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            The Grid

         
         “Move out of the way!”

         
         I have been covering Formula 1 and motorsport for more than ten years all around the world, and I still have moments when
            I accidentally break the golden rule: When reporting from the starting grid, stay out of the way of the cars and their crews.
         

         
         The mechanic who just yelled at me is part of a group of eight men helping push through the green Aston Martin of star driver
            Fernando Alonso, who has just finished his warm-up laps for the Bahrain Grand Prix, the first race of the 2023 season. As
            each car—ready to be raced hard for the very first time—is wheeled from the rear of the grid, the sea of bodies armed with
            wheel guns and tire warmers grows, completing their final preparations.
         

         
         In the forty minutes before lights out, the starting grid is where you’ll find anybody who is anybody in F1. Today the air is thick with sweat, engine fumes, and the smell of heated tire rubber as the sky turns orange, the sun over the Bahraini desert beginning to set. Tens of thousands of fans are already watching on, cheering for the drivers as the cars come to their starting positions. Once in place and with their helmets and headrests carefully removed, each driver hoists themselves out of their cars, dodges the throng of camera lenses, and turns their attention to discussing their final race plans, which have been meticulously laid out with their strategists and engineers to account for every eventuality. 

         
         I watch as Alonso gets out of the Aston Martin, his new car for this season after switching teams last winter. The two-time
            world champion, at forty-one, is the oldest driver on the grid, yet he has been one of the quickest drivers all weekend. Aston
            Martin’s team owner, billionaire Lawrence Stroll, an imposing figure with big expectations and an even bigger checkbook, is
            there to greet his star signee. They embrace and share a few words. They could be in for a great result today: the start of
            a happy marriage of driver and team.
         

         
         I continue to walk around the grid, the mass of bodies ebbing and flowing as people go about their business. It’s a patch of asphalt fifteen yards wide tucked between the wall that divides the track from the pit lane, where all the teams have their garages, and the catch fencing on the other side next to the grandstand. There’s little room to get around. I watch as rival team designers carefully study one another’s cars up close, and the power brokers of the sport circulate, posing for pictures with the right people, shaking hands, and making pleasantries. CEOs of billion-dollar sponsors chat with sheikhs, princes, and prime ministers, all closely tailed by security guards. I may not recognize some of these people, but the snap-snap-snap of camera flashes tells me they’re VIPs.
         

         
         One by one, I watch as the drivers snake through the crowds and head back to their garages, escaping the noise for a moment
            of respite. There’s Alonso again, the legend in the final chapter of his career. There’s Lewis Hamilton, the seven-time champion
            and superstar whose name has transcended F1. There’s Max Verstappen, the young gun who dethroned Hamilton as the current world
            champion. There’s Oscar Piastri, the rookie who wasn’t even born when Alonso started his first F1 race, and his teammate,
            Lando Norris, the British star hoping to take the world by storm.
         

         
         As I move largely unnoticed through the crowd of bodies, I spot my friend Rupert, the trainer for Carlos Sainz, and wish him
            good luck with a thumbs-up. He smiles, but I know he can’t hear me. His red headphones are tuned in to the team’s prerace
            chatter, ensuring every final detail is addressed: what tires are used, what visor is on Sainz’s helmet (it changes depending
            on weather conditions), even if the driver is wearing the right balaclava or fireproof underwear. Rupert approaches the tool-filled
            cart next to Sainz’s car, picks up a powerful handheld fan, and holds it into the cockpit; keeping it cool will make the seat
            more comfortable for his driver. No detail is too small.
         

         
         I weave my way toward the front of the grid, pulling my elbows close as I squeeze past those heading in the opposite direction. It feels like Oxford Street on Black Friday, only instead of rabid shoppers, it’s the who’s who of the F1 world with whom I’m jostling for space. A row of security guards holds a rope cordoning off the front of the grid, where the drivers are now rushing to line up in time for the national anthem. Lateness results in a fine; even they’re not immune to a telling-off. 

         
         A booming voice calls on the crowd to stand, and all goes silent. The engines cut out; the chatter stops. Then a marching
            band springs into life as a woman in a white dress bellows out the national anthem of the Kingdom of Bahrain. When she finishes,
            to a rousing round of applause, necks and iPhones lurch skyward to capture the flyover: A Boeing 787-9 Dreamliner belonging
            to Gulf Air, the title sponsor of the race and Bahrain’s national airline, is flying over the starting grid, a tradition dating
            back almost twenty years. As it nears the first corner, the right wing pitches downward, and the plane circles back over the
            paddock, which, as the base for all the teams’ activities over a race weekend, serves as the center of F1’s little universe.
         

         
         And then a siren at the front of the grid blares: It’s fifteen minutes until the race starts—time for anyone who doesn’t need
            to be on the grid to get off it. Most definitely me.
         

