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‘A lot of people criticize Formula 1 as an unnecessary risk. But what would life be like if we only did what is necessary?’

– Niki Lauda






Foreword by Stefano Domenicali

Guenther Steiner is without any doubt one of the most unique human beings I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. Not just in motorsport, but in all walks of life. Searingly honest, dangerously forthright, infuriatingly stubborn sometimes, unusually reliable, occasionally inspirational, constantly amusing and, unless there are children in the room, mainly unfiltered! Even the way that Guenther talks is unique. After all, do you know anybody else who sounds like Guenther Steiner? I don’t.

I first met Guenther twenty-two years ago while he was working for Niki Lauda at the Jaguar Formula 1 team. I remember thinking to myself after meeting him, Wow, where on earth has this guy come from? When I learned that Guenther had been born and brought up in the Italian city of Merano on the Italian–Austrian border, and that he had been working in rally for several years prior to joining Niki, everything made sense. People who work in rally rarely mince their words, nor do people who originate from that part of Italy. He was and still is very much a product of both his people and his surroundings.

It was only when Guenther approached me at Ferrari many years later that I began to get to know him. He had a dream of creating an American Formula 1 team and wanted my help. Guenther will tell you the story himself, but what I want to say here is that his passion for the project and his knowledge of Formula 1 and of motorsport were as integral to me wanting to support his dream as the concept itself. That concept, of course, became the Haas F1 team and although I am obviously partisan in my position as CEO of the Formula 1 Group, I am proud of the part I played in bringing the team to life.

After a business relationship was formed, Guenther and I were able to develop a friendship – a friendship that has evolved over the years and which I think we both value enormously.

A question I am sometimes asked is whether or not I had any idea that Drive to Survive would catapult my friend from being a generally anonymous but well-respected team principal into a superstar. The truth is that, as much as I value Guenther as a friend, I never considered for a moment what effect his personality and character might have on the general public. Or on the sport, for that matter. Had I known, I might have warned everyone what to expect! The fact is, though, that the show has created a monster. A monster who appears to have charmed half the world and who I believe is a genuine force for good in our sport.

Once it became apparent that Guenther had caught the audience’s imagination I gave him one piece of advice, which was to be sure that you stay as you are. ‘Never change, Guenther,’ I said. ‘Always be you.’ Fortunately, I think he always will.

I hope you enjoy the book.

Stefano Domenicali

London, January 2023




Off Season

Monday, 13 December 2021 – Yas Marina Circuit, Yas Island, Abu Dhabi

It probably won’t surprise many people that I am starting my book with a swear word but all I can say is, thank fok that season is over! It’s been a nightmare from start to finish. I don’t drink very much but this year I’ve been tempted to take it up professionally. Whisky on a foking drip. That’s what I needed sometimes!

It hasn’t just been this year, though. The shit goes back even further than that. Being kicked out of Melbourne at the start of 2020 was probably where it all began. We thought we’d be racing again in a couple of weeks’ time but what was actually ahead of us all was months and months of uncertainty. Will we survive? Will we even race again? Nobody knew, you know. It’s no secret that there were probably four teams that could easily have gone under during that time, including us. Pete Crolla, our team manager, had meetings with the FIA and Formula 1 two or three times a week, and while he fed everything back to Gene Haas and me, we tried to keep everything afloat. Even the sport itself was under threat for a time because we didn’t know how long the pandemic would last. Would it be three months? Would it be three years? Would it be three generations?

In the end Formula 1 basically shut down for about ninety days. That’s incredible, when you think about it. Especially for a sport that is famous for progression. The only time this sport ever comes close to shutting down is during the summer break and over Christmas. But even then there is a lot ticking along in the background. Me, for instance. You think that I shut down in the summer and over Christmas? Don’t be ridiculous. I have things to do. That ninety days, though, was a pretty shit time.

The thing that Formula 1 as a whole did right during those ninety days was to carry on as if things would eventually get better, at least as much as it was possible. This meant that when we could come up for air and start racing again we’d be ready to go. A lot of people worked hard to make that happen and it was a big risk. I mean, how long can you keep an engine ticking over before it finally runs out of gas or goes wrong? It was a nervous time.

We as a team had to do a lot of restructuring in order to keep us ticking over, so it wasn’t just a case of carrying on and hoping for the best. For sure, nobody was able to do that. One element of the ‘return to racing’ programme that was devised by the FIA and Formula 1 was the continuation of the existing regulations so, rather than produce a brand new car concept for the following season, we had to develop the existing cars. Unfortunately, for reasons I’ll very soon explain, our 2020 car wasn’t a great one so instead of trying to develop that for the rest of 2020 and throughout 2021, which would have been like trying to polish a turd, to be honest with you, we made the decision to use it again as it was, give or take, and put everything into developing a new car concept using the new regulations that were coming into place.

