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GOLDEN BEGINNINGS

 

Saturday, 13 May 1950. There’s not a cloud in the sky over Silverstone, the former airfield in Northamptonshire where Wellington bombers were stationed during World War Two. The Royal Standard flutters in the wind; the drivers are greeted on the grid by King George VI. Hay bales separate the cars from a crowd of more than 100,000 fans – many of them have poured off coaches; plenty have snuck in through the hedge at Copse Corner.

Newsreel footage reveals Alfa Romeos and Maseratis resplendent in rosso corsa, the British automobiles in deep racing green; all national liveries unadorned bar for the bright white numbers and car manufacturer badges. Thai Prince Bira and Swiss Baron de Graffenried are on the grid in their Maseratis, vestiges of a time when motor racing wasn’t seen as a sport but rather a hobby for wealthy aristocrats.

From the ashes of the war a new spirit of adventure has emerged and motor racing is at its vanguard. In the pits, a group of elderly French officials wearing blue blazers check the cars against the regulations they have written. The competitors must comply with this new formula in order to be allowed to compete in the event, which has been designated the opening round of the number-one racing series in the world. The officials are from motor racing’s governing body, the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA), and the category they have created is fittingly named Formula One.

But aside from the new name, there is little that day that is significantly different from the informal Grand Prix events that have gone before. Nino Farina, Luigi Fagioli and Brit Reg Parnell make a clean sweep of the podium for Alfa Romeo. There is no paddock as such and everyone piles into the beer tent for warm pints of Flowers Ale after the race. F1 still has a long way to travel to become the corporate money-making behemoth it is today . . .

 

There were just seven races in the first season of the ‘world’ championship and only one of them was held outside Europe, the Indianapolis 500, which was included on the calendar due to its fame even though none of the regular F1 teams or drivers competed in it. The early years were dominated by glamorous Italian manufacturers such as Ferrari, Alfa Romeo and Maserati, but the teams were far from the big-budget corporations that compete today.

Stirling Moss told us in 2005 that, ‘In 1961, I was the highest-paid driver in the world. I grossed £34,750 which in today’s money is about half a million. I had to pay all my expenses and I paid tax on £8,000, which in today’s money is probably £100,000. You had to be a bloody good doctor to make much more than I was. I once said to one of the recent drivers from Mercedes that when I won a Grand Prix with the manufacturer we got a rather nice gold pin in the shape of a Mercedes star with sapphires in the centre of it. And they said to me, “We get the same thing today but we get a million dollars as well!” ’

Racing was horrendously dangerous. Drivers did not wear seatbelts because their fear of being trapped in a car during a fire was greater than their fear of being thrown from it. In the 11-race 1958 season, drivers died at four of the events.

The season was also notable for other reasons. Prior to 1958, all races except for the Indy 500 were won by manufacturer teams such as Ferrari, Mercedes and Alfa Romeo. However, at the season-opening Argentine Grand Prix, Moss’s Cooper Climax was victorious. The victory was remarkable in a number of ways. It was not only the first victory by a rear-engined F1 car, but also the first for a privateer team that had manufactured neither its chassis nor its engine itself.

Moss’s car had been entered by the Rob Walker Racing Team, owned by the Johnnie Walker whisky heir who had bought the car from John Cooper, the eponymous F1 team boss who would become famous for engineering the Mini Cooper. It paved the way for a new era of the sport. In 1959 and 1960, Cooper won both championships with Australia’s Jack Brabham at the wheel. Lotus joined the winners’ circle in 1961 and Brabham’s own team in 1964. Within just a few years F1 had become dominated by teams that built only their chassis themselves and bought their engines from elsewhere.

Soon Ferrari was the only one of the original manufacturers left in the sport. Team founder Enzo Ferrari looked down on the teams that ran customer engines, believing that a constructor should build the entire car itself. He scornfully labelled these privateers garagiste teams, from the Italian for mechanic.

Life as a garagiste was tough. Unlike squads such as Ferrari, that had the backing of their car company parents, the garagistes had to fund their operations almost entirely through racing-based sources of revenue.

The FIA had extremely tight restrictions on branding that effectively banned most team sponsorships. Although trackside advertising at the circuits was rampant, the competitors were expected to be above commercialisation. Very small logos on the drivers’ overalls were permitted for technical suppliers who had directly contributed to the cars, such as oil companies, tyre makers and components manufacturers. Although these regulations could in theory be overruled by local race promoters for local competitors, they rarely were, meaning that the branding opportunities were extremely limited and the cash contributions were therefore small, giving a distinct advantage to teams that had their own source of funding – the likes of Ferrari and Mercedes.

