWORD

WILLIAMS IS A team that has my name over the door, something that for three decades has made me truly proud. However, I do hope this is not misplaced vanity on my part, as I know only too well that Formula 1 is not about any one single person.

In our sport, we often look to the racing driver as the solitary embodiment of our hopes and abilities, and goodness knows, I have more respect than most for what they do behind the wheel. But, like the person who lends his name to the team, they only do so much. The vast majority of the iceberg is below the water, and that has meant over the past thirty years that literally thousands of people have contributed to the team’s achievements, whether it be our sixteen World Championships and 113 race wins, or the less noteworthy but no less valid individual and daily triumphs that have kept us buoyant.

While my lifelong compulsion with Formula 1 might seem to be about the blur of speed, the noise and the smell of burning metal, hot rubber and consumed fuel, this sensory assault is transient – perhaps a couple of hours twenty or so times a year. In reality, a stronger fascination for me has been the continuous variety of people drawn to us by our sport. They come from all corners of the earth, but to a man, and despite their diversity, they have all been people with a driven sense of purpose, all willing to make huge personal sacrifices and commit incredible energy and effort in the pursuit of the highest achievement on the race track.

That is what has driven me all these years. It is the reason that, although into my sixties, a gentle retirement never crosses my mind. I have been given the extraordinary privilege of seeing the ebb and flow of remarkable human talent across the Williams threshold.

As well as drawing all manner of talent into our organisation, Formula 1 also attracts the attention of people of rank and note from across the world. Here again I have enjoyed a life of great fortune thanks to meeting and taking pleasure from all kinds of engagements with statesmen, sportsmen, business leaders and all manner of aficionados of our sport. This has been a constant stimulus to me.

Because my time at Williams has been defined by the contributions of so many others, it would be inappropriate to bear reference to any one person, but in this respect I make one exception.

Patrick Head has been my friend first, but also my business partner and major contributor to the success our organisation has achieved. He is a genuinely gifted person and a brilliant engineer. He has coupled his inherent talent to endless energy and together we have found a common desire to achieve success in Formula 1. This has been the basis of our partnership of over thirty years. It is a genuine privilege to have shared the stewardship of our organisation together on what I hope you will agree has been, and I expect will continue to be, an extraordinary journey.

Frank Williams

May 2009


INTRODUCTION

PATRICK HEAD SUMMED it up: ‘I have to say, when we win a race, it goes out of my head, even the details of it. Whereas the things that stop you winning a race, I remember all of those.’ Considering Williams have won more than a hundred Grands Prix – a staggering number when you think about it – Patrick can be forgiven for being unable to recall the champagne moments. But that would be missing the point. Head was not being unduly modest or forgetful; he was merely expressing a core value that has been evident ever since he and Frank Williams began Williams Grand Prix Engineering in 1977. The whole point about taking part in a motor race is to win it. Cross the line first and it’s job done. Now move on to the next race. Such a straightforward principle still applies today, despite or perhaps because of the accumulation of seven drivers’ world championships and nine constructors’ titles.

The Williams team is devoted to winning. Other racing organisations trot out that mantra as a matter of habit rather than careful thought about its true meaning. At Williams racing is the only thing. There are no distractions – no associated enterprises or peripheral partnerships. In a sport driven by corporate affiliations at the highest level, Williams remains a down-to-earth independent team of racers, a David among Goliaths. That is why there is arguably more widespread affection – as opposed to clannish support – among Formula 1 fans for Williams than for any other team. And that is why it is appropriate to mark the thirtieth anniversary of its first Grand Prix victory by relating the growth of this fond attachment during a fascinating roller-coaster ride through the decades.

It is a compelling story but writing it was going to be difficult because Williams and Head have always preferred to look forward rather than back. Frank encapsulated the philosophy perfectly at the launch of the 2009 Williams-Toyota: when asked if he would be recalling the thirty years since that emotional day at Silverstone, he said the only span of time that interested him was the five years since the team’s last victory. And that was not something to be celebrated.

The best way to proceed, it seemed to me, was to let this book gather its own unstoppable momentum, to reach a point where Head and Williams, for all their genuine dislike of celebrity, would have no option but to accept that theirs is a story worth telling. The most practical solution was to allow those who know the team best to articulate their sense of attachment to a professional company possessing a unique and attractive quirkiness that comes with being British and proud of it. Setting off on this voyage of vocal discovery, I had no idea that the response would be so fulsome, genuine and deeply caring. I have been overwhelmed by emotion that says everything about the two men who inspired it. Frank and Patrick may not always be the easiest people to work for, but they are steadfastly honest and incredibly passionate about their team and the business which has absorbed everyone within in it for more than three decades.

Respect is a word much abused these days, but within Williams it has proper and genuine roots. On that note, it is not a slack omission or a sign of impertinence that Sir Frank’s title has largely been disregarded in the narrative. Rather, it is a measure of the man that he would be appalled if protocol stifled the perfect blend of informality that has been his hallmark.

As this project gathered speed, it generated an enthusiasm which has been a privilege to experience as well as providing a vehicle for its rightful exposure. It has been a revealing and at times a touching journey. There have been occasions when it was difficult to prevent a lump in the throat; moments of delicious humour as anecdotes emerged; a wonderful dinner with Patrick in an appropriately noisy Italian restaurant; an hour when time seemed to stand still as I enjoyed a cup of tea with Frank and reminisced in his office on a peaceful Sunday afternoon.

This book has not so much been written as managed. These are the words of the people who matter.

Maurice Hamilton

Cranleigh, 2009


ONE

The Thrill of Movement

BORN IN SOUTH Shields on Thursday 16 April 1942, Frank Williams would come to epitomise the old saying, ‘Thursday’s child has far to go.’ But it would be a tricky and unconventional journey. Francis Owen Garbett Williams arrived in the middle of World War II and you could argue that he has been fighting private battles ever since.

Frank’s father flew Wellington bombers and left home before his son was one year old. Mrs Williams, faced with single parenthood and trying to make ends meet, worked hard to ensure her boy had a decent upbringing and education, something for which he would always remain grateful. Frank’s friends would later note that the relationship between mother and son appeared to lack a certain warmth. That could be accounted for by the fact that Frank was cared for by his grandparents for much of the time while his mother was heavily involved with teaching children with learning difficulties, a vocation which might have made it difficult for her to relate to a perfectly healthy son.