         
         I head toward one of the open gates along the pit wall as people stream through, again making sure not to get in the way of
            the drivers, who will be going for their final bathroom breaks. Most have headphones on, locked in their own little worlds.
            Hamilton speeds past on a push scooter, while others walk alongside their trainers, who pass final words of advice to their
            drivers. After crossing the pit lane, I find a small corridor leading back into the paddock, which is now eerily quiet.
         

         
         Walking toward the media center, I pass Mohammed Ben Sulayem—the president of the FIA, F1’s governing body, and one of the most powerful men in the sport—jumping into a golf cart along with the Crown Prince of Bahrain. Both wear pristine white thobes, traditional dress for the region. Ben Sulayem chuckles as the golf cart zooms past me to complete its journey to the other end of the paddock, barely a few hundred yards. “I’m lazy!” he says. No judgment here. I know our difference in standing. While he’ll be watching the race from the FIA’s hospitality suite overlooking the start line, I’ll be in the media center, typing away, noting down every moment of action from the race. 

         
         I take my seat back at my desk, the adrenaline still flowing, and watch the TV cameras panning down to the grid, now empty
            bar twenty drivers and their cars, waiting for the start lights to blink out.
         

         
         I’ve always vowed that the instant the grid stops being the best part of my race weekend, it’s time to stop working in F1.
            It’s where everything about the sport is distilled in one go: the sounds, the smells, the tension, the glamour, the people,
            the sacrifices; they all combine for only a moment.
         

         
         Then out go the lights on the grid. The wheels spin, the engines roar loud, the crowd even louder, and the cars speed away.
            But what happens on the track is only a tiny part of the story. Whether you’re a seasoned fan who hasn’t missed a grand prix
            in decades or a newcomer to F1, I want to show you why this is a sport—a way of life, even—like nothing else on the planet.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Smoke and Mirrors

         
         As I climb up the stairs of the Haas Formula 1 team’s hospitality unit, its home-away-from-home at race tracks around the
            world, I’m directed to a door slightly ajar on my right-hand side.
         

         
         At his desk, Guenther Steiner, the team principal, is peering at some paperwork. It’s the start of pre-season testing in 2023,
            one of the busiest periods of his year. Steiner looks up as the door rattles gently in response to my knocking and invites
            me to come in.
         

         
         We shake hands as the team’s communications chief, Stuart, follows me into the room. “I’ve not had time to explain the interview,
            Guenther, but Luke’s writing a book. And it’s going to be great,” Stuart says, quickly adding: “You were inspired by Guenther,
            weren’t you?”
         

         
         Steiner raises an eyebrow as I go along with the joke. “Yes, yes. That’s exactly it.”

         
         On one side of Steiner’s desk sits a stack of books along with a capless Sharpie pen that he’s using to sign these copies
            of his bestselling book on a year in the life of an F1 team principal and make them that little bit extra special.
         

         
         “And you want my help to then beat my book? You bastard,” Steiner says. He flicks his hands skyward in disgust. “Why should
            I help you?! Fucking hell . . .”
         

         
         He breaks into a grin and laughs, eyes crinkling at the corners as he waits for my reaction.

         
         It’s this kind of humor that has made Steiner one of the biggest characters in F1. Haas is among the smallest teams on the
            grid, lacking the financial might or prowess that the leading outfits like Red Bull, Ferrari, and Mercedes can boast, yet
            he made a name for himself through his forthright and jovial nature. When F1 opened its doors to Netflix’s cameras for the
            Formula 1: Drive to Survive documentary that debuted in 2019, Steiner went from one of the paddock’s best-known characters to a cult hero representing
            the sport.
         

         
         I hit record on my voice memo app and place my phone on Steiner’s desk before taking a seat opposite, then explain that yes,
            I am writing a book about F1, one that is intended to shine a light on some of the lesser-known stories and aspects of a sport
            that has given him, me, and so many other people so much in our lives. In recent times, F1 has undergone a dramatic transformation,
            in no small part thanks to the success of Drive to Survive in taking mainstream a sport so often shrouded in secrecy and mystery. The drivers and teams have gained a new level of exposure, many achieving celebrity status they’d previously not thought possible. Interest in F1 has surged, making a ticket for a grand prix one of the hottest in town. 

         
         Yet there are so many rich, remarkable stories still to be told that, I tell Steiner, I want to bring to life. F1 has a unique
            culture, one that has continued to shift and evolve since the first F1 world championship race in 1950, with traditions that
            make it unlike anything else in global sport. There is so much around F1 that, to those of us on the inside, seems day-to-day
            or normal when, in reality, they’re the aspects that make it so appealing to hundreds of millions of fans around the world.
            Be it the sacrifices the drivers and teams will go through each year just to keep racing, off the back of a long, arduous
            journey to get there in the first place; or the brilliant minds that exist within our world, and how they benefit so much
            far beyond F1 itself; or how the fans and traditions that give color to F1 have changed over the years; or where the sport
            is going in the future—there is so much depth beyond what we see on the race track, so much more to love and respect beyond
            the twenty drivers racing wheel-to-wheel in their cars.
         