Race organisers paid the teams prize money and so-called ‘start money’, which was designed to offset their travel costs – but the sums involved were barely adequate to fully fund an outfit. Many teams also made money from selling their chassis to other squads and the customers weren’t just full-time competitors like Rob Walker. At almost every race, local drivers tried their luck at Grand Prix racing, taking on the star names at the wheel of off-the-shelf cars bought from the bigger teams. The practice fuelled a tradition of non-championship Grands Prix running outside the formal world championship calendar. If anyone could buy and race an F1 car, then it followed that anyone could host an F1 race and have a ready pool of competitors to take part.

While some non-championship races saw grids that were almost identical to championship events, others had almost none of the big-name teams and drivers present. They often took place in far-flung or unexpected locations such as Mozambique, Brussels’ Heysel Park, the island of Jersey, Scotland’s Turnberry golf estate and the ominously named German forest circuit, Solitude.

The informal structure also meant that the main teams didn’t commit to turn up for every race in a season. Ferrari in particular was famous for missing races at Enzo’s whim. It even missed the first round of the world championship at Silverstone in 1950 because of a disagreement over start money. This continued as late as 1968 when it missed the Monaco Grand Prix in a dispute over safety standards.

Early F1 was precarious, riven with safety issues, and the series might easily have folded on a number of occasions. The 1952 season was run with Formula Two cars after Alfa Romeo pulled out, meaning that there were not enough F1 entrants to make up a full grid. In 1955, at least 84 people were killed at the 24 Hours of Le Mans sportscar race when Pierre Levegh’s Mercedes crashed, catapulting pieces of burning car into a spectator area. It led to Mercedes quitting motorsport, including F1, while several countries temporarily banned motor races, including France, West Germany and Spain. Switzerland, which had hosted a Grand Prix every year since 1950, brought in a ban on racing that was only dropped in 2022 after it let electric cars compete against each other.

The 1967 oil embargo posed a new threat to F1. A group of Middle Eastern nations decided to stop selling oil to Western countries that showed support to Israel, including the United Kingdom and the United States. Although the dispute was settled by September, it dented the bottom line of many oil companies and they started to look for ways to cut costs.

Esso and BP withdrew from F1 at the same time as Firestone decided it would start charging teams for tyres. It left the garagistes in crisis. Facing a mass exodus of competitors, the FIA took a radical step in December 1967 when its sporting division, the Commission Sportive Internationale (CSI), voted to allow sponsorship in its series from the following year.

To assuage the concerns of the traditionalist FIA members who were horrified at the potential commercialisation of the sport, heavy restrictions were put in place in a bid to preserve the pure, heroic, untrammelled glory of racing. The rules permitted logos no larger than 55 square inches. Esteemed journalist Denis Jenkinson commented in Motor Sport magazine that ‘at least this shows an appreciation of the fact that we are now living in the mid-twentieth century’.

It is unclear what the FIA expected would happen. The members presumably thought that it would go no further than the discreet oil company logos that adorned the noses of many of the cars when the F1 season got underway. But they had reckoned without one man who was famous for thinking outside the box.

 

Colin Chapman founded Lotus in 1952 and focused his energy on it after finding that his skills as an engineer far surpassed his ability as a racing driver. He attempted to enter the 1956 French Grand Prix in a beautifully sleek, minimal cigar-shaped green Vanwall and although he failed to qualify, the team asked for his help with engineering their cars. The resulting design won the first ever F1 constructors’ championship in 1958.

Chapman was famous for putting speed and success before everything else. ‘We stretch everything to the limit on our race cars,’ he said. ‘We find out just what a part will do and how much it will stand and we then know what sort of safety limit we can incorporate.’

Dan Gurney, who drove for Lotus in the Indy 500, said, ‘Did I think the Lotus way of doing things was good? No. We had several structural failures in those cars. But at the time, I felt it was the price you paid for getting something significantly better.’ Such was drivers’ fear of the cars that upon receiving a Lotus 34 ahead of the 1965 Indy 500, the legendary A.J. Foyt requested that his mechanics rebuild the entire car and replace numerous parts.

After success in multiple series, Team Lotus entered F1 as a constructor in mid-1958, inspired by the independent success of Rob Walker. It won its first race at the 1961 United States Grand Prix and then took both championships in 1963 and 1965 with Jim Clark at the wheel. What the team lacked in power due to its customer Climax engines, it made up for in design. ‘Adding power makes you faster on the straights, subtracting weight makes you faster everywhere,’ Chapman said.

Chapman was an innovator. He designed a new type of rear suspension, developed four-wheel drive and introduced the monocoque (single-shell) chassis to F1. The fibreglass Lotus Elite was one of the first road cars to be made from a composite material.

When F1’s engine regulations changed in 1966, catching Climax on the back foot and bringing an abrupt end to Lotus’s success, Chapman didn’t give up. He approached former Lotus employee Keith Duckworth, who with Mike Costin had just set up an engineering company called Cosworth. They were convinced they could build a winning F1 engine, but they needed £100,000 ($280,000) to do it, almost $2.5m in today’s money. Chapman managed to convince Walter Hayes, Ford’s UK head of public relations, and, in turn, Henry Ford II, that a hook-up with Cosworth would ‘very likely’ result in the engine winning a world championship.