Frank spent three years at a convent school near Liverpool, followed by a year at day school in Jarrow. In the meantime, his mother had scraped together enough money to find him a place at St Joseph’s Roman Catholic boarding school in Dumfries. It was here that he would learn a great deal about himself as well as experiencing the first flickers of interest in a sport that would quickly become an all-consuming passion. It was a tough regime that lasted through his early teenage years and did much to mould a determined and competitive personality. As one of a number of English boys in a Scottish school, Frank’s national pride was developed by banter over sporting contests, none more so than motor racing.

In the early and mid-1950s the Le Mans 24 Hours was as prestigious as the Formula 1 World Championship, then in its infancy. If the dominance of Alfa Romeo and Ferrari pushed Formula 1 into the margins of British newspapers, Jaguar captured the headlines thanks to success at Le Mans. Jaguar was represented by a works team, operating from Coventry, and a highly professional private entrant bearing the cleverly alliterative title Ecurie Ecosse, based in Edinburgh. The Jaguar teams shared most of the wins between 1951 and 1957, Frank’s fascination with motorsport expanding rapidly alongside an intense interest in anything on four wheels.

By the age of ten, Frank could recite the specifications of almost every road car listed in the Autocar and the Motor weekly publications. His fascination with cars was fuelled by sights of the latest models as well-heeled parents swept up the school drive to collect their offspring. Mrs Williams, meanwhile, would arrive by train. Rather than cause embarrassment, this reinforced Frank’s appreciation of the hardship his mother was prepared to endure while, at the same time, heightening an awareness of the prestige value of fine cars and his longing to ride in them. Temporary relief from the latter was provided one day by a school friend’s father who was the owner of a Jaguar XK150S. When offered a ride in what was unquestionably the sportscar of the day, Frank admitted he was virtually speechless with excitement.

Frank’s passion for motoring is highlighted by the fact that whenever possible he would hitchhike rather than go by train. It saved money but also it allowed him to experience the thrill of movement on four wheels. His mother was now in charge of a village school ten miles outside Nottingham, and during school holidays Frank would frequently hitchhike from Nottingham to Newcastle upon Tyne, his reward being a ride in an exotic car at the end of the journey courtesy of Francis Holmes, a school mate from a family of motor traders. Mrs Holmes would invite Frank to stay during half-terms and he would seize the opportunity to inspect whatever cars Mr Holmes had in stock. Even better, cars were sometimes bought at auction in Glasgow and, if he went along for the trip, then a ride back to Newcastle was on offer in the tastiest purchase of the day. This was such a big deal for Frank that, if necessary, he would use his thumb to travel from Nottingham, have a wash and brush-up in Newcastle Central railway station and then present himself at the Holmes residence ready for the trip to Glasgow. The delight of the three-hour ride back to Newcastle in the passenger seat of some exotic car would be enough to sustain him as he said his cheery farewell and hitchhiked all the way back to Nottingham.

Quite what Mrs Williams made of all this is not known. In the 1950s teenagers enjoyed freedoms that would not be countenanced today. Frank’s trips were probably considered normal for a motor-mad lad who would take every opportunity to drive his mother’s Morris Minor 1000 around the school grounds before he was legally permitted to do so on public roads. It was also no surprise that Frank passed his driving test at the first attempt and that he left school at seventeen with no idea about his future except to say that he did not wish to go on to university. Mathematics may not have been his strong point but his gift for languages would stand him in good stead in the years to come. For now, though, the only language he wanted to understand was automotive with, if possible, a strong accent on racing. His journey on four wheels was about to make a humble but noisy start.

In early 2009 an Austin A35 was advertised on eBay for £2,990. The dumpy little two-door car, affectionately known as the Baby Austin, was manufactured by the British Motor Corporation at Longbridge from 1956. It was very popular at the time as family transport but the A35 also provided a reasonably inexpensive competition car for amateur racers. Frank Williams was not yet such a racer, despite his passion for cars. He was a wide-eyed enthusiast earning £3 10s a week as a management trainee with a car and commercial vehicle distributor in Nottingham. Williams scraped together every last penny to pay £350 for a tuned A35, more as a means of catching the eye of girls rather than going racing. Had he known then what his pride and joy would be worth nearly fifty years later, he might have taken greater care of it.

But, then again, probably not. Frank could not resist rapid movement in a motor car, much to the alarm in the years to come of most of his passengers, including his future wife, Virginia. It would be his undoing in more ways than one. And yet the Baby Austin would also shape his future in a manner that would have been beyond the wildest dreams of a car-mad nineteen-year-old. Frank’s A35 had been tuned for racing by Speedwell Conversions, a company owned by Grand Prix driver Graham Hill and therefore instantly credible in the eyes of the car’s new owner. Despite a noisy exhaust which would not pass muster today, the Austin was street legal, Williams making good use of it to go about his business in and around Nottingham. When someone enquired if Frank had ever considered racing his sporty little device, he thought it might be worth a try, nothing more, and he drove the car to a minor club event at Oulton Park in Cheshire in April 1961. Finishing his first-ever race would turn out to be something of an achievement, but transmission failure, which stranded Williams by the side of the road on his return journey, would be more indicative of what was to come.

By today’s standards, club racing with your road car in the early 1960s was a relaxed affair. You taped up the headlamps (to prevent broken glass from littering the track), stuck competition numbers on the door, donned a basic crash helmet and raced in the clothes you had put on that morning. For some a collar and tie were essential, while a polo shirt of the sort favoured by Stirling Moss, a true British hero on the international Formula 1 scene, was considered distinctly racy. Seat belts were non-existent and it was something of a step forward to carry a fire extinguisher. Racing in club events at circuits such as Oulton Park, Snetterton and Brands Hatch was purely for pleasure. There was no sponsorship and the only reward was a possible mention in the motoring press.

On Sunday 2 July 1961 Frank Williams made it on to the pages of the weekly magazine Autosport for all the wrong reasons. Entered for a saloon car race at Mallory Park in Leicestershire, Frank’s enthusiasm got the better of him in conditions made treacherous by unseasonably heavy rain. Autosport reporter Francis Penn wrote, ‘As the cars lined up, the rain stopped. First away was P. Eva (Mini Minor), only to lose the lot at the Lake Esses. He continued, trailing a damaged exhaust pipe. Spins in this event were plentiful, the worst being F. O. Williams.’ Frank lost control at Gerards, a fast right-hander where he heavily modified the little A35 against the bank. With no hope of continuing, Williams scrambled up the bank to join another wayward amateur, Jonathan Williams, who had crashed earlier at the same spot. Meeting for the first time under adversity, the two at least had something in common with which to start up a conversation while waiting for the race to finish. It was the beginning of a friendship that would have far-reaching consequences.