         
         Steiner nods and smiles. “It’s a sport where you have a mix of everything,” he says. “It’s a sport first, but you have the
            politics, you have the technology, you get the glamour. For nearly everyone in the world, F1 has something that they can be
            interested in. Therefore it attracts so many people. There’s a lot of good racing series around, but you don’t have the other
            four or five factors that F1 has got. That’s what is special, and people love it. We’re a good sport, and good entertainment
            together. A sport on its own is difficult to sell.”
         

         
         Neither he nor I know it at the time, but Steiner is starting what will be his last F1 season in charge of Haas; at the end of the year, he’ll part ways with the team after a disappointing season where it finishes last in the championship. But when we speak at the start of the season, there is still a wealth of opportunities and, above all else, hope for the season to come. This could be the year when things are different, no matter what team you race or work for. 

         
         It all starts in testing, which gives the F1 teams the chance to try out their new cars for the first time. Alongside their
            racing commitments through the previous year, the designers have worked relentlessly to make modifications to the upcoming
            model, developing new parts and finding ways to try to make the car quicker for the two drivers. If you stand still or don’t
            make enough progress in F1, your rivals are going to easily move ahead; this is a sport where what is best today is often
            nowhere near good enough tomorrow.
         

         
         The winter between seasons offers teams a chance to reset and put in hours away from the race track to bridge the gap to their
            rivals. It can be one of the toughest points of the season, forcing teams to work around the clock in their factories to get
            the cars ready. They need to comply with the tight regulations that define what is and, more important, is not allowed with
            the car designs, and pass all the required safety tests. Right until the start of testing, when the cars get their first extensive
            running, teams will be working to squeeze every last 0.01 percent of performance, shaving off every ounce of weight or making
            whatever refinement their computer simulations suggest could be a performance benefit.
         

         
         It’s a story that rings true for all ten teams in F1. Months of effort often come down to just a few days of testing that then lay bare the harsh reality of life on the grid. Subtle differences in car shapes, even down to the thickness of a sidepod or the curvature of a front wing, could be worth precious tenths of a second that decide victory or defeat. 

         
         The untrained eye will be able to identify obvious differences between cars, but it is not until they actually go on the race
            track that the time sheets reflect a right and wrong way to design an F1 car. Modern F1 design buzzwords such as gurney flaps (a lip on the edge of a rear wing to divert airflow), monkey seats (a small wing between the rear wing and the diffuser), and coke bottle (where the rear of the car narrows the farther back you go, similar to the neck of a bottle of Coke) point to the linguistic
            creativity required to describe F1’s ever-evolving, innovative design nature.
         

         
         It didn’t used to be so complicated.

         
         *  *  *

         Compared to the cars that took part in the first F1 world championship race seventy-five years ago, the 1950 British Grand
            Prix at Silverstone, the modern machines look like spaceships. Back then, no one obsessed over aerodynamics like they do today.
            A quote regularly attributed to Enzo Ferrari from 1960 is: “Aerodynamics are for people who can’t build engines.” It perfectly
            sums up the racing mentality of the era: So long as the car was powerful enough, it would be quick. The driver was still sat
            high in the cockpit at the rear of the car, exposed to the elements and not required to wear full overalls; a T-shirt, a helmet,
            and some goggles would do. Seatbelts weren’t even mandatory until 1972.
         

         
         F1’s seventy-five-year history is a tale of innovation, adaptation, and competition. Ferrari’s quote would be disproven within a decade: As engines grew more powerful through the ’60s, designers sought ways to find more grip, leading to the idea of adding wings to a car. Lotus was the first team to successfully mount wings to a car for the 1968 Monaco Grand Prix; driver Graham Hill’s victory from pole would ignite a new, important era of F1 car design. The embracing of complex aerodynamics and new car production concepts, such as the carbon fiber monocoque—far lighter, stronger, and safer than the aluminum chassis—changed the game. The wings grew larger, the cars got quicker and safer, the engines got louder and meaner, and F1 leaned on the increasing levels of computerized technology. Nowadays, around 500 GB of data is picked up by the sensors on the cars through a race, tracking everything from g-forces to engine temperature to tire wear. They are supercomputers on wheels. 

         
         For manufacturers like Ferrari, Mercedes, and Honda, F1 is a high-speed laboratory—offering great potential for technology
            transfer to their road cars. It’s also a way to prove themselves as the superior carmaker. With the start of a new season
            comes another chance to stake that claim.
         