Chapman’s persistence in securing Ford’s support was a skill he would later use to great effect to turn Lotus into one of the world’s most iconic supercar brands. In 1975, upon hearing that the latest James Bond film, The Spy Who Loved Me, was in production at Pinewood Studios, Chapman dispatched his head of PR to the facility where he bribed a doorman to let him park the prototype Lotus Esprit outside the main doors. It was not long before it was spotted by Bond producer Cubby Broccoli, who insisted that it must be used in the film. Lotus provided various cars for the production, one of which was converted into the famous submersible version that Bond uses to escape the clutches of pursuing villains. The result was a three-year waiting list for the car after the film was released.

The Ford relationship would also be marketing gold for Lotus. The Ford Cosworth DFV debuted at the 1967 Dutch Grand Prix and, although it was initially unreliable, it was described as ‘not a bad old tool’ by one of the men behind the wheel, Graham Hill. Lotus retired from 13 out of its 22 starts that season. However, it won on four of the other occasions, including the last two races of the season. But while its success on a technical front was mixed, on a PR front it was a winner.

Throughout the season, Ford’s PR department followed the team around the world, resulting in the short film 9 Days in Summer – lusciously shot with spectacular camera angles, aerial footage and a jazzy soundtrack – a very early forerunner to Netflix’s Drive To Survive. The film was anchored not only on Lotus’s quest for victory and its triumph over unreliability, but also the personalities of the key players involved.

Suave, cosmopolitan Hill was the star of the show. He was already well known in the UK from his frequent talk-show appearances. Famed for his Dick Dastardly moustache and sharp wit, he was often seen hanging out with celebrities such as The Beatles’ George Harrison. (He even had a bit part as a villainous henchman in the 1974 spy thriller Caravan to Vaccarès. The film crew had wanted to borrow his helicopter for a key scene but he didn’t trust anyone else to fly it.)

His team-mate in 1967 couldn’t have been more different. Introverted Scottish sheep-farmer Jim Clark was far more famous for his on-track prowess than any off-track antics. However, unlike other dynamic driver pairings in F1 history such as Prost and Senna or Hamilton and Alonso, they were the best of friends. 9 Days in Summer showed them relaxing between races, including at a pool party with Hill’s son, the seven-year-old future world champion, Damon.

Such was the Cosworth DFV’s potential that Ford decided to also supply McLaren and Matra in 1968. The garagistes now had access to quality engines for the reasonable price of £7,500 ($18,000) per unit, dramatically increasing the competitiveness of the F1 grid.

Matra reportedly had a budget of £80,000 ($192,000) in 1968, which comes to around $1.7m today when adjusted for inflation. Around £20,000 of this went on a retainer for Jackie Stewart, who at that stage had won two championship Grands Prix but not the title. As the top team of the era, Lotus’s annual budget was likely higher, almost certainly above £100,000.

Rob Walker revealed in Road & Track magazine that start money ranged from around $500 to $3,000 per car at European races, depending on the event and the calibre of the entrant. Not every venue awarded prize money, but the United States Grand Prix at Watkins Glen was the big one, with a $20,000 reward for the winner. It paled in significance to the Indy 500, which at that time offered $100,000 for victory.

The leading technical suppliers generally paid between £5,000 ($12,000) and £10,000 a season, which was why the loss of the oil companies was a major hit for the garagistes. The new rules on sponsorship should have made a big difference. However, when the ban was officially lifted on 1 January 1968, coincidentally the same date as F1’s season-opening South African Grand Prix, there were very few logos to be seen.

The new sponsorship regulations helped the teams in theory, but in practice they did not yet have the infrastructure to make it work. The teams had no marketing departments, no sponsorship agents and no contact with big brands, except for the technical suppliers that were fleeing from the sport in the wake of the oil crisis.

Even Lotus had only scraped together a smattering of small logos, and the team had more sponsorship experience than most. At the 1965 Italian Grand Prix Lotus had been permitted by the promoter to run sponsored cars for a local driver for which it was literally paid in sausages. A local meat producer, Salumi Rondanini, presented Chapman with two cases of salami and supposedly a pocketful of lire according to Denis Jenkinson. He clarified that ‘the Italians have a national rule that permits their drivers to have advertising on their cars, in spite of an FIA rule that forbids it’.

Chapman, as always, was already thinking bigger, although in this instance the breakthrough came not from hard work but by random coincidence. Lotus’s former chief mechanic, Dave Lazenby, had left in order to set up a team in the Formula Ford junior series and one of his mechanics had a girlfriend who worked for the PR firm that handled Imperial Tobacco. Following a UK ban on television advertising of cigarettes in 1965, the company had started sponsoring sports events and expressed an interest in motorsport. However, Lazenby’s cars wouldn’t be ready to race for another year, so in the wake of the recent FIA sponsorship ruling he connected Imperial with Chapman.