I have to pay tribute to Gene here because he could easily have taken a different viewpoint and said, Fok this for a game of soldiers. A lot of people would have, I think. Especially with all the uncertainty that was still surrounding the sport. Even when we started racing again nobody knew how long it would last. Every day we were reading about new strains of Covid and so we were always looking over our shoulders.

In all my years in motorsport, the decision to write off the 2021 season is the hardest I have ever been involved in. We’re all competitive people and so actually choosing to be shit for an entire season goes against everything we believe in and are striving every day to achieve. Every single race weekend put the team on a downward spiral. On arriving at the track they’d all try and be upbeat but then over the course of the weekend they’d start to sink. ‘What are we even doing here?’ they’d say. ‘This is shit!’ My main job during the whole of that season was to tell the team as many times as I needed to exactly why we were doing what we were doing and remind them that there was light at the end of the tunnel. Or should I say, the wind tunnel. You see, I’m also a foking comedian!

‘Look, guys, better times are ahead,’ I kept saying to them. ‘You have to believe that.’ Fortunately, they did and they stuck with it. We’ve got a really, really good bunch of people in the team at the moment. Sixty per cent of our staff have been with us for four or five years or more, which is pretty foking cool. We might not be able to retain form very well sometimes, but we’re great at retaining staff.

Writing off the 2021 season was the correct thing to do, though. I’m sure of it. Gene is, too. In 2020, which was a normal season for us in terms of spending and development (but turned out to be shit for all kinds of different reasons), our entire budget was roughly $173 million, whereas Ferrari’s was $463 million and Mercedes’ even more than that. Almost half a billion. That’s a big gap, you know. Even if we’d spent half of our allocated wind tunnel time on the 2021 car we’d still have finished last. Why would we do that? I’ve been in motorsport for thirty-six years and sometimes you have to just surrender to the circumstances and improve things when you can.

In 2021, as part of the new rules which were designed to make the sport more competitive, the share of the budget that’s performance-critical – design and development, component manufacture and testing – was limited to $145 million per team, and in order to take full advantage of that we decided to run the 2020 car in 2021 and put as much money as we could into developing the car for 2022. The top three salaries at each team aren’t included in this so it means that the guys at Mercedes, Ferrari and Red Bull can still gain an advantage by hiring the best people. Or at least three of them. I’m OK with that. It’s better than it was.

We’re all competitive people and every person who works for every team on the grid obviously wants their team to do well. OK, so we’re not likely to win many races anytime soon. In 2018, though, Haas, who were, and still are, the smallest team on the grid, scored ninety-three points and finished fifth in the Constructors’ Championship. That’s not bad for a team that was also only three years old at the time. We’re not stupid.

The only thing that really kept the team going last season was that in the background we’d been developing a car that will hopefully make us competitive again in 2023. So far in our history we’ve had two promising seasons in 2016 and 2017, a foking brilliant season in 2018, a pretty difficult season in 2019, a shit season in 2020 and a dead season in 2021. That’s three on each side. There’s a hell of a lot riding on what we’re trying to achieve right now. Not to mention what happens next.

Anyway, I’m flying to Italy in a few hours so have to go. Ciao!

Saturday, 18 December 2021 – Castello Steiner, Northern Italy

If I had a dollar from every person who has asked for my opinion on what happened between Lewis and Max in Abu Dhabi over the past six days, I’d be able to poach Adrian Newey! Not that I would. He’s far too exciting for me. After the race I had a few days visiting my mother and every person I saw in the town wanted to know what I thought. ‘Why are you asking me?’ I said. ‘I was too busy concentrating on a Russian who didn’t finish the race and a German who was in fourteenth position.’

What do I think, then? Well, it was certainly very confusing. I remember sitting on the pit wall listening to the orders from the race director and thinking, What the hell is happening here? At the time it didn’t stack up to me, but at the same time I didn’t know all the facts. It was very entertaining, though. Poor Toto almost had a foking heart attack!

Look, at the end of the day both teams have won a world championship and good for them. Red Bull won the Drivers’ and Mercedes the Constructors’. I’d take either of those. Mercedes didn’t protest, so off we go. We move on.