         
         F1 will typically change its car design regulations every four to five years, starting a new technical “era” in a bid to make the sport more competitive on the track and the cars safer for the drivers. Each time this overhaul occurs, the most recent having been in 2022, teams are essentially left with a blank sheet of paper from which to interpret the rules, instead of evolving their old designs year after year. It keeps engineers and designers on their toes as they look for new ways to design their cars and find performance. As exciting as it may be, it does not mean changes to the rules are easy for the teams to handle: The only part of the pre-2022 cars that could be transferred to the new ones was the steering wheel. 

         
         The start of a new rule cycle often yields different car design concepts or ideas. In early 2022, the three leading teams—Red
            Bull, Mercedes, and Ferrari—all debuted cars with noticeable differences, particularly on the sidepods that sit either side
            of the cockpit. Red Bull had an aggressive cutaway at the bottom of the sidepod, creating a bigger gap to the floor below;
            Ferrari’s design was aptly dubbed the “bathtub”; Mercedes barely had a sidepod at all, going for a radical slimline approach.
            Each believed theirs to be the right design concept. Ultimately, Red Bull’s results were impossible to ignore. Within eighteen
            months of the new ruleset being in force, most of the teams had adopted a Red Bull–style design. Even Haas, which has a technical
            partnership with Ferrari and far lowlier aspirations as an independent team—regular top-ten finishes can be deemed a success—eventually
            shifted its car design to look more akin to Red Bull’s.
         

         
         The technical battle is never-ending, reaching its height at the start of each season. Teams work hard to protect their secrets,
            often revealing their “new” cars with fake bodywork or even using computer-generated renders to not give away the small differences
            in their designs that might catch the eyes of their rivals.
         

         
         It all makes for an intense time of the year. After finalizing the launch specification of the car, teams will put them on-track for the first time in what is called a shakedown. This is a private test limited to 100 km (62 miles), or one-third of a grand prix distance. It’s not a lot of track time, but at least it’s a first opportunity to ensure that all systems are working properly, to identify any obvious problems, and to give the drivers an initial feel for their new car’s characteristics. It is a major landmark in a team’s season. More than seventeen thousand components have come together to form the machine; now, it’s alive, and the next nine months will be dedicated to making it go as quickly as possible. 

         
         “When the car rolls out of the garage for the first time and makes it out of the pit lane, that in itself is a huge hurdle,
            even before you start looking at stopwatches,” said Peter Crolla, the team manager for Haas, where he serves as the team principal’s
            right-hand man. He plays a critical role in every aspect of the team’s preparation for a new season and knows how important
            it is. “It affects not only the two hundred forty people within our own business, but it’s also the wider supporting businesses.
            Everybody’s got an interest in it. From a psychological perspective, so many people are putting in so much effort in the run-up
            to that point. It’s absolutely huge.”
         

         
         F1 types are competitive animals. It’s their nature. So even through the limited mileage of a shakedown on a cold day in the
            middle of February at Silverstone, there’s an eye on the stopwatch. “As the car starts to circulate and lap times come down,
            then you start to realize, okay, not only have we done a good job to get it out there, but let’s see how good a job we’ve
            actually done in how the car intrinsically performs,” said Crolla.
         

         
         The first opportunity to run the car for real comes in preseason testing. This typically takes place over three days in a hot country such as Bahrain so the weather won’t hinder teams’ preparations. (The Circuit de Barcelona-Catalunya in Spain has also been used, but a snowy day in 2018 that halted testing left all of us wondering why we weren’t in Bahrain.) Through testing, eight hours of track time are allocated each day for teams to use as they wish, but they will split crews within their team so there is a day shift and a night shift, meaning they can work nonstop to try to make the car quicker and perfect their preparations. It’s an exhausting—quite literally testing—time of the year. As the cars are all out there together and the lap times are visible to everyone, it offers the first indication of how the teams are stacking up ahead of a new season: Who has used their winter wisely to leapfrog their rivals, and who has fallen behind? 

         
         Yet F1 is never, ever that simple. Testing often descends into a game of smoke and mirrors. Teams may no longer be able to
            hide the designs that are now in full view of TV cameras and photographers, many of whom are employed by teams to snap shots
            of their rivals’ designs. But there’s plenty else they can do to try to mask their true level of performance. As testing is
            not a competitive session, there isn’t the same kind of incentive for teams to get the maximum performance out of their car,
            nor are there the usual rules and regulations that must be adhered to. Running more fuel in the car makes it heavier and therefore
            slower, an effective way to hide performance—a practice known as sandbagging. The drivers themselves may also deliberately
            slow at points on certain laps, meaning quick cars don’t always look that way going solely off the timing screens.
         