With only a 55-square-inch logo on the table, the initial contact, while promising, was not a priority for either Chapman or Imperial. Nothing was arranged by the time the Christmas holidays arrived and Lotus jetted out to Johannesburg for the season opener.

South Africa was an incongruous and controversial stop on the mostly European and North American calendar. The race had joined the world championship in 1962, one year after South Africa had been forced out of the Commonwealth due to apartheid. Although the International Olympic Committee had barred South Africa from competing at the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo, F1 persisted and four years into Nelson Mandela’s prison sentence it was still a popular event.

There were practical reasons for its inclusion too. Many of the F1 teams also raced in the Tasman Series, a completely separate championship that took place in January and February in Australia and New Zealand using F1-spec cars. Stopping off in South Africa made sense from a logistical perspective and gave the teams another opportunity to earn start money. However, the early start created an odd gap on the calendar as the second round was not scheduled to take place for more than four months.

Clark won the 1968 South African Grand Prix, with Hill in second, giving the Scotsman a record 25 F1 victories. But it was at the other end of the running order where events were taking place that would determine the future of Lotus and the whole of F1. Unnoticed by most of the paddock, a small part-time privateer team had debuted the first full-livery sponsorship in the history of F1, a moment of seismic change that would come to change the face of the sport and pave the way for its development into the globe-hopping circus we know it as today.

 

Gunston cigarettes was founded in the 1950s by South African businessman Dr Anton Rupert. Rupert was a charismatic figure who, in stark contrast to his involvement in the tobacco industry, was a committed conservationist and one of the founders of the World Wildlife Fund.

Rupert was quick to spot an opportunity and shortly after the FIA’s lifting of the sponsorship ban, Team Gunston was launched with two Rhodesian drivers, John Love and Sam Tingle, at the wheel.

The team debuted on 3 December at the 1967 Rhodesian Grand Prix in Bulawayo, a non-championship F1 race that was won by Love in a customer Brabham against exclusively local competition. Notably, as well as bearing the words ‘Team Gunston’ on the side of the cockpit, the cars were painted orange with a wide brown stripe – the colours of a Gunston cigarette packet.

The team’s 150mph speeding cigarette packets were within the letter of the FIA’s new rules but were certainly not in the spirit of them, a blurring of advert and logo before unsuspecting spectators sitting on grassy banks in picnic chairs. However, when Love and Tingle took the track for the South African Grand Prix they competed without opposition from the authorities.

It appears that the officials simply didn’t notice what the team had done. Gunston was a local brand, unknown outside southern Africa, and it is possible that some observers thought it was the name of the team, rather than the sponsor. Love finished last, five laps behind, while Tingle spun off, so there was little reason for anyone to notice the livery.

In earlier years, the orange paint may have attracted attention, but rules requiring cars to run in their national colours had also recently been retracted by the FIA, seemingly in response to the widespread introduction of colour TV. Car colours could now be used by viewers to distinguish competitors, rather than watching a field of British Racing Green with a few splashes of Italian scarlet. The Gunston cars may have been orange but the far bigger news was that the McLarens were also painted orange for the first time, taking advantage of the regulation change to experiment with a more distinct identity.

Ultimately, Team Gunston was a one-off entrant, five laps behind the leaders, and the F1 establishment wasn’t very interested in what they were doing. Chapman, however, was a man who noticed everything. He experienced a eureka moment as he recognised the loophole that Gunston had exploited. As the rest of the team headed off to New Zealand, Chapman flew back to London to meet with Imperial.

The tobacco company’s promotions manager, Tim Collins, had already been looking at F1 following the UK’s decision to ban cigarette advertisements on TV in 1965. He was still smarting after his plan to buy Silverstone and rebrand it the John Player Circuit was rebuffed by his bosses in favour of an autocross sponsorship. His focus had turned to ways to revive the Gold Leaf cigarette brand, which he told Motor Sport magazine was ‘perceived as slightly old-fashioned. I was asked to come up with ideas to jazz up its image and make it look more modern.’

Collins introduced Chapman to Imperial boss Geoffrey Kent. The pair had a lot in common and hit it off immediately. Both were charismatic marketeers who had served in the Royal Air Force, although in Chapman’s case he had departed after a few months upon realising he much preferred civilian life.

According to Chapman’s son, Clive, his pitch was simple. ‘We’ll paint [the cars] in any colour that you like as long as you pay us some money,’ Chapman junior explained to the Formula for Success television documentary.