The last few days have done me the world of good. I’m a glass-is-half-full kind of idiot so as soon as the immediate aftermath of the season lifted I started getting excited about the new one. Most people assume that after a season has finished all you want to do is relax. Bullshit! The only time I relax is when my car and drivers are performing well, which means I haven’t been able to do it for over three years!

All I can think about now is the new car and all the early signs have left me being cautiously optimistic. I obviously don’t know what the other teams are doing yet, which makes me nervous, but I was down in Maranello yesterday to get a feel of how things are going, and things are looking good. It’s not been easy for those guys either, being stuck in an office in Italy while their team are doing shit. Because of all the Covid restrictions I haven’t been able to go there as much as I usually would. Then again, if I’m there talking in their ears and making jokes, they’re not working and I don’t want to be a distraction. Especially not now. Fortunately, our teams in Maranello and Banbury in the UK have managed to keep their heads up and are as focused and committed as I am on making us competitive again.

I’m going to be spending Christmas at our home in Italy, which means no travelling for three weeks. That doesn’t happen very often. I’ll certainly be working, though, at least until the 23rd. The week between Christmas and New Year is one of the only ones of the year where hardly anything happens work-wise, so during that week I’ll be forced to chill out. I have tried starting new projects during that week in the past but it’s useless. Everybody’s like, ‘Yeah, I’ll get back to you tomorrow,’ but they never do.

One of the other big differences between last season and next season, which should be an advantage, is that next season we’ll have two drivers who are no longer rookies. We’ve had to be quite careful not to be too hard on them, especially with the car we’ve had. Next year should be their big opportunity, though, and so we’ll see what they can do. In 2021, apart from a couple of exceptions, all they’ve really been able to fight for is nineteenth or twentieth position. Next year I think it will be different, which will increase the team’s demands on them significantly. At the end of the day, though, they are well-paid employees who need to deliver. No mercy!

Monday, 20 December 2021 – Castello Steiner, Northern Italy

Why the fok would somebody ask for an interview about Formula 1 five days before Christmas? Do these people have nothing better to do? Don’t they have lives? ‘You better not be asking questions about the season that’s just finished.’ Fortunately he wanted to talk about how Haas was created. It’s actually quite a good story so I may as well tell it to you now.

You remember that period in F1 when the big manufacturers like BMW, Honda and Toyota started leaving the sport? That created a fear that there might not be enough teams so a discussion opened up about customer cars and third cars. That all came to nothing, which is when they started opening up the licences. One of the applications came from a team called USF1, which was based close to where Haas is now in North Carolina. The application was submitted in June 2009 and they were due to start competing the following year.

The team was set up by the engineer Ken Anderson and the journalist and team manager Peter Windsor. At some point after their application had been accepted, Peter contacted me about some work that he wanted my composites company to do on behalf of the team. That’s how I got to know them. Soon after that I got a call from Bernie Ecclestone. He was concerned that USF1 wouldn’t be ready in time for the 2010 season and wanted to know what I thought. At first I couldn’t really tell him much but after a few months it became clear that the team wouldn’t be ready to start testing in January.

‘No chance, Bernie,’ I said. ‘They haven’t got a foking clue!’

Bernie went public with his concerns in December 2009 and in February 2010 Charlie Whiting visited the team’s headquarters for an inspection. A few days later he confirmed that, in his opinion, they wouldn’t be capable of competing and so that was that.

Anyway, one of the main investors in the team, the YouTube founder Chad Hurley, called me up after the team collapsed and asked me if I thought there was any way of getting an American team on the grid for 2011. My initial reaction was to run a mile as USF1 had been such a fiasco. Then I had an idea. Although nowhere near ready, the doomed HRT team had a car at a pretty advanced stage so I called Chad up and suggested he get in touch with the company who were building it and try and buy it.

‘But I don’t know them,’ said Chad.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘But I do.’

You see? Totally indispensable. How the world managed without me before I was born I have no foking idea.

‘Let me have a word with the owner,’ I said. ‘He’s a good friend of mine.’

Chad ended up flying me out to Europe to visit the company in person and see if it was doable. The meetings went OK but before I reported back to him I wanted to get the opinion of somebody who was inside the sport. The best person for that job was my old friend and fellow Italian Stefano Domenicali, who was then in charge of the Ferrari F1 Team. He invited me down to Maranello for lunch and gave me his opinion.

‘You won’t get it through, Guenther,’ he said. ‘The entire project is a complete mess. You have a good reputation in the sport so don’t ruin it. Just leave it alone.’

I did have a couple of meetings with Bernie after that about resurrecting the project but the following week I called Chad up and told him to call it a day.