         
         “People do for sure play some psychological games through preseason testing,” Crolla explained. “There are so many variables that can be implemented through testing in terms of tire wear, fuel choices, the type of running that we’re doing. Are we looking for short-run pace? Are we looking for race pace? It’s not really until you get to the first race that you truly know where you stand in comparison to other teams.” 

         
         F1 history has plenty of cautionary tales of preseason prospects looking too good to be true. In the ten preseasons between
            2014 and 2023, the fastest team in the final winter test won the opening race of the season five times and would go on to
            clinch the Constructors’ Championship on only four occasions. While the times are a helpful guide, they are rarely the full
            picture.
         

         
         *  *  *

         One of the strongest examples of misleading testing times comes from back in 2001, when Prost Grand Prix—the team owned and run by Alain Prost, a four-time F1 champion who raced in the 1980s and early 1990s—looked like one of the most competitive teams ahead of the new season. This was an era when test running was largely up to the teams to arrange and there were fewer restrictions on how much they could put their cars on-track ahead of a new season. Prost endured a miserable season in 2000, not only finishing last in the championship but also failing to score a single point. After striking a deal with Ferrari to buy their engine in 2001, the team hoped its fortunes would turn around, and when its new car hit the track, it looked fast. Surprisingly fast. The only team that was faster in the main collective test in Barcelona was Ferrari, whose best lap was a mere three-tenths of a second quicker than Prost driver Jean Alesi’s. Yet the car was also noticeably bare of the sponsors that ultimately help fund smaller racing operations. Putting two and two together, the theory was Prost had opted to exaggerate its speed—using minimal fuel to make the car lighter, or perhaps even running under the minimum weight limit, given testing is not subject to a grand prix’s technical requirements—in order to get headline lap times that might attract fresh sponsorship ahead of the new season. When it came to the opening race of the season in Australia, the team’s lack of speed was revealed: Alesi qualified three seconds off Michael Schumacher’s pole position time. Prost would score just four points all season and, still lacking the sponsorship and financial backing it needed, fold at the end of the year. 

         
         But sometimes the testing picture that seems too good to be true is, in fact, real. Miracles do happen.

         
         Since taking complete ownership of its British American Racing (BAR) customer team in 2006, Honda had been set on conquering
            F1. Hundreds of millions of dollars were poured into the team and the design of its cars, only for it to score a single victory
            up to the end of 2008. The team finished that year ninth out of eleven teams, scoring a paltry fourteen points and just a
            single podium finish to its name. With an overhaul of the technical regulations due for 2009, the team bosses decided to switch
            focus as soon as possible to the next year, sacrificing development through the second half of the 2008 season. Short-term
            pain for long-term gain.
         

         
         The Honda bigwigs back in Tokyo had other ideas. At the end of the year, and with the Great Recession impacting the car industry hard, Honda’s board pulled the plug on its F1 team with immediate effect. The entire workforce was laid off, and the F1 facility in Brackley, England, was put up for sale for a grand total of one pound. Honda didn’t care about getting its money back. It simply didn’t want to keep funding the team. 

         
         But the development of the car for 2009 had been extensive, using three different wind tunnels and coming up with some innovative
            design concepts, such as a double diffuser at the rear of the car used to generate greater levels of downforce, which increases
            the level of grip. The team members knew it was going to be a good car—too much hard work and money had gone into it for the
            story to turn out otherwise—and were adamant all their hard work would not go to waste. “It was an interesting emotional journey,”
            said James Vowles, who worked for Honda as a chief strategist at the time and is now the team principal of Williams. “We all
            lost our jobs in December 2008. But everyone stayed in the factory, every single person, to basically go on to build the car.”
            Ross Brawn, the team principal of Honda, stepped in to save the day. He purchased the team and secured enough investment to
            just about keep it going, rebranding it as Brawn GP. The car would not go to waste.
         

         
         The bare-bones operation that remained went to Silverstone in early March to give the car a first outing, working out of a single articulated truck. Mercedes provided a last-minute engine supply deal for Brawn. When their engineers turned up for the first Silverstone test and asked where to set up their laptops, Vowles told them: “Anywhere you like particularly—we have nothing!” The team did not have a single sponsor when it started, running its car in an all-white design with some fluorescent yellow trim. Such humble beginnings hardly had the makings of a quick car, yet the fifty-lap test completed by Jenson Button was still a major landmark for the Brawn team. Three months after the team looked dead and buried, it was literally back on-track. 