Chapman’s timing was perfect. A year earlier, the coloured livery would have been a significantly less attractive prospect. But in July 1967 the BBC had launched its first regular colour programming with a live broadcast from Wimbledon. The prospect of Gold Leaf’s red adorning the championship favourites got an immediate yes from Kent. ‘Colin offered us a dream team of Graham Hill and Jim Clark,’ Collins explained. ‘Why would we have wanted to go anywhere other than Lotus?’

Chapman was offered an annual £95,000 ($228,000) to run the branding on Lotus’s cars in all series for the next three years. It was almost enough money to cover his entire racing budget for each season and he couldn’t say no. There was, however, one sticking point.

Chapman had proposed that the team would be known as ‘Team Lotus sponsored by Gold Leaf’. However, Imperial was set on ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’. ‘I felt our brand name had to be an integral part of the operation,’ Collins said, adding that it ‘would have been a deal-breaker for us . . . We were still debating the point on the night before the scheduled launch. My chairman said everything had to be signed off by 10.30 pm – as Gold Leaf Team Lotus – or telegrams would be sent out cancelling the press conference. It all got rather tense.’

Eventually Chapman capitulated and, as Collins said, ‘The rest is history.’

The first two races of the Tasman Series had already passed, but the third was approaching on 20 January. Lotus’s mechanics took Clark’s car to a local Ford dealer in the New Zealand city of Christchurch who removed the iconic green with yellow trim, painted it red, white and gold, applied a 55-square-inch Gold Leaf sailor boy logo on each side of the cockpit and stencilled ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’ on the side of the car. As the official name of the team it fell outside the restrictions on branding size. As author Mike Lawrence noted in his biography of the Lotus boss, ‘Chapman had read his rulebook, found his loophole and had driven a coach and horses through it.’

The paint had barely dried when the car was wheeled into Wigram Airfield for the race. It scandalised many of the observers there, but because it did not contravene the rules, officials decided that there was nothing that could be done. Clark won the race before crashing out in the next round in Teretonga, the southernmost race track in the world. That race was notable for another new development: his car had run in practice with a cut-down helicopter blade mounted at the rear above its gearbox – the first attempt at a wing on an F1 car.

The Gold Leaf livery had raced without consequence, but it was a different story when the cars reached Australia for the fifth round of the Tasman Series at Surfers Paradise. Hill joined Clark but the superstar pairing was abruptly banned from practice and fined £50 each by the strict Australian authorities. With the crowd clamouring to see their heroes, a compromise was reached. The fines were paid and the sailor boy logo was taped over, but the rest of the livery remained. Clark won the race and the following two rounds to take the Tasman title.

At the non-championship F1 Race of Champions at Brands Hatch in March, the first appearance of the Gold Leaf livery in Europe caused ‘one hell of a hubbub’, according to Collins. Local broadcaster London Weekend Television panicked when it saw the branding as it was worried that it could contravene the TV tobacco advertising ban.

The producer phoned Chapman during practice, threatening to pull the plug on coverage. Hill was black-flagged and the team was forced to paint over the sailor boy with a black question mark in a white circle. However, the Gold Leaf Team Lotus name and the red colour scheme remained. It made little difference to the brand’s exposure, as the logo itself was the least prominent part of the livery and would have been barely visible on the television coverage anyway.

Getting even part of the branding past the UK stewards was a triumph, but Lotus’s dream season was about to fall apart. The Gold Leaf branding was next featured at the first race of the Formula Two season at Hockenheim in Germany on 7 April. The two-heat race started on a damp track with poor visibility. Future FIA president Max Mosley, who competed in the race, said, ‘I was thinking, “This isn’t a good idea.” All you could do was steer by looking at the tops of the trees, because you couldn’t see where the track went.’

Clark was driving the lead Lotus. On the fifth lap, a suspected puncture caused him to veer off the track and into the surrounding forest. He died before he reached the hospital, aged just 32.

Fellow Scottish driver Jackie Stewart told the BBC that ‘Jimmy’s death is probably the most tragic thing in my experience of motor racing’. Decades later he would summarise why it had affected everyone so deeply: ‘If Jim Clark could die, anybody could die.’

When the news was announced to the 80,000 spectators, they rose to their feet spontaneously in silent tribute. It was left to Hill to phone Chapman, who was at a sportscar race in England, to give him the news. Chapman was devastated. Tim Collins said that the team ‘wasn’t sure whether Colin would actually carry on after Jimmy’s accident’.

Lotus’s nightmare didn’t end there. One month later Englishman Mike Spence, who had been drafted in as Clark’s replacement, was killed in practice for the Indy 500. Chapman returned to England immediately, abandoning the rest of the team in Indianapolis. A statement he issued to the press read: ‘I am filled with grief at the loss of my long-time friend and associate, Jimmy Clark, and the additional loss, just a month later to the day, of Mike Spence. As an understandable result, I want nothing more to do with the 1968 Indianapolis race. I just do not have the heart for it.’