‘It’s too foking messy,’ I said. ‘It’s up to you, Chad, but if I were you I’d walk away.’

And that was that.

A few weeks passed and, although the original project was dead in the water, the idea of an American F1 team was still a good one. Not just for whoever managed to do it successfully, but for the sport in general. It was time to call Stefano again.

‘Would Ferrari consider making a customer car for a new team?’ I said. ‘And, if they would, would they sell it to me if I could find an investor?’

‘No problem, Guenther,’ said Stefano. ‘You bring me the right people and I will sell you the car.’

I then had to put a business plan together. There were no lawyers and no fancy tricks, though. Just a simple PowerPoint presentation and a tall, ugly Italian with a big foking mouth.

‘OK,’ I said to my wife one day. ‘Now all I need is a billionaire.’

A couple of weeks later I bumped into Joe Custer, who I knew from my Nascar days. He ran the Stewart-Haas Racing team and because we hadn’t seen each other for a few years we chatted for over an hour. When I got home that evening I realized that I’d missed an opportunity. The owner of his team, Gene Haas, was just the kind of person I wanted to meet, so I called Joe immediately and asked what he thought.

‘Do you think Mr Haas might be interested?’ I said, after telling him the idea.

‘Let’s meet for a coffee,’ said Joe. ‘You can do the presentation to me and if I think Gene might be interested I’ll pass it on to him.’

A couple of days later me and Joe met at a Starbucks in Mooresville, which is where a lot of Nascar teams are based, and I did the presentation.

‘That’s pretty interesting,’ said Joe. ‘OK, let me pass it to Gene. I’ll get back to you when he’s seen it.’

This wasn’t a full-time project for me, you know. This was just a hobby. What made the presentation credible, though, was that I had Ferrari behind me. Not a bad starting point.

Exactly a month later, Joe Custer called me up and told me that Gene Haas was in town for the Nascar race in Charlotte.

‘Gene wants to meet you,’ said Joe. ‘Let’s all go out for dinner.’

This is where the project started to come alive, as Gene’s interest turned it from an idea into something that could actually happen. What if he actually says yes, I remember thinking to myself. Jeezoz Christ!

At the time of it taking place I had no idea how the dinner went. Gene hardly said a word, which I now know to be normal, and I said about a million words, which has always been normal. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at and during the whole damn night I don’t think I came up for air once. Gene didn’t fall asleep or get up and walk out, though, which was a good sign.

A few weeks passed and I didn’t hear a word. I must have messed it up, I thought. Oh well, back to the drawing board. Then, completely out of the blue about two weeks later, Gene called me one day and asked for some more information. He still didn’t say whether or not he was interested, though, and gave me no feedback on the presentation. It was a couple of questions and was over and done within five minutes.

Over the next few months, Gene started calling more and more, and later on we started meeting up at his office whenever he was in town. This went on for over a year, and although he never gave much away (Gene Haas would make a great poker player!) the fact that he was asking so many questions led me to believe that he was at least interested in the project. After another six months the point had arrived where Gene and I had to either take a shit or get off the pot. Stefano’s offer wouldn’t be on the table for ever so we had to act.

‘OK,’ said Gene, eventually and very quietly. ‘Let’s do it.’

‘By the way,’ he said. ‘How are you going to get a licence, Guenther?’

Good question!

‘Don’t you worry about that,’ I said. ‘I’ll get you a foking licence, Gene.’

Did I know for sure that I could get one? Of course I didn’t. I was flying by the seat of my Italian shorts, as usual.

I might have been on good terms with people like Bernie and Charlie Whiting, but that meant nothing when it came to getting a licence.

‘Get yourself a lawyer,’ they said. ‘You’re going to need one when it comes to the licence application.’

‘Why the hell would I want a lawyer?’ I replied. ‘I have a Guenther.’

In hindsight I should maybe have taken their advice, but I thought to myself, No, fok the lawyers! I didn’t want to start asking Gene for money just yet and I was confident that I could do it without one. Me, a control freak? Of course I am! I’m the best there is.

In all seriousness, what I had in my favour when this all started were a lot of contacts in Formula 1 (I’ll tell you how I got into F1 later). Also, unlike these days, some people liked me and I had quite a good reputation. The first person I called was my old boss, Niki Lauda. If anybody could persuade Bernie and the FIA to grant us a licence, he could. Niki was also big on the idea of there being an American F1 team, which kind of helped.

A few days after speaking to Niki, I went to Europe on business and one night while I was fast asleep in my hotel room my phone started ringing. ‘Who the fok is that?’ I said, looking at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway.