         
         A greater breakthrough came three days later when Brawn joined the other teams in Barcelona for a collective test session.
            “As cars got released, we started looking at them, going: ‘That’s odd, that’s what our car looked like a year ago or six months
            ago. . . .’” said Vowles. Button was sent out on the same set of tires he’d used at Silverstone, and soon came back into the
            pits, reporting the balance of the car felt terrible through the corners, making it hard to fully trust his steering inputs.
            “We made some adjustments, sent him back out, he came back in again and said: ‘No, sorry, the car balance still isn’t there,’”
            recalled Vowles. “We walked over to the timing screen, and he was three and a half seconds a lap faster than anyone. Oddly
            enough, the car balance was fine after that!”
         

         
         That was the moment Brawn knew it was onto something. In true F1 spirit, it didn’t want to totally give the game away. It ran higher fuel than normal for the rest of testing in a bid to hide its true pace, downplaying expectations ahead of the opening race of the F1 season in Australia. Its car—now carrying a couple of sponsors, giving merit to the bandwagoning effect the likes of Prost tried yet failed to capture—was utterly dominant, qualifying and finishing the race first and second, led by Button. He would win six of the opening seven races and go on to become world champion, while Brawn won the Constructors’ Championship. At the end of the year, the operation was bought by Mercedes, becoming the team that would go on to dominate F1 under current team principal Toto Wolff. “It was a fairy tale really,” said Vowles, who stayed on and became Mercedes’s strategy director. Greater things followed for the team, yet those early testing days in 2009 will always be where the fairy tale started. 

         
         A Brawn doesn’t happen every year. More often than not, preseason testing is an incredibly stressful time for the teams. There’s
            always the constant doubt and uncertainty about how a car is really performing given the enormous amount of effort teams put
            into getting their cars ready for the new season. The hundreds of people involved in a car project will get an idea of where
            things stand but cannot know for sure until that first race. No matter how committed or united people may be, the on-track
            fortunes do impact morale and motivation. “People thrive on good results,” said Crolla. “Equally, bad results have a complete
            opposite effect. And that’s where you’ve got to work harder, when things are going badly and you’re up against it.”
         

         
         Crolla laughed when I asked if working out the picture of where everyone stacks up is part of the fun of the buildup to the
            opening race. “I don’t think ‘preseason’ and ‘fun’ are two terms that I’d really put together!” he said. “They’re long, hard
            days, and it’s not got the buzz and excitement of a race weekend. It’s a big, long hurdle that you’ve got to get over.”
         

         
         As a journalist roaming the paddock, it can be an exciting time trying to piece together a competitive picture and get a read for what the season to come may look like. It gives you the chance to earn bragging rights at the end of the year for correctly predicting a team’s success—or, as I found out a few years ago, to look very silly. After a poor initial test in Bahrain, I said in a video that Alpine would be the biggest disappointment of the season after I’d heard one of its drivers was pretty downbeat about his feeling behind the wheel, albeit based off a single day of testing. In the end, the team far outstripped my low expectations and enjoyed a decent year, scoring podium finishes and regular points. About an hour after the checkered flag in Abu Dhabi, when it had secured fourth in the championship at the season finale, I ran into Alpine’s CEO and sporting director in the team motor home. “We’ve just been watching your video!” they said gleefully. “Such an expert, aren’t you!” I shook their hands and said well done, feeling humbled. 

         
         So how can you tell which teams are actually good or not in testing? One of the best rules of thumb is the number of laps
            completed. If a car is racking up good mileage and running without any problems, then it’s a sign of a solid, reliable base.
            Teams can complete upward of two grand prix distances in a single day of testing, providing an enormous amount of data. They
            will also be keeping an eye on the opposition to try and understand who is looking competitive and if their pace is genuine.
         

         
         If the data can therefore be misleading, watching the cars with your own eyes is often the best way to do it. It’s rare to
            get a lot of time to actually see the cars on-track when covering a grand prix, given the wealth of TV footage and data available
            in the media center, where I’ll be stationed for much of a weekend. It means the long testing days are a great chance to get
            trackside and see the cars pushing hard. You can pick out which drivers are able to brake later into a corner than others;
            the difference in the pitch and yaw of cars going through the corner, some looking far more balanced and smooth; which car
            gives drivers the confidence to really get their foot down and push at the exit of the corner.
         

         
         It was what made Aston Martin’s progress heading into the 2023 season so obvious. Bankrolled by billionaire owner Lawrence Stroll, the team secured a marquee signing in two-time world champion Fernando Alonso to race alongside Lance Stroll—Lawrence’s son—and help achieve its goal of becoming an F1 front-runner by 2026. In 2022, the team had finished seventh in the championship, fighting for points but rarely bothering the leading teams. Yet as more whispers emerged about the performance gains the team was making in the wind tunnel used to design its car, and with the computer simulations suggesting the car would be quick, the excitement around its prospects grew. Testing did little to change that. Alonso’s laps were not only competitive, but the car looked fast on-track. As I chatted to team members, the positivity was hard to ignore, even if it was always tempered with the caveat of “but it’s only testing.” 