It was only three days before the start of practice for the Spanish Grand Prix at the new track in Jarama on the outskirts of Madrid. Chapman refused to attend, leaving Hill as de facto team principal for the event as well as the team’s sole driver for the race that would mark the debut of the Gold Leaf livery at a round of the F1 world championship.

 

There was an oppressive mood in the paddock in the shadow of Clark’s and Spence’s deaths. The drivers were nervous and it didn’t help that the circuit – a rarity for the era in that it had been purpose-built for F1 – was unfinished as money had run out. The drivers’ union, the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association, tried to get the race cancelled, but the promoter managed to allay their concerns and the race went ahead.

There were gasps among observers as Hill’s Lotus left the pits. A number of F1’s senior figures weren’t aware that the Lotus had been running in the red, white and gold colours of the Gold Leaf tobacco brand at non-championship races. They remembered the team for its distinctive British Racing Green livery and this was the first time it had competed in a championship F1 race without it.

A protest was promptly lodged against the livery and Hill was tasked with dealing with the fallout. The officials wanted Lotus to stick black tape over the logos, but Hill’s charm won through. They were eventually forced to concede that the Lotus was entirely within the rules, making the Gold Leaf deal the first big-money team sponsorship in the history of the world championship.

The debut of the livery marked a crossroads for F1 that fuelled its transformation from a sport into the multi-billion-dollar business that it is today. The sponsorship era had arrived and it rocked the racing establishment. But it wasn’t the only way that Lotus was making history. Hill took victory in the race, which was enough to tempt Chapman back to the paddock in time for Monaco, two weeks later, where Lotus had another surprise for the rest of the grid.

Chapman had used Imperial Tobacco’s money to fund a redesign of the chassis. The 49B was unveiled in the principality and, following on from Lotus’s experiments in the Tasman Series, it boasted a small rudimentary front wing. It was the first time the aerodynamic feature had appeared on a car at an F1 race and it was set to have as big an impact on the sport as the Gold Leaf deal.

Like sponsorship, wings weren’t Chapman’s idea but he was the first person to make the most of them. Jim Hall, a Texan engineer and former F1 driver, had figured out that if wings could make an aeroplane fly, then an inverted wing could be used to stick a racing car to the ground. He engineered the Chaparral 2F sportscar with a huge and ungainly rear wing that was adjustable during a race by the driver pressing on a pedal.

Chapman saw this and responded with his philosophy of ‘simplify and add lightness’, resulting in the 49B. Hill won the Monaco Grand Prix, giving Lotus its third win of the year.

His Monaco triumph marked the end of possibly the most significant seven-week period in the history of the sport. Three immense events centred on Lotus would change F1 beyond recognition. They affected each of the three pillars of the series – sporting, technical and commercial.

While title sponsorship would transform F1 from a financial perspective, giving the garagistes a viable business model, the introduction of wings impacted F1 on a technological front, moving away from the cigar-shaped cars of the 1950s and 1960s to the ancestors of the cars that race today. In terms of transformation on a sporting front, Clark’s death was set to have an equally significant impact. Of the 44 drivers who competed in 1968, 13 would die on the track, four of them before the end of the season.

Jackie Stewart was shaken by the death of his friend and it would set him on the path to becoming one of the major players in improving safety in motorsport. ‘Jimmy’s death at Hockenheim was the beginning of us really driving home the reality that has changed the entire world of Formula One in regards to track safety,’ he told Reuters on the fiftieth anniversary of Clark’s accident. ‘He was never a driver anybody would have ever thought would have died in a racing car. And suddenly the sport allowed that to happen because there were no barriers and no protection from those trees that the car catapulted into.’

Changes to safety standards were slow to happen, however. Many saw danger as an inherent part of the sport. Even in old age, Stirling Moss bemoaned the changes, telling Classic Driver in 2015 that ‘Formula One racing should be demanding. If it isn’t, then how can you tell the difference between a really good driver and the rest?’

But others were more cautious. At the 1968 German Grand Prix, Dan Gurney became the first driver to race in F1 wearing a full-face helmet, the Star, which he had developed with equipment supplier Bell. By the following year, they were commonplace.

Although it would take a long time for safety standards to improve, the changes on other fronts were much more rapid. At the next race in Belgium, Ferrari’s Mauro Forghieri introduced an improved wing design on Chris Amon’s car that made him five seconds a lap faster than his team-mates. Along the pit lane Matra was sporting more prominent branding for its main sponsor, the Elf oil company, that would evolve into one of the sport’s most iconic liveries. Chapman had ushered in the modern era of F1.