Jonathan had been accompanied to Mallory Park by Piers Courage, another would-be racer but from considerably more substantial stock than either Williams. The son of Richard Courage, chairman of the Courage brewery, Piers had been to Eton but failed his crammer course for Cambridge, the slim and engaging nineteen-year-old preferring the company of students at the Chelsea College of Aeronautical and Automobile Engineering – affectionately known as the College of Knowledge. Jonathan was studying there, as was Sheridan Thynne, later to become a driving force behind commercial affairs at Williams Grand Prix Engineering but at the time a friend of Courage from their days at Eton, where Thynne had been secretary of its very active Automobile Society.

Courage had become enthused with cars and motorsport to such an extent that he had entered an unsanctioned race in an equally unauthorised racing car, his mother’s Morris Minor Traveller, the estate version of the Minor 1000 which featured mock-Tudor wooden trim. In much the same way as a group of like-minded enthusiasts in search of a venue immediately after World War II had discovered Silverstone airfield as a possible venue, Courage had joined fellow Etonians to sneak into an ex-RAF base at Chalgrove and race at the weekends. Courage’s appetite for racing on a grander scale had been whetted by visits as a spectator to the Italian Grand Prix and the Le Mans 24 Hours. It therefore seemed a fun thing to do to come along for the ride with Jonathan Williams to Mallory Park.

Accompanying their damaged cars back to the paddock, Jonathan introduced Frank to Piers – although Frank now believes he met Courage either in London or at another race meeting. Whatever the circumstances, a bond was formed and Frank had met the group associated with the College of Knowledge. He would have very little influence on Jonathan’s future career as a talented driver for Ferrari, but the introduction to Piers Courage led to one of Frank’s greatest friendships and his future as one of the most enduring and popular team owners in Formula 1.

FRANK WILLIAMS

I was always interested in cars from the age of eight or nine. I was at a boarding school and once in a while a wealthy family would turn up with their Jaguar XK and I’d drool; it’s one of those things I’ve never forgotten. St Joseph’s school was hard. The emphasis was on attainment, and that rubbed off on me during ten very formative years at the school. There were 320 boys, split evenly between English and Scots since we were pretty close to the English border. At first I couldn’t understand a word some of the Scots were saying but I quickly developed a pride in my nationality which I would never lose.

There was a lot of rivalry between England and Scotland: ‘We scored more goals than you’ or ‘We built the last big battleship.’ ‘No you didn’t!’ Or ‘We built the Queen Mary or Queen Elizabeth.’ ‘You didn’t!’ Endless stuff like that. But when Ecurie Ecosse began racing Jaguars and won Le Mans and then Aston Martin took over, I was just so pleased. I became so involved and I was happy supporting a Scottish team. I became very interested in Le Mans, more than Formula 1 at that time. I never really understood motor racing very much. It was a link to my love of cars and I was desperate to get behind the wheel. It all began at school. I was off; that was the escalator. But I did not leave school saying I was going to be a racing driver or saying that I was going into Formula 1. Absolutely not.

It was not until some time later that I began to take notice of Formula 1. My mother’s school was about ten miles north of Nottingham city centre – very much countryside then, probably built up now. I hitchhiked because I had no money and I was desperate; I just wanted to go to the races and to ride in cars.

I remember the father of one of the boys at school was a successful bookmaker in Glasgow. He turned up at school in a convertible XK150S and took me for a ride up these narrow roads. Phew! About 90 mph. He must have been aged about sixty-five and he was showing off. But I just couldn’t get over it. He was very kind to me. I never saw him again.

On one of my trips to Newcastle I got lucky. A very wealthy young man in a Triumph TR3A stopped. It was a two-seater sports car and he’d just got it. Off we went, top down, 100 mph, overdrive, four-speed gearbox. My eyes were on stalks. I’ve never forgotten it. I’d never had a thrill like it in my life. Getting rides in cars was such a big part of the fun. It was all about the speed and the movement, going quickly on the road.

When I went to races, I either arrived very early before anyone got there, so you could just walk in, or I would arrive after the racing had begun and slip in that way. The first proper race I ever went to was the 1958 British Grand Prix at Silverstone. I left Nottingham at 5 a.m. on a beautiful summer’s morning in the middle of July. Walked about three miles to the main road, got a lift for five miles, spent an hour waiting for another lift, and so on. I got as far as Towcester and walked to Silverstone from there. I arrived at about 2.30 p.m. and walked in through a car park for free. The first race I saw was for touring cars – amazing Jaguars, little A35s, big American Ford Galaxies. I loved it. The Grand Prix wasn’t so exciting, as it went on for about three hours. Peter Collins won, an Englishman in a Ferrari. That impressed me. A couple of weeks later he was killed at the Nürburgring. These things stick in your mind.

In 1961 I persuaded my mother to lend me eighty pounds to buy a little Austin A35. She put up the deposit; left the rest to me. It had been used for racing but I only wanted it for the road. It had roundels [for competition numbers] on the doors, plastic windows, no trim inside, lots of noise. I thought, That’ll do me, I’ll soon pick up the girls with this. I took it to work every day even though it wasn’t ideal for that because it had a very delicate engine. But it was fun. And then somebody at work said, ‘Why don’t you race it?’ Until that point it had never crossed my mind for me to race. I bought it as a road car: great little car, attracted attention, really quick. I could show off in it all day long.

I went to Mallory Park. It rained for race day. I don’t know where I qualified, midfield or something. On lap six or seven at Gerards, off I went and rolled it. I finished up parked on the inside, climbed out the back window and this very laconic, posh voice said, ‘Oh hello. Come up here, old boy, I thought you’d join me some time!’ It was my first meeting with Jonathan. He was a very bubbly, charming person and made everyone around him laugh. We got on well straight away. Then I met Piers, who clearly came from a very different social background but we all lived for motor racing. That was the start of it.

VIRGINIA WILLIAMS

I remember meeting Frank’s father and mother. His father turned up at a race one day. He looked exactly like Frank but with a lot of hair – quite extraordinary. Frank was very driven, as was his mother. His mother was a teacher and I have to be careful how I say this, but I think that Frank was probably secondary to her pupils in some ways. Frank’s father was an RAF pilot and they were together during the Second World War, so it was a pretty flaky relationship.