         
         Come the opening race in Bahrain, when the teams hide no more and unleash the full performance of their cars, Aston Martin’s
            incredible step forward was confirmed. Alonso finished the race in third place, trailing only the dominant Red Bull cars.
            He even overtook the Ferrari and Mercedes cars, in a different league a few months earlier, en route to the podium. For a
            team that hadn’t even been in the picture for points at the same race the previous year, it was a total turnaround in its
            potential, one the team itself scarcely dared to believe until the cards were laid down at the opening race.
         

         
         “You never know where you are compared to the others,” said Mike Krack, Aston Martin’s team principal. “We knew when we had the first laps with this car that it was a step forward. You have your data, you have the drivers that give you this feedback. But then obviously you have no competition. So you are always a little bit in doubt: Where are you? It is only in race one where we realized that the car was competitive.” 

         
         For the drivers in the cockpit, they’ll typically have an idea from the early stages of their test running. Since their earliest
            days racing at the age of four or five in go-karts, they’ve built an innate understanding of how a car should feel underneath
            them. They know what characteristics they like: Is the rear end of the car stable enough? Is there enough confidence under
            braking to go for a daring overtake? Is it balanced enough to take this corner flat out?
         

         
         Sometimes, as Button’s initial complaints about the handling of the Brawn prove, even if a car doesn’t feel quick, it can be considerably better than the opposition—or vice versa. In the days after my chat with Steiner, the picture
            of the pecking order starts to become clearer. Red Bull, the reigning champion team, is a step ahead of the opposition again,
            and will go on to enjoy the most dominant season in F1 history by winning twenty-one out of twenty-two races. Mercedes, just
            two years removed from winning an eighth championship in a row, the kind of run that marks an F1 dynasty, is lagging far behind.
            George Russell, one of Mercedes’s drivers, wasn’t even sure where the pace was lacking at first. Behind the wheel, it felt
            pretty good. “The car can sometimes feel great, but the lap times aren’t representing the feeling and vice versa,” he later
            reflected. “Even championship-winning cars, they may not also feel perfect. We’re just driving around at a slightly higher
            pace. It was when we saw that the lap times weren’t translating into what we expected.”
         

         
         Ferrari’s Charles Leclerc felt the same way. After finishing as runner-up to Verstappen in the championship the previous year, he was seen as the most likely candidate to have a car capable of mounting a serious, sustained challenge—only for the car to not give him what he needed. It was more inconsistent to drive than the previous year’s model despite Ferrari’s tireless efforts to make it quicker. The car also chewed through its tires at a rate that made it difficult for Leclerc to push hard throughout a race and keep up with the Red Bull car; drivers will lose time by having to come into the pits and change tires more than others. The areas that needed fixing were obvious, but doing so was another matter. Leclerc later admitted that Ferrari already knew in testing, despite all the intrigue and guessing games, that it was far behind Red Bull and instead in a similar ballpark to Mercedes. “But then in testing, you’re always cautious because you’re always like, What if they do something different this year, and they just want to scare us?” he said. “You always try to focus on yourself.” 

         
         That focus on the self can seem like an easy deflection through the gamesmanship of preseason testing. But there is a large
            degree of truth to it, especially for the ones actually driving the cars. While the mechanics and engineers back at the factory
            burn the candle at both ends to get ready for a new season, the drivers will be doing the same, training hard to get themselves
            into peak physical and mental condition for the long year of racing to come.
         

         
         Except things don’t always go as planned.

         
         *  *  *

         The F1 paddock loves to gossip, particularly during testing, when speculation and educated guesses become the currency everyone
            deals in.
         

         
         As I do the rounds at the end of the final day of testing in 2023, not long after my chat with Guenther Steiner and with darkness long descended and the lights of the Bahrain International Circuit illuminating the last chats before the opening weekend of the season, the one driver everybody is talking about hasn’t driven a car. He hasn’t been at the track, and he isn’t even in Bahrain. He’s more than three thousand miles away in Spain with one wrist broken and the other fractured, a broken big toe, and serious doubts over his participation in the opening race. While Aston Martin’s optimism was building for the new season thanks to Alonso’s performance through testing, his teammate and the son of the team owner, Lance Stroll, was in a race against time to make it to Bahrain at all following a cycling accident. 

         
         All F1 drivers will use the winter break to switch off from the high-pressure demands of a full season. After a run of twenty-two
            races, the three-month gap between the final race—typically in late November or early December—and the start of the new season
            in early March offers some brief respite. While the intensity of their training can afford to ease a little bit in the first
            few weeks of the winter break, as the new year begins, a stricter regime comes into force to get ready for the new season.
         