He had also come up with an innovative way of silencing complaints from the authorities. When F1 returned to Brands Hatch for the British Grand Prix, the sailor boy logo had been replaced with a Union Jack roundel. This just left the ‘Gold Leaf Team Lotus’ lettering on the car. ‘The TV firms couldn’t call it cigarette advertising because the altered logo was simply the team’s name,’ Collins explained. It also reflected Geoffrey Kent’s vision of a patriotic partnership between Imperial and Lotus, a British company supporting a paragon of British sporting success. The new design worked so well that it became permanent. Ironically, it meant that the actual 55-inch tobacco logo would no longer be a part of the livery.

Hill and Lotus were crowned champions in Mexico City after an unprecedented season. But not everyone had reason to celebrate. The once-dominant Cooper team had failed to find a major sponsor and finished a distant seventh in the constructors’ championship. John Cooper told TV reporters at the race that ‘we’re in a very, very serious position at the moment. I think we’ve got to look to people outside the motor industry for support, such as cigarette companies or liquor companies or something like that. The money’s got to come from somewhere.’

But it was too late for Cooper. Sponsorship didn’t materialise in time and the works team folded over the winter. It had become almost impossible to compete without sponsor-backing, and other teams were stepping up.

After a slow take-up in 1969, the sponsorship boom began the following year with major deals signed by BRM with Yardley perfume and Rob Walker with Brooke Bond Oxo. Faced with an unstoppable tide of commercialisation, the FIA lifted all restrictions on logo size in 1971, leading to a surge in sponsorship. With more visible branding on the table, even struggling teams found that they had an attractive package. It resulted in an influx of competitive new teams into the sport, with March, Hesketh and Williams making their debuts over the next few years. They ushered in F1’s most glamorous era, famous for its pin-up stars such as Jackie Stewart and Brazilian Emerson Fittipaldi who lived jet-set lives and drove for increasingly engineered teams like Lotus, Tyrrell and McLaren.

However, some of the teams remained hostile. Enzo Ferrari, who had reportedly been furious to see the Lotuses painted in the red colour usually reserved for Italian marques, believed that pressure from sponsors led to teams taking unnecessary risks. Teams had become beholden to sponsors because their funding covered the squads’ accelerating costs and, in order to receive it, they had to race, regardless of the conditions. As Ferrari later explained to Autocar, ‘If cars were still painted in their national colours instead of the colours of sponsoring companies, then constructors would not say, “I have 60 men to employ and major sponsorship to justify” . . . Racing should never have been allowed to get this far.’

Despite this opposition, in 1971 branding for watchmaker Heuer appeared on the Ferraris as payment for designing a new timing system for the team.

In the eyes of others, however, Chapman had saved the sport. According to John Day, whose model-car company sponsored various teams in the 1970s, Chapman ‘found a means of paying his way. In 1968, motor racing was going nowhere, and without sponsorship it was in danger of dying altogether. We all bemoan the loss of national colours on the cars but, to sound an optimistic note, when they were covered in various decals they came alive.’ In an interview with Motor Sport magazine, he added, ‘I never discovered a more effective form of advertising.’

Ironically, despite its impact on the sport, the Gold Leaf sponsorship would last for only four seasons. This was not because Imperial Tobacco had tired of F1 – quite the opposite. Instead, it changed the sponsorship to another of its brands, John Player Special, and the resulting black and gold colour scheme became one of the most iconic racing liveries of all time.

With the addition of sponsorship, Chapman had kickstarted F1 as a business. Having up to this point been handcuffed financially and entirely reliant on meagre prize money or independently wealthy owners, teams were now free to seek out other sources of revenue from businesses looking to attach themselves to the glamour of the sport. For the first time, real money would begin to flow into the sport, and with it would come a feeding frenzy the likes of which the sport had never seen.
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SELLING THE FAMILY SILVER

 

As the new millennium dawned, Formula One was fittingly going through a period of unprecedented change. Its new era started a few months before the world gathered to see in the new year, on 17 October 1999 at the newly minted Sepang International Circuit near Kuala Lumpur.

The cars lined up to start the first Malaysian Grand Prix in blistering heat against a glorious backdrop. The $180m circuit had been designed to the specification of the government by sportscar racer turned architect Hermann Tilke and featured an elaborate hospitality tower inspired by the country’s national flower, the hibiscus. It was a spectacle the likes of which had never been seen before in F1.

Malaysia had the least significant Grand Prix heritage of any country ever to grace the calendar. There had never been a Malaysian F1 driver or team and, until national oil company Petronas partnered with Sauber in 1995, there had never been a major Malaysian sponsor. There wasn’t even a big fanbase for the sport in the country and only 80,000 fans turned up across the entire three-day event – less than many of the top circuits attracted on race day alone.

But that wasn’t what it was all about. The promoter’s target audience wasn’t local petrolheads, but the myriad fans watching on TV around the world. In 2001, F1 reported a cumulative 54 billion viewers of its race and news broadcasts. For Malaysia, F1 was much more than just a sports event. It was a chance to be seen on screens around the world and to have its name associated not only with glitz, glamour and fast cars but also with high-tech modernity and big business.

The F1 circus brought with it not only cars and drivers but ultra-high-net-worth fans and top executives from blue-chip sponsors and team owners. For the government and companies such as Petronas, it was an extraordinary networking event that gave them the opportunity to sell Malaysia to the world.

It didn’t come cheap. Race hosting fees had been the poor relation to TV rights revenue since the late 1980s, but that was about to change. In a major coup for Ecclestone, Malaysia paid an estimated $17.5m to host its first race, a record fee that would hit $41.3m by the end of the event’s 10-year contract due to an annual compound escalator averaging at 10 per cent.

It was a price that Malaysia and many other countries were willing to pay. Within a few years, other emerging markets with little racing heritage had joined the calendar, including Bahrain, China, Turkey, Singapore and Abu Dhabi. When Malaysia launched in 1999, more than two thirds of races took place in Europe. But by 2013, 42.1 per cent were in Asia, surpassing Europe for the first time.

More recently, the strategy has been refined further and many of the latest additions to the calendar, such as Baku in Azerbaijan and Las Vegas, have been street races, which can make local landmarks inseparable from the racing action. This isn’t the only benefit. Purpose-built tracks take years to build; it is far quicker to prepare races on existing streets. The inaugural Saudi Arabian Grand Prix in 2021 would prove how quickly it could be done as the race took place on the streets of Jeddah just 13 months after it was announced. Street races give their hosts quick access to the attractions of F1 and eradicate any fears of being left with a white elephant if the organisers decide to quit when their contracts expire.

Malaysia, and the races that were modelled on it, transformed the face of F1 – but not everyone felt it was for the better. The top hosting fees would eventually hit more than $70m a year, pricing out not only many popular traditional venues, such as Germany’s Nürburgring and France’s Magny-Cours, but also eventually Malaysia itself, something that was unthinkable when F1 raced at the slick new circuit for the first time.

Approaching its 50th anniversary, the ‘world’ championship had finally gone global and the really big money was about to roll in.

 

The sport’s growing revenues were a boon for Ecclestone and his family trust in more ways than one. The EC investigation may have prevented F1 from floating but it didn’t stop the trust from looking for a buyer for its shares in SLEC, the parent company of F1. It was all the more important to find new investors, given Ecclestone’s advancing years.

Fresh from her success with the bond issue, Robin Saunders tried to do the double by finding an investor for F1. Famous for her friendship with celebrity chef Marco Pierre White, Saunders had a bristling book of contacts, including flamboyant British tycoon Robert Tchenguiz, who had first approached her about F1 in May 1999 having heard about her work on the bond.

Tchenguiz, who made his fortune in property, wanted to buy a 12.5 per cent stake in SLEC but struggled to rustle up enough money, so he got the private equity firm Morgan Grenfell to take over the wheel.

Owned by Deutsche Bank, Morgan Grenfell too had been beguiled by Schumacher’s continuing success and in October 1999 its Jersey-based subsidiary Speed Investments paid the trust $235m for the 12.5 per cent SLEC stake. Tchenguiz persuaded Morgan Grenfell to take an option on a further 37.5 per cent of SLEC but it failed to find investors who were prepared to stump up the $700m to buy it. Despite this, Ecclestone was so impressed with Tchenguiz that four years later he reportedly committed £100m to the property mogul’s £550m bid to buy famed London department store Selfridges, though that too ultimately hit the skids.

One of Morgan Grenfell’s potential co-investors was Entertainment München, Merchandising, Film und Fernseh, or EM.TV for short, a German media firm that had recently bought the Jim Henson Company, maker of The Muppets and Sesame Street. Founded by brothers Thomas and Florian Haffa in 1989, EM.TV started by buying the rights to distribute cartoons from Warner Bros. and soon had a lucky break.

One of its earliest deals was acquiring the German rights to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles from Fox before the craze started. It sold the rights to German TV channel RTL when the phenomenon was in full swing and generated huge profits, which were ploughed into buying a library of German and European children’s programmes at sale prices in the recession of the early 1990s. Along the way EM.TV acquired the rights to such storied characters as the Simpsons, the Flintstones, the Smurfs and Charlie Brown.

Each deal was a springboard for a bigger acquisition, with the ultimate aim being to launch a kids’ TV channel with an accompanying range of merchandise and stores to sell it in. The investment community was charmed by the plan and EM.TV became a darling of the now-defunct Neuer Markt, Germany’s equivalent of the Nasdaq exchange for tech stocks. EM.TV was one of the first stocks to float on it in October 1997 and its market capitalisation rose from barely €50m to around €9bn in less than three years.

After acquiring the Jim Henson Company, EM.TV then set its sights on SLEC. The helping hand that Mosley had given to Benetton and Schumacher in the bar of the Hotel de Crillon was continuing to pay off. Like many