I know Frank’s father was terribly upset because, in my book1 Frank had said to me that his father had left before he was born, but in fact he didn’t. He left when Frank was just under a year old and he took offence at the suggestion that he had left before then. He was upset to have been depicted as someone who would have left a pregnant woman. But it would have made no difference to Frank whether his father had left before he was born or if he was eleven months old; either way, Frank did not have a father at home.

Frank had to be shunted off here and there so that his mother could get on with her career. I think she received an MBE for looking after retarded children but, because she took schooling very seriously indeed, Frank had a fabulous education as a result. When you think about it, it’s quite extraordinary that someone should have come out of any sort of English education speaking three foreign languages. But it’s difficult to understand where his passion for cars came from. I don’t think his mother drove that much and there was no other motoring background. But I seem to remember his mother saying that Frank used to sit in the bus and stare at the driver. He was enthralled by anyone who could drive anything. Even a bus.

JONATHAN WILLIAMS

I remember watching Frank driving and thinking he was a right lunatic. But when he joined me on the top of the bank, I could tell straight away that he was just like the rest of us. A perfect fit. We were all mad on motor racing. We would rather not have eaten if it meant going somewhere and racing something. We couldn’t wait until the next Sunday before we could go and do it again. We always felt there should be races on a Wednesday as well. We hadn’t got much money – Frank had even less than that. When we raced subsequent to that day at Mallory, generally I had the upper hand, but only because I tried to avoid spinning off! Frank was clean to race with, very fair. But he was a daredevil and, unfortunately, had no self-control. I don’t think any of us had any race craft whatsoever in those days – you just went fast! The trouble was, Frank didn’t know when to stop.

1. Virginia Williams with Pamela Cockerill, A Different Kind of Life, Doubleday, 1992


TWO

Souped Up

THE ISSUE OF Autosport which reported Frank’s exuberance at the wheel also carried a number of classifieds at the back. Under the heading ‘Carburetters’ (sic) a three-line advert offered a Weber twin-choke downdraught for twenty pounds, a princely sum in the days when the same columns presented ‘fantastically powerful twin air horns – new from France! – must be the loudest ever’ for £3 16s 6d and a seven-day coach trip to the Italian Grand Prix which would set you back sixteen pounds, all included.

Frank spotted that carburettor ad or one similar, and saw it as an investment for the A35. He hammered out the dents, straightened the bodywork and took the Austin to a tuning company in Wiltshire. It became something of a rush job when Frank realised he only had four hours in which to return north to sign on for a race at Oulton Park. Carried away by the boosted performance and forgetting his semi-bald racing tyres, Frank’s enthusiasm once again got the better of him. In the middle of Salisbury he spun backwards into a lamp post. The job which he had started at Mallory Park was now complete. The A35 was a write-off.

Undaunted – how many times will that word be appropriate in the following pages – Frank salvaged what he could from the wreckage and fitted the bits into the shell of a larger Austin, the A40. By the approach of the 1962 season Frank was ready to return to the racetrack, where one of his competitors in a similar car would be Williams, J.

Frank would make regular visits to the flat shared by Jonathan Williams and Sheridan Thynne in London’s Lower Sloane Street, a handy location for Brands Hatch. Once the fun on the track was over, Frank would motor up from Kent, park the A40 outside the flat and, being short of petrol money, hitchhike overnight to Nottingham in time to start work on Monday morning. Sometimes he would thumb his way to London for the weekend and stay with Jonathan and Sheridan. They would be joined by Piers, who was focusing more on racing than the qualification in accountancy hoped for by Courage senior.

Frank’s job with the vehicle distributor had come to an end when he failed to show up for a day-release course on the understandable grounds that classes including rudimentary English were unnecessary for someone already in possession of an A level in the subject. After a stop-gap job as a filling station attendant, he became a trainee sales representative for Campbell’s Soup. This brought ten pounds a week and a Ford Anglia company car and was seen as a useful move even if Mr F. O. G. Williams was required to wear a bowler hat when visiting shopkeepers on his patch in Yorkshire. Given his winning smile and polite manner, Frank’s sales figures were more than satisfactory, but the job was a means to an end, and the focus of his ambition increasingly became the flat in Chelsea rather than high-class grocers in Barnsley and Rotherham. In 1963 he moved to Lower Sloane Street, his new job mechanic – in the loosest sense of the title – for Jonathan Williams.

When Jonathan and Piers had visited Frank and his mother in Nottingham in 1962 the main purpose of the trip had been to run in the brand-new Lotus 7 which Piers had built from a kit. The two-seater sports car was nippy transport for the road but mainly for Piers to race. His competition career had started with a minor sprint meeting at Brands Hatch in April 1962. Twelve months later he was ready to step up to a Merlyn, a proper racing single-seater. Meanwhile, Jonathan, with assistance from his father, a squadron leader in the RAF, had bought a Merlyn in which to compete in Formula Junior, recognised throughout Europe as a proving ground for future Grand Prix stars. Frank may have been a ‘mechanic’ but his driver, along with Piers, was quick to realise that their cars needed proper care and attention if they were to finish, never mind win. It was at this point that the Sloane Square set fell in with a colourful collection of out-and-out racers inhabiting a seedy but atmospheric yard off the Goldhawk Road in Shepherd’s Bush.

Motor racing at every level bar Formula 1 depended on places like this during the 1960s and into the ’70s. Williams and Courage had been put in touch with Roy Thomas, known as Tom the Weld because of his prodigious ability to fix anything to a high standard. Thomas rented one of several garages in a yard at the back of a car showroom owned by Cliff Davis, a larger-than-life character who had seen it all as a prisoner of war and lived life to the full as a salesman, racing driver and organiser of outrageous stag evenings for the motorsport fraternity. Frank loved it from the moment he first set foot in the place. Added to which, a summer spent racing in Europe beckoned.

It was a gypsy existence, racing every weekend from the beginning of May to the end of September. They lived hand to mouth on the start money – as much as a hundred pounds, a considerable sum in 1963 – paid by the race organisers and, if they were lucky, prize money in cash at the end of the meeting. Jonathan bought a Volkswagen pickup as a means of transporting the Merlyn to and from places as far-flung as Sicily and Sweden. Once a week they would share a hotel room for a shower, a square meal and a proper bed. Otherwise they made do with the back of the Volkswagen as sleeping quarters.