‘Yes, who is it?’

‘Guenther, it’s Niki. I’m in India with Bernie. He’s here with me now and you’re on loudspeaker. He’s got some questions about your licence application.’

‘Really?’ I said, trying to get out of bed and almost falling on my ass in the process. ‘OK, yes, Bernie. Fire away.’

I had to explain at two o’clock in the morning what our business plan was to Bernie Ecclestone. Talk
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Afterword

If you’re reading this chapter it means you have either bought, been given or have stolen a copy of the updated edition of the international bestseller, Surviving to Drive by Guenther Steiner. Were you even aware that this is now officially, so I am told, the best- and biggest-selling book that has ever been written about life in Formula 1 by a mad Italian called Guenther? I guess you feel pretty smug now, yes? You should do. Congratulations on your choice. You’re obviously not as stupid as you look.

When the publishers first asked me to write a new chapter for this book I must admit that I was puzzled.

‘Why should I write a chapter for a book that came out almost a foking year ago?’ I asked them. ‘Come on, guys. It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Think of it as an upgrade,’ they said.

‘I don’t like thinking about upgrades.’

‘But everybody does it,’ they said.

‘Yes, and usually before Haas!’

Then it suddenly occurred to me what they were really trying to do.

‘Hang on, guys,’ I said. ‘I know what you’re up to. You want to make the same book look new again by changing the cover and making a few tweaks. Am I right?’

‘No, not exactly.’

‘Bullshit. We did exactly the same in 2021 with our car, remember? Same car, different season. Or, in this case, same shit, extra chapter. You know I am an expert in doing this kind of thing?’

‘Then you should find it quite easy,’ they said.

‘OK, so what do you want me to write about this time? Bread making? The history of the Roman foking Empire? Astrology? Give me something to work with.’

‘Well, as it’s December, you may as well write a chapter about the season just gone. A kind of condensed sequel to the book itself, if you like.’

‘No, I do not foking like. Seriously, guys, you want me to relive the 2023 Formula 1 season from Haas’s point of view? I’m not sure my heart can take that.’

‘But that’s what the public wants, Guenther.’

‘Then the public needs help!’

Unfortunately, my professionalism and dedication to the cause of producing quality high-end literature for the masses got the better of me and so, here we are. Or rather, here I am. Masochism without any of the enjoyment. Actually, to make it a bit more palatable, I’m going to write an alternative review of the season, if that’s OK. Some F1, and some other less frustrating stuff that happened over the season.

As you’ll know from the previous chapters, my hopes for 2023 were relatively high going into the off-season, and with pretty good reason. Although eventful (even by our standards), 2022 delivered a lot of positives and everyone at the team was sure we’d be able to kick on. Development wise, things had been looking good all year and with Kevin and now Nico in place, our opinion was that, providing the car was good enough, we had a potential mid-table package on our hands. Points on a regular basis could at last become a reality, or so we hoped.

The announcement of our new title sponsor, MoneyGram International, also had a seismic effect on how we thought the next few seasons might pan out. As well as being open, honest and very professional, MoneyGram are on exactly the same page as we are with regards to what we want to achieve and the relationship we have since developed so far has been one of this year’s main positives.

As importantly, and as I’m sure you’re already aware, the mood within the team in 2022 was diametrically opposed to how it had been in 2021 and I was obviously keen to maintain that. It’s hard to get across just how refreshing and invigorating an atmosphere like that is. Did I manage to convey that in the book? I hope I did. As I think I said, leaving your family for a three-week stretch is hard, but when your team is performing well and you have two drivers who are both competing for points, it’s much easier.

From a personal point of view, I am still the only person on the current grid who has created a Formula 1 team from scratch and although that’s an honour in many ways, it comes with its own set of emotions. The good, the bad and the shit. Fortunately, I have always been able to deal with the bad stuff pretty well and in 2023 this was put to the test once again. Running Haas isn’t a job, though. Running Haas is a way of life for me and is something that has dominated the vast majority of my life for almost a decade. Had the team become bigger and more corporate during that time that might have changed by now, but it hasn’t. Rightly or wrongly, we still have the same ethos and culture that we had at the beginning and for as long as I’m in charge that isn’t going to change very much. Anyway, let me see if I can find a positive to start on. There must be one somewhere.

OK, I have one.

Once again, Haas was the first team on the grid to release digital renders of our livery for the season ahead. And, unlike the previous two years, which had been a mixed bag, the reaction from the press and the fans was universally positive. The guys at MoneyGram International were also really pleased with what we produced. Sure, it has no bearing on what happens on the track, but a bit of positivity that early on does nobody any harm.