         
         Stroll will typically spend the early part of his winter doing a mixture of physical activities, his favorites being mountain biking and, being Canadian, some snowboarding. It is the job of his performance coach, Henry Howe, to oversee the training program, which needs to be stricter than for most drivers. At six feet, Stroll is one of the tallest on the grid, making him naturally heavier—not a good thing when every ounce counts in an F1 car. To show how great the swing can be, Yuki Tsunoda, the shortest driver at five feet three inches, is over fifty pounds lighter than Stroll. F1’s regulations do add ballast to avoid penalizing the heavier drivers, but even so, the lighter you are, the better. 

         
         It means Howe has to ensure Stroll gets the right mix of training to prepare for the demands placed on the body by an F1 car,
            without putting on too much muscle mass. “Lance looks at a dumbbell, and he puts on muscle,” said Howe. “It’s a good problem
            to have if you’re not a racing driver!” In the weeks leading up to a new season, they’ll focus on building his strength—particularly
            in the neck, which bears the brunt of the high g-forces keeping the head steady through high-speed corners—before embarking
            on a final training camp. This will be around a week of intense workouts and physical activity, the final push of total commitment
            from the driver to be in the best possible condition for the new year of racing. Ahead of the 2023 season, Stroll, Howe, and
            the rest of their support team went to Málaga in Spain for the final training camp. “We were having a successful trip,” said
            Howe. “Day one, he did four hours on the bike. Day two, he did three hours on the bike and an hour in the gym. And then it
            was day three he had the accident.”
         

         
         Upper-body strength is the priority for F1 drivers, and this extends to their hands and wrists. A deft, dexterous touch is required to maintain close car control. So once Stroll’s injuries became clear after coming off his bike, the early part of his season was thrown into doubt. “Lance’s initial thing was just asking me: ‘How many races [will I miss]? How long does this take?’” recalled Howe. “It’s not fair to start putting stuff like that in anybody’s head. You can have an idea, but you don’t want to hang your hat on it until you see what the first week of recovery looks like really.” A trip to the local hospital in Málaga made it clear Stroll had sustained fractures to his wrists. Howe quickly got in touch with Rob Madden, Stroll’s physiotherapist back in London, who had worked with high-profile boxers such as British world champion Anthony Joshua and seen his fair share of wrist injuries. It isn’t a common F1 injury. Stroll remembered a friend from his junior career, Dani Juncadella, once told him about breaking his collarbone and then managing to get back in the car five days later thanks to the help of a sports-injury specialist. His name was Dr. Xavier Mir, one of the best in his field, who had dealt with motorcycle riders, golfers, and tennis players, all disciplines prone to wrist and hand injuries. And he was based in Spain. As Howe put it: “We fucked up, but we fucked up in the right country.” 

         
         By the time Stroll and Howe met with Mir, they were already expecting to miss the opening three races of the season. The one-month
            gap that followed in the calendar would give a greater window for recovery. Bone injuries typically take fifty days to heal.
            Stroll had fifteen before the start of the race in Bahrain. It seemed out of reach. Yet when he awoke from surgery on his
            right wrist two days after the accident, Mir told him: “Maybe Bahrain.” There was a chance.
         

         
         From there, “Project Bahrain,” as it became known between Stroll, Howe, and the supporting medical team, kicked into full effect. Aston Martin had confirmed publicly that Stroll had been injured in a cycling accident and would not be taking part in preseason testing but remained tight-lipped on any further information, citing his privacy. Rumors had gotten out that his right hand was in a cast, but little more was known, only adding to the speculation doing the rounds in the paddock. The theories abounded over how the injuries were sustained and whether Stroll would make it for the opening race. The team’s performance through testing increased the spotlight, as did considerations over who might step in if he could not race. 

         
         “We were camped out in a hotel, trying to avoid the media,” said Howe. “It was a bit of a secret operation. The reason it
            was like that was because, fundamentally, drivers give—not to be rude—people such as yourself, they give them a lot. It’s
            very different to any other sport. But your health is private.”
         

         
         For fourteen hours per day, Stroll and his team worked on rehabilitation to get him in a position to return to the cockpit
            the following week. Any exercise that might give even the smallest percentage of improved healing or movement in his wrists
            was explored, chasing marginal gains. Performance coaches from British boxing, Ian Gatt and Mike Loosemore, helped Howe and
            Madden guide the recovery program, calling on their expertise in dealing with similar injuries. A private chef ensured Stroll
            was getting the right nutrition to aid recovery, including plenty of calcium and vitamin D. Howe was there all the while not
            only helping with the training but doing simple things Stroll could not do because of his injuries, such as untucking his
            bed after housekeeping made up his room and, he said deliberately without going into detail, “helping him with everything
            else you can possibly think of.” Although the focus was on his wrists
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