When Jonathan’s money ran out and he returned to England, Frank had made enough contacts to ensure he could continue living in Europe doing whatever was asked. The most useful introduction had been to Charles Crichton-Stuart at a racetrack in East Germany. Frank had been impressed by Charlie, not least because he was the grandson of the fifth Marquis of Bute and could afford the latest equipment. Charlie also owned a ground-floor flat in which he lived and let out rooms, sofas and, depending on the depth of the tenant’s financial despair, floor space. This was 283 Pinner Road, Harrow, soon to become one of the most notorious addresses in the junior ranks of motor racing. Frank moved in towards the end of 1963.

Flat 6 had three bedrooms and a number of lock-up garages at the rear which proved ideal for the storage and preparation of racing cars. Crichton-Stuart, who would later be a key member in the formation of Williams Grand Prix Engineering, occupied one bedroom, leaving the other two to be shared by tenants and regular visitors, the number of occupants on any given night ranging between five and ten. Charlie used the rent to pay for a daily help, Mrs Buckland, who prepared his breakfast and generally kept him straight. Food was purchased by those who could afford it while the height of luxury was a visit to a nearby café in Rayners Lane and a three-course lunch for five shillings.

Piers Courage, having abandoned all hope of a career in accountancy, joined the Pinner Road brigade, as did Charles Lucas, also a student at the College of Knowledge, the son of a wealthy businessman and landowner. Frank was among the least well-off but his engaging enthusiasm and willingness to earn a couple of quid carried him through. One Sunday morning Crichton-Stuart bet Frank ten shillings that he wouldn’t go outside naked when a Tube train was passing on the Metropolitan Line at the bottom of the back garden. Frank accepted the wager and duly startled the commuters but was then locked out. To Crichton-Stuart’s alarm, Frank then went to the front of the house and began thumping his chest in a demented fashion just as the congregation was emerging from a nearby church. Frank was quickly readmitted to receive his winnings.

Among the more irreverent congregation pressed against the windows of Flat 6 was Anthony ‘Bubbles’ Horsley, an habitué of the flat who also worked in the yard at Goldhawk Road. Despite his substantial girth when compared to the jockey-like Williams duo and the elegance of Courage, Horsley shared the burning desire to become a serious racing driver. For the 1964 season Horsley had used a legacy to buy a Formula 3 Ausper single-seater to replace a Brabham which was in need of repair. He agreed to allow Frank to race the Brabham if he acted as mechanic and general helper when they joined the F3 trail around Europe during the summer of 1964. Frank jumped at the opportunity, particularly as there was the luxury of a van to sleep in as well as acting as a mobile workshop and towing vehicle for the double-deck trailer carrying the two cars. The elderly Morris van had seen better days as a service vehicle for Hoover and Frank began to doubt his initial enthusiasm when he picked up dermatitis thanks to oil seeping into his sleeping quarters. With a race in Sicily – one of the most financially rewarding of the season – beckoning, Bubbles decided against risking the van for the long trip south but bizarrely replaced it with a 1955 Plymouth bought from Piers Courage. It would be a disastrous trip in more ways than one.

Driving the lumbering American car and attached trailer through the Alps would prove a challenge as great as anything experienced on the racetrack. Having no brakes was one thing; having no money was an entirely different problem. Frank had left the wallet containing what little money they had on the roof of the car at a service station in Italy. There was no option but to press on to Reggio di Calabria in the hope of borrowing cash from other racers as they waited to board the ferry. Frank and Bubbles, brakeless and broke, struggled into the port to discover the ferry had already departed for Messina. There was nothing for it but to wait until their friends reappeared three days later, surviving on bread, water and grapes pinched from a nearby vineyard. The return journey, long and arduous even when things were going well, was made worse by the disappointment of no racing and no earnings. And then, for good measure, the exhaust fell off the Plymouth, the battery packed up and the power steering failed. By the time they reached Dover three days later conversation had ceased and Bubbles was demoralised. Frank, however, merely dusted himself down, ready to continue following his dream even though his progress in Horsley’s Brabham had been less than spectacular.

The dream, for 1964 at least, was to reach a typically dramatic end when Frank crashed the Brabham at the Nürburgring south circuit. As Horsley rounded a corner and spotted bits of familiar green bodywork on the road, his feelings rocketed from despair to anger when he saw Frank grinning from the trackside. Bubbles was so upset at seeing half of his worldly goods deposited against a grass bank that he promptly went off at the next corner and was thrown from the spacious cockpit of the Ausper. Winded and in pain from a sore leg, Horsley looked such a sorry sight that he was loaded into the back of an ambulance, which then set off. Gathering his wits and realising this might be expensive, Bubbles took the opportunity to make his escape discreetly when the ambulance stopped at an exit gate. There was consternation when, arriving at the hospital, the medics opened the rear doors, only to find their charge had disappeared. At least it was easy to describe the large and lugubrious racing driver to the police, who caught up with Horsley in the paddock and delivered a severe dressing-down. It was no way to end a season that had promised so much.

If Frank had barely two pennies to rub together before, he was now so broke that he could not even afford to rent a sofa at Number 6 and resorted to sleeping in the back of the Morris van, which not surprisingly had failed to attract a buyer. But when it came to buying and selling bits and pieces for racing cars, Frank was entering new and potentially profitable territory.

Putting his French, German and Italian to good use, he found he could satisfy a demand from racing drivers from the continent who had bought racing cars built in England. Given the ravages of a racing season, spare parts were always needed, and in the days before credit cards drivers needed to go through a time-consuming process of telephoning Brabham or Lotus and then arranging bank transfers. With races in every corner of Europe following each other in rapid succession, there was scope for someone who understood urgency and could offer a reliable service with cash on delivery. Frank quickly filled the gap in the market to the extent of being able to not only afford a decent bed inside Flat 6 but also to install a phone line on which to conduct his business, which quickly expanded to the buying and selling of entire racing cars. Eventually, profits were such that he was able to buy cars for his own use on both road and track, although his choice of racing car demonstrated that Frank’s business acumen was not yet a match for his enthusiasm. The Ford Zodiac bought from Piers Courage would prove a comfortable and trusty set of road wheels but the second-hand Cooper purchased for the 1965 season from team owner John Coombes did not go down as one of the world’s great Formula 3 cars.

Initially, Frank could not deal with the Cooper’s unusual handling characteristics and was further handicapped by an uncompetitive engine. In typical style, however, he persevered and scored his first international result of note by finishing fourth at Skarpnack in Sweden on 5 September 1965. Typically, Frank made the most of his brief moment of glory by selling the car to a Swedish driver and returning home with a profit. Working harder than ever, Frank borrowed money where he could and used it to buy new F3 cars from Brabham and Lola, selling them on and using the profits to keep a brand-new Brabham for himself. His money-raising knew no limits, as Crichton-Stuart discovered when he returned from an evening meal to find Frank charging passers-by one pound to view scratchy black-and-white porn movies imported illicitly from abroad. The 1966 season ought to have been a turning point for Frank Williams, racing driver, but a minor win in Sweden on 28 August notwithstanding, progress was marred by incidents such as one in Portugal where he lost control on a level crossing and destroyed the front of the car on a gate post.

Redoubling his efforts in the winter of 1966/7, Frank placed full-page For Sale adverts in Autosport for cars which were spread around the lock-up garages of Harrow. Such was the pressure of business that there was no time for his beloved racing in 1967, a sure sign of how successful he had become in his new career.

Piers Courage, meanwhile, had been making the sort of progress Frank had dreamed of on the racetrack. Jonathan and Piers had teamed up to run a pair of Lotus-Fords in Formula 3 (the new name for Formula Junior). Piers had picked up a couple of second and third placings as they criss-crossed Europe during the summer of 1964. The ravages of twenty-seven races took their toll on the car, Courage at one stage fixing a bent chassis by propping the tubular frame against a wall and backing into it with his Ford Zodiac. It was enough to do the job and move on to another race and more starting money. By 1965 Charles Lucas had come into a substantial family inheritance and did not take much persuasion to spend it on a Formula 3 team – with Jonathan and Piers joining ‘Luke’ as drivers. Courage won his first race, a major Formula 3 supporting event to the Formula 1 International Trophy at Silverstone in May 1965. Piers would finish the season with twelve wins and five lap records. He would also announce his engagement to Lady Sarah Curzon, known to everybody as Sally and much admired by the scruffy contingent at Pinner Road.

Sally may have been slightly nonplussed after her first visit – then as Charlie’s girlfriend – to the shambles at Pinner Road but she was no stranger to motor racing. Her father, Earl Howe, was a pioneer of postwar motorsport and president of the British Racing Drivers’ Club. Sally loved the enthusiasm and vitality of the motley crew residing in Flat 6. Twelve months later Piers and Sally were married and Piers had done enough in Formula 3 and Formula 2 to deserve consideration for occasional drives in Formula 1 in 1967. There seemed to be no stopping him but, as anyone at Pinner Road would testify, motor racing is never that simple.

FRANK WILLIAMS

The Pinner Road flat was an episode in my life I’d rather not talk about, but it wasn’t as naughty as people make out. Charlie was our social and spiritual leader. He was such a gent. He had some money – not a lot – but he spent it and lived like a gentleman. Flat 6 was his place, but he wouldn’t concede anything. It was, to our eyes then, a nice place with a living room and a dining room. We even had a lady come in to make us breakfast every morning, but she had to go eventually.

Depending on how much money I had, I would sleep on the sofa but eventually rose to the luxury of having my own room. Various different people lived in the other rooms, either Jonathan Williams or Porridge [Piers Courage]. Luke was there for a while, and then Bubbles moved in. It was heaven in a way because we talked about nothing but racing.

The Brabham I raced, I sort of bought from Bubbles. Some poor man had killed himself at Oulton Park in this Formula Junior Brabham. He was a London car dealer, and the story goes that when he was buried his wife turned up, as you would expect, for the funeral, but so did four other ladies and four Fiat 500s. This chap had loads of crumpet and gave each one a car. The Fiat 500 was the cheapest car you could get. You can imagine the scene at the funeral, can’t you?

The Brabham needed a new chassis, which I sorted out with Bubbles, and we went off with his Ausper around Europe in 1964. I bent that Brabham and then crashed it. It hardly ever ran reliably but I rebuilt it and did quite a few races in it. I can’t remember what happened in terms of results – obviously nothing special. I finished up in the fence at the Nürburgring Sudschleiffe on lap one or lap two, something useless like that. Bubbles wasn’t happy, but we still remain friends to this day.

Some time in 1963, about May, Jonathan had called me and said, ‘Listen, I’m setting off with my Lotus 20. I had a friend who’s dropped out. I need a gofer; can you come?’ I thought fantastic, and off we went with a VW flatbed that was just long enough to take the car, with the nose sticking out the front. You could buy these accessories and we had this tarpaulin arrangement, like the canvas roof cowboys had on wagon trains.

We had about two months in Europe. There weren’t that many racing cars around in those days and there was a chain of events the Europeans wanted in various cities, which brought a bit of style to our lives. People like us would turn up, get our sixty, hundred pounds or whatever, motor on to the next race. Every Sunday, after the race, we’d have a night in a hotel, a good bath and a good bed. The rest of the time, we slept between the wheels of the racing car. I’m five foot eight and Jonathan is five six. It was a tight fit but we slept like babies. Wonderful.

SHERIDAN THYNNE

There was a defining moment in 1962. It was a race meeting at one of those wonderful two-day BRSCC [British Racing and Sports Car Club] race meetings at Brands Hatch. Frank raced an A40 and I raced a Mini. There was a group of us: Jonathan, Piers, Frank and others, and we had supper just near Sloane Square, where we were living. I suppose we finished round about 10.30 p.m. or something like that and we were five minutes’ walk away from where we were living.

It was July, so I was twenty-three then. We were all quite knackered and I thought that it was nearly bedtime and said so. Knowing that Frank didn’t live around there, we asked him what he was going to do and he said he was going to Nottingham, where he worked. On that particular day we knew he’d had a lift back from where he’d left his race car, so we asked him how he was going to get to Nottingham. He said that one of the other guys at supper had told him that they were going to north London and they would drop him on the A1, from where he was going to hitch.

The rest of us were pretty sheltered from these sorts of difficulties at that stage and I remember very vividly thinking, Jesus, we’re knackered and, far from starting work, we were going to college the next day. We could stagger in bleary-eyed like one did at college. And here was this guy who was going to hitchhike to Nottingham, starting at half ten, and be at work the next day. He operates a different way to us. You can understand how defining that was at that stage.

We talked about nothing but racing. We didn’t think we were lucky or different, particularly. We just had a great desire to get on with it and go racing. We had come to learn that, as a driver, Frank was fairly wild. The A40 had a Formula Junior engine and a lot of people had got some sort of limited-slip diff. Frank had locked the differential in some way – presumably there was no budget for a slip diff – so it was extremely sudden. He was quick, but a bit wild.

CHARLES LUCAS

Frank was always on the move; it really was noticeable even then. He’d do anything to make a few bob. He even organised porn shows for the local police, which I thought was fairly adventurous. Don’t ask where he got the film from; I have no idea. He would be out at all hours of the night, hustling.

I was only there for just under a year, and at that time Frank had no money at all. He slept on the sofa. I took him home for Christmas because he had no money and had nowhere to go. I had to lend him ten bob to buy my sister a Christmas present. He was amazing, just a totally driven guy. Things like that didn’t seem to matter too much. When it came to talking about racing – which seemed to be most of the time – his eyes would just light up. And he’s exactly the same now.

You meet people and you realise that their situation is going to be shit or bust. It is either going to be a total disaster – which it nearly was for Frank in the early 1970s – or a great success. When you saw what he went through at the time, it would have put a lot of people off. But when we were in the flat, I really can’t claim to have thought that he would turn out to be the huge success we’ve seen. His nickname then was Wanker Williams, which tells you quite a lot about his haphazard existence in those days. But he had this star quality, this burning ambition to succeed – and it had to be in racing.

I remember he was staying with me in Yorkshire; it must have been later on because he was considering sending his son to Ampleforth. Thinking of the successful way Frank operated, I asked why he hadn’t gone into business, perhaps in the City or something like that, been successful and then played at racing on the side. He looked at me as if I was absolutely crazy. ‘What? Do something other than racing? You must be completely mad.’

You ask if we ever did any work at the College of Knowledge. Come on! It was jolly hard work. I mean, trying to file a square cube that fitted exactly through a quarter-inch metal plate … that could take months! The fact that Jonathan went off and got his done in a machine shop is beside the point. I still have the set square that I made – that isn’t quite square.

As for Goldhawk Road, our lives revolved around that yard. Curiously, I first went down to the yard through no connection with the people there at all. A friend of my mother lived in a nearby flat and he introduced me to Cliff. I walked into the yard and the whole of motor racing life seemed to be popping out of each lock-up. Bubbles was managing a really crazy Formula 1 team, known as Scirocco, for an American called Hugh Powell. It was a bit of a fiasco. The whole of your life was suddenly there. It was an extraordinary place.

I could see that the relationship between Frank and Piers was very important. Piers took Frank’s mind slightly off motor racing and into things like music and culture – if I can call it that. But I did notice that there was always a rather strong vanity line with Frank. Even when he was scratching for money, he still had his hair cut at Trumpers in Curzon Street. Which is odd, especially when you haven’t got much hair in the first place. Even when he was down and out, he was always well turned out. That would become his hallmark in everything that he did.

LADY SARAH ASPINALL

It was Charlie’s flat – I was engaged to him at the time – and he said to come down and have a look. I took a look at the collection of oily guys in there and asked, ‘Do they all live here?’ And he said, ‘Yes!’ I’ve never seen such a bunch. They were all absolutely delightful. They were covered in oil and goodness knows what else. But they were great fun, very sweet. They had these garages at the back containing every bit of broken-down car you’d ever clapped eyes on. There would be someone trying to put them all together. But they were all happy; they loved what they were doing.

Yes, the place was a mess but the point was here was a good group of young men, living their dream. And that was so rare – still is, finding people who can say they’re happy doing what they’re doing. They were loving every minute of it and talking all the time about motor racing. There would be lots of disappointments and sadness, and tears sometimes. They were always broke, absolutely skint. But that seemed to add to the sense of adventure. Frank was part of the group and he stood out as being a cheeky chappie: very flirtatious, great fun. But I always remember he was quite dapper. I don’t know how he managed to afford the clothes.

I broke up with Charlie and I didn’t see them for a while because I went away to work in America. I came back and met Piers again. Frank was always around Piers, along with Jonathan. Our house in Pimlico, and then Drayton Gardens, would see them wandering in and out. Bubbles was living with us and people would stop while on the way somewhere – just wander in and say hello. They would have lunch and we had a marvellous housekeeper, Mrs Tee, who would cook and look after them. We always seemed to have about three lodgers at any given time. They would say to Piers they had nowhere to stay and he’d say it was fine, but, ‘Go and ask the ol’ girl.’ That was me, of course. And naturally I’d give in straight away. It was always a pleasure to have them around the place.

JONATHAN WILLIAMS

When Frank and I went racing in Europe, we slept on two lilos between the wheels of the racing car on the back of the Volkswagen. It was pretty brutal, not very comfortable. But we were as happy as could be. Delighted! We didn’t feel deprived in the least. It was a great life, and at the end of the week there was a race! It was hugely convivial, and Frank loved every minute of it. Mind you, I did put him to the test in the weeks following an accident in Monte Carlo. I was practising for the support race for the Grand Prix when I crashed and received a knock on the head. It tells you how stupid we were in those days. When two other Merlyn drivers entered for the same race had suffered identical suspension failures, it never occurred to me that the same thing might happen to my car, which was exactly the same as the other two. I simply thought of it as having those two drivers out of the way – two I wouldn’t need to worry about in the race. The next thing, I woke up in the Princess Grace Hospital.

Nobody seemed to know much about concussion then. I could remember everything about my life, up to and including the crash. But I couldn’t remember what had happened a couple of hours ago. It was so frustrating to find that in the evening you hadn’t a clue what you had been doing in the morning. Little by little it caught up, but nobody told me not to go motor racing. And Frank found he had to stop me from wandering off and getting lost. Why he didn’t go insane, I don’t know. The big thing in our lives would be starting money – usually about a hundred pounds, a hundred and fifty if you were lucky – from the next race.

‘Where are we going next, Frank?’ I would ask.

‘Reims,’ he would say.

An hour later: ‘Where are we going, Frank?’

‘Reims, Jonathan!’

In those days, no one seemed to care about – or notice – concussion. You just got on with it.


THREE

Business is Booming

AS POOR AS a church mouse a few years before, Frank Williams was surprised to find his business buying and selling racing cars turning over £160,000 in 1967. It was hard work and profit margins were small, which meant getting behind the wheel had been out of the question. Meanwhile, Frank could see that Piers Courage was destined for great things even though his 1967 season had been disappointing.

There was one major domestic race meeting left as the October nights closed in. The Guards Motor Show 200 – timed, as the title suggests, to coincide with the London Motor Show in the days when it was a major automotive event in Earls Court – would attract the big names in Formula 3 for a final blast at Brands Hatch before the off season. As a semi-official Brabham agent, Frank had access to their 1968 Formula 3 prototype, and the Motor Show 200 would be the perfect place to showcase the car before prospective purchasers headed home to mull over their plans for the following season. Clearly, he needed someone useful to drive it.

Having moved into Formula 2 and then been entered in three Grands Prix for the privateer Reg Parnell, Courage might have considered a Formula 3 drive a backward step, but times had been so tough – he had not scored a single victory and been involved in several incidents – that Piers did not need much persuading to race the Brabham prototype at Brands Hatch. As Frank unloaded the immaculate two-tone green Brabham BT21B, it was the first of many occasions when his name would be paired with that of Piers Courage in a race programme as entrant and driver. Despite a mere six laps during a damp practice session, Courage qualified third for his heat and then won it at a canter, breaking the Formula 3 lap record in the process. Hopes of repeating that performance in the final took a dive when water got into the electrics of the unproven car, bringing the Brabham to a halt on the warm-up lap, but a point had been made. Several points, in fact.

Although earning only a brief mention within a crowded report in the following Thursday’s Autosport (the meeting had also staged the final round of the prestigious British Saloon Car Championship and a historic race won by Charles Lucas in a Maserati 250F), enough had been done to show that the Brabham was a potentially good car and that Courage had lost none of his flair. Even more significant in terms of their future together, Frank had enjoyed entering a car and driver that had a chance of winning. This seemed at least as good as struggling to become a successful driver, although Frank continued to harbour ambitions as a racer. Courage and Williams started thinking about a serious Formula 2 campaign for the 1968 season.

Courage spent the winter of 1967/8 racing in the Tasman Series, a championship run in Australia and New Zealand when Grand Prix drivers had nothing to do and were glad of the chance to escape the European winter for the sun. The series attracted top teams such as Lotus, BRM and Ferrari, but the theme was relaxation and fun interrupted by races. Courage, in an attempt to rebuild his reputation, entered a McLaren which he had acquired from John Coombes, the same man from whom Frank had bought the ropey Formula 3 Cooper. While the Formula 2 car was no match for what were in effect scaled-down Formula 1 racers, Courage opted for a consistency that brought podium finishes when the quicker cars ran into problems. He had already done enough to redeem himself when the teams moved to Tasmania for the final round on a terrifyingly fast road circuit at Longford. The track, which crossed railways and traversed a wooden bridge, was considered dangerous in the dry, but the prospect of racing in pouring rain was scary. Courage, though, knew that his nimble McLaren would have an advantage over the more powerful cars, and he was probably one of the few drivers happy to see the race start, albeit with the laps reduced from twenty-eight to fifteen. He drove brilliantly, his spectacular victory making the sports pages of the Daily Telegraph. Now it was time to return on the crest of a wave to London and see what his new partner had been up to.

Frank Williams (Racing Cars) Ltd had grown sufficiently to have its owner abandon the practice of spreading its activities around whatever lock-up garages he could find. A small workshop, with a flat overhead, had been found between a bingo hall and a pub at 361 Bath Road, Cippenham, near Slough. As a teetotaller who refused to gamble on anything over which he had absolutely no control, the location was symbolic for Frank in so far as the pub was owned by the Courage brewery – although he might occasionally have felt the need for a drink as he formulated his plans for 1968.

The European Formula 2 Championship was the next best thing to Formula 1 and regularly attracted Grand Prix stars such as Jackie Stewart and Jochen Rindt, who would become world champions in 1969 and 1970 respectively. It would cost Frank £10,000 to set up his team. The one important asset already in his possession was a Brabham Formula 2 car which a customer had decided not to go ahead with. The original purchaser had ordered the Brabham in dark blue and that automatically became the team’s official colour.

Williams and Courage made their collective Formula 2 debut on 31 March at Montjuich Park in Barcelona, where Piers finished fourth. Seven days later they were at Hockenheim in Germany. The records show that Courage finished fifth and second in the two heats, but Sunday 7 April 1968 was remembered for something else. The race, run in grey, miserable conditions, claimed the life of Jim Clark, a hero to many and twice world champion, who made it look so easy, took so few risks that he seemed indestructible. It was particularly difficult for Piers, who had got to know Clark well during the Tasman Series. It was also a reminder of the sport’s perils, one that would come back to haunt Frank Williams two years later.

For now, though, the show had to go on, particularly with the next round being at home on Easter Monday. Piers finished second in the first heat at Thruxton in Hampshire and led the second before having to retire with a holed radiator after another driver muscled past and showered the Brabham with stones. And so it continued through Europe, Courage temporarily abandoning Formula 2 when his commitment to the Parnell BRM Formula 1 car intervened for eleven Grands Prix. One of them, the Dutch Grand Prix, clashed with a Formula 2 race at Monza, and Frank drafted in Jonathan Williams. Appropriately, his old mate would give Frank his first victory as a team owner.

Piers would win a heat of the Formula 2 race at Zandvoort in Holland, another event tinged with sadness when a young British driver, Chris Lambert, was killed in a collision with another car. Less seriously, a privateer went into a ditch all on his own and badly damaged his Brabham, a sign that Max Mosley was correct in later choosing a career as the head of the sport’s governing body, the FIA, rather than pursuing his ambition of becoming a serious racing driver. For Piers Courage and Frank Williams there was no doubt about what they wanted, as they ended the season with a win in a round of the Temporada Series for Formula 2 cars in Argentina. It would be Frank’s first major overseas trip. He returned to Britain with plans well in hand for another excursion, this time to the opposite side of the world. Following up Courage’s success in the previous Tasman Series, the organisers had offered Williams £6,000 to make the trip. Frank was quick to accept.

He bought a chassis which Brabham had used during the 1968 Formula 1 championship and then ordered two Ford-Cosworth V8s to go with it. These were the engines to have in Grand Prix racing. The trick was that the Ford-Cosworth could be reduced from the three-litre limit required for Formula 1 to the two and a half litres needed to conform to the Tasman regulations, then converted back to three litres. So Frank had the makings of a Grand Prix team sitting in his workshop downstairs – everything he needed, from a couple of Formula 1 engines to a decent car and someone capable of racing it. But at first he did not see it. Not until his secretary asked the obvious question did it dawn on Frank that he could go into Formula 1. Suddenly, he knew exactly what he was going to do.

FRANK WILLIAMS

I began to realise how good Piers was when we were both taking part in a race at Caserta in Italy. I had managed to finish the race for once and I was on my slowing-down lap when Piers came past on a wildly bumpy section of the track. I realised
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