About three weeks later, we arrived in Bahrain for testing and my first thought when I landed was, thank fok we’re not in Barcelona! I can laugh about it now but those two days at Circuit de Barcelona-Catalunya at the start of 2022 were among the most eventful (and stressful!) of my entire life. Do you remember that far back in the book? I foking do, because I was there, right in the middle. In fact, the only thing I can think of that has concentrated my mind more since I formed Haas is when Romain Grosjean had his crash in 2020. Ironically, that took place in Bahrain but the location is far less ingrained on my mind. The flames and an all-consuming sense of panic and dread are what I remember.

In comparison, testing in 2023 was an absolute breeze both on and off the track. No invasions, no pressure from the rest of the world to de-Russia our team immediately, no crazy Frenchmen driving into barriers at 160mph, and a car that not only had a great-looking livery but, most importantly, had promising performance. In fact, in what must have been a first for us at Haas, all three days of the test were positive. Nico, who hadn’t driven full time in F1 since 2019, felt comfortable with the car and got plenty of miles under his belt. Kevin too went all three days without an issue and did a hundred laps in one afternoon, which is what you’d expect to do in a day. At the end of day two, I said to our chief race engineer, Ayao, who has the pleasure of sitting next to me on the pit wall, ‘What the fok is happening here, Ayao? Usually we’ve had at least one disaster by now.’

I was kind of joking but at the same time it all felt slightly abnormal. Pre-season tests are highly regulated and hugely complex and intense events that invariably produce far more questions than answers. They’re learning curves, and the most you can really hope for from a team principal’s perspective is that you come away with both drivers having completed a couple of hundred laps each, plenty of data to analyse and having had no major disasters. That isn’t the norm, however. Or, at least, it isn’t the norm for Guenther Steiner! I’m usually a foking jinx when it comes to these things so really I should keep away. ‘Stay in the mountains, you idiot!’ Anyway, here’s what I had to say at the end of day three in Bahrain.


It was a very good day today – more than 170 laps completed without an issue. A lot of test programme, race simulation with one completed and one almost completed, so a very good day. In general, the test went very smoothly with very few issues compared to years before. The whole team came here very well prepared – we did our homework – so when we arrived, we were ready to go, and you could see that. It was good progress from last year so now we need to see where we stack up. It’s difficult to say still but we are in the midfield, let’s see if we’re at the top or the end of the midfield but we’re now ready for the race next weekend.



Are these the words of the Guenther Steiner that you have come to know over the years? No, they are not. They are the words of an imposter. Somebody who is confident and measured, and who is not expecting the world to fall apart every five minutes. Anyway, talk about a proverbial false dawn!

The first race in Bahrain was like an extension of the test, if you like, in that we came away having learned a great deal more about the car. No points, though, unfortunately, which I freely admit I’d been expecting and even said so in one of my post-race interviews. ‘What the hell have you done with Guenther Steiner?’ said Stuart Morrison afterwards. The truth is that’s exactly how I felt. I’d been expecting, not hoping, that at least one of our drivers would score points in Bahrain and, with the data and information we were coming away with, I would have the same expectations in Jeddah.

It isn’t often predictions of mine come true, least of all my expectations, so when Kevin finished tenth in Jeddah, having qualified thirteenth, I could barely move from the pit wall. The difference between this and the start of the 2022 season, by the way, which was pretty incredible, was that we were all of the belief that the VF-23 was a better car and so even taking into account any progress the other teams might have made, we were already starting to convince ourselves that a high mid-table position in the constructors might just be achievable.

Despite Nico finishing seventh in Melbourne and Kevin finishing tenth in Miami, by the time we arrived in Monaco, which was race six of the season, everything had changed and it had become clear that we were in big foking trouble. Tyre degradation was the main issue. When the problem first arose we went straight back to the wind tunnel to try and find out what was wrong but nothing came up. The mistake we then made was that, instead of looking elsewhere, we persisted with the wind tunnel and by the time we realized that this was not the right course of action it was too late. Anyway, I’m not going to dwell on that. These days, though, whenever I hear the words ‘tyre degradation’, I start convulsing.

Results notwithstanding, a lot of good and interesting things happened during the 2023 season and so that’s what I’m going to concentrate on for the rest of the chapter.

One of the most positive things generally was the engagement with the fans, which was off the foking scale. I appreciate that what we do for a living is results driven but the effect that just the presence of our sport has on the populations of the cities and countries we visit is astonishing. One of the highlights – and I’ll remember this until the day I die – took place during a question-and-answer session I did at one of the fan zones before the race in Melbourne. There must have been about twenty thousand people in the crowd and right at the front was this little boy called Noah who was probably nine or ten years old. ‘Who is the better driver,’ he asked. ‘Kevin Magnussen or Nico Hülkenberg?’ I thought to myself, shit, that’s a cute question. I’m going to have to be careful here. After thinking about it for a few seconds I decided to ditch diplomacy in favour of humour. ‘Go and ask your mother who she likes best,’ I said to Noah. ‘You or your brother?’ That showed him!

Some of the most interesting experiences I had during 2023 took place away from the track. For instance, having this foking book published. When the publication date finally arrived in April I had to fly to England to do lots of publicity. It was crazy. To make as much impact as you can you have to do as many interviews on as many TV and radio stations as possible and so for thirty-six hours the British public was subjected to my face and voice on what can only be described as a horrific scale. I was everywhere! Then, on the evening of publication day, I had to do a signing for three hundred people in London.

The signing session took place at Waterstones bookshop on Piccadilly in central London at 7 p.m. and earlier that day I received a telephone call from Henry Vines, the publisher, to say that every ticket for the event had been sold. ‘Jeezoz Christ,’ I said. ‘There are a lot of sick people in London these days.’ Secretly, I was quite relieved as I’d been having visions of turning up to the shop and having to ask my wife, Gertie, to buy a copy and then queue up on her own and ask me to sign it. Which she would probably have refused to do!

The day itself was taken up doing all kinds of interviews with radio stations and magazines and then Henry arrived at the hotel to take us to Waterstones. ‘I’m looking forward to this,’ I said to him. ‘Especially knowing that you managed to sell the tickets.’ ‘Oh, that wasn’t a problem,’ he said. ‘In fact, we sold them in just a few hours. Having seen the queue though, I think you might be in for a surprise.’ I assumed he was referring to the size of the queue or something, so I didn’t push him, and instead I just sat back and tried to look intelligent. After all, I was now an author, and I needed to act like one.

The drive from the hotel to the shop took about fifteen minutes.

‘Look at all those teenage girls queueing outside,’ Gertie said. ‘They must be waiting for a pop star or something.’

Waterstones Piccadilly is a very big shop so I assumed the same.

‘How many foking signing sessions have they got going on here tonight?’ I said to Henry. ‘I don’t want to be sharing with a load of foking teenyboppers!’

‘Just one,’ he said smiling. ‘They’re all here for you.’

‘WHAT?’ said Gertie almost spitting out a mouthful of water. ‘That’s completely ridiculous. Guenther’s an old man. He’s almost sixty.’

‘I’m fifty seven!’

In an attempt to drive home just how ridiculous Gertie thought this was, she started laughing and then looked at me pityingly, as you might look at an old dog that is about to be put to sleep.

‘Erm, I’m not joking,’ said Henry. ‘Every person in that queue is here to meet Guenther.’

‘Ha!’ I said triumphantly, but in a mild state of shock. ‘You’re not shitting me, are you Henry? Are these people really here to meet me?’

‘They are, I promise you. They’re not all girls though.’

‘Most of them are,’ said Gertie immediately. ‘Some of them even have their mothers with them. Look, Guenther.’

She then pointed to two teenage girls in the queue who had two women standing with them.

‘Foking hell, you’re right.’

The thing I found strange was that our daughter Greta was about the same age at the time, and when I’d had to accompany her to an event it was usually a swimming gala or something, not a signing session by a middle-aged butcher’s son from the mountains where the air is thin.

‘What do you think Greta would make of all this?’ I said to Gertie.

‘I think she’d find it hilarious! Strange, but hilarious.’

On closer inspection, I’d say about fifty percent of the people in the queue were female and only a handful were adults. What’s more, when they saw me get out of the car and walk towards the front door of the shop they started shouting and waving their hands in the air. I don’t mind admitting that I found this slightly embarrassing at first, mainly because I had Gertie with me who was still shaking her head and saying how ridiculous it all was. But I also found it humbling. The majority of my experiences with the general public prior to this had taken place during Grand Prix weekends, so as enthusiastic and friendly as people always were they weren’t there to see just me. These people were though, and that felt strange.

After the signing, which went very well indeed and consisted of three hundred book sales, three hundred dedications and signatures and about four thousand selfies, Gertie and I went back to our hotel.

‘I still don’t get why there were a lot of teenage girls there,’ she said.

‘It must be my personality,’ I said lying back on the bed.

‘Probably,’ she agreed. ‘Well, let’s face it, it’s certainly not your looks.’

Other highlights from the season include meeting members of the British Army at Silverstone, which was fun, skating with some guys from the Montreal Canadiens NHL team (for a former ice hockey player that was amazing), filming a very short cameo for a new movie, which I can’t say too much about (except that I was foking brilliant), and meeting Axl Rose from Guns N’ Roses in Vegas. That was pretty cool. A lot of people were hoping that Vegas would fall on its ass, but it didn’t.

By far the weirdest thing that happened this year, at least in terms of what I normally get up to day to day, was opening my own guest house. Yes, you read that correctly. I opened a guest house. Or a bed and breakfast, as they’re called in the UK. Every single person I have told this to, without exception, has either pissed themselves laughing or has told me to fok off and has not believed me. It’s true, though. Villa Steiner opened earlier this year in my home town of Merano and I’m pretty proud of it. A very good friend of mine called Jo couldn’t get his head around it when I told him. ‘But you run a Formula 1 team,’ he said. ‘Which has to be one of the most sought-after jobs on the planet. Why would you go and spoil that by becoming some kind of European Basil Fawlty?’ ‘The hospitality industry needs me!’ I replied.

By the way, to prove just how weird and foked up my life really is, I am writing this in a hotel room in Coventry. How’s that for sought after? Monaco, Barcelona, Las Vegas, Miami, Melbourne, Coventry. It was the Haas Christmas party last night (one of three we have every year) and somebody thought it would be a good idea to hold the UK one in Coventry. Why not? I like visiting new places.

The hotel is part of the local soccer stadium and when I turned up yesterday people were queueing outside to see Nuneaton Borough play AFC Fylde in something called the FA Trophy? Nope, I don’t know what the fok any of that means, either. We all had a good night, though.

OK, I can’t put it off any longer. The question you probably want answering before I go is, can we pull things around in time for next season. Unfortunately, I’m not in a position to answer that question conclusively. All I can say is that I have been working my ass off for months trying to ensure that we start scoring points again and get back to the middle of the table. You can say what you like about me but no one can ever accuse me of not putting in the hours. The only thing that will stop me is if I’m no longer here, and that isn’t just up to me. It’s up to Gene too. Anyway, let’s see what happens.

Forza Haas!

OK, take care again you bunch of wankers. By the way, how the fok do you get out of Coventry?
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1. A highlight from my career in rally: standing in my underpants (that’s me in white, with the great legs, behind the truck), having helped to destroy a Lancia Delta.
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2. With Colin McRae, the most naturally talented driver I’ve ever worked with.
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3. Talking to Eddie Irvine. He’s crazy, but in a good way.
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4. I couldn’t have wished for a better mentor than Niki Lauda.
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5. With Gene Haas, announcing the formation of the Haas F1 Team in 2014.
[image: ]
Contrary to popular belief, Mick Schumacher and I got on OK. He’s a good kid.
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The start of the 2022 season. Little did we know …
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‘How about getting Magnussen back?’ Gene asked me. ‘Do you think he’d do it?’ I’m glad he said yes.
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Celebrating Kevin’s Viking comeback.
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First points in Bahrain. Boy, that felt good!
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Mick’s crash in Saudi Arabia. It’s fair to say it was a pretty eventful weekend.
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Gene and me looking serious in Miami. I can do serious, occasionally.
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Mick and Kevin at the Austin Fanzone.
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‘Toto, I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more.’ In Baku, with my favourite Romanian.
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Sending a message in Abu Dhabi.
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Mick’s second crash of the season in Monaco.
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6. ‘Our cars are exceptional!’ With Haas fan, Conor McGregor.
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Top Gunth!
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Mick wearing me. I wonder if he still has it …
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Somebody holding up a mask with my face on it, which proves that there are some pretty sick people out there.
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Sick people at the Canadian Grand Prix.
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With Fred Vasseur from Alfa and Mario Isola from Pirelli. Two great guys.
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I could make a joke about holding his balls here, but I’m not going to. Kevin preparing in Saudi Arabia.
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Mick practising strategy in Canada.
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You get asked to do some pretty strange things when you’re a driver …
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Celebrating Mick’s first points at Silverstone.
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Kevin celebrating our first-ever pole position. Hopefully not our last.
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Kevin celebrating our first-ever pole position. Hopefully not our last.
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Saying thank you to Mick on the last day of the season. I wish him well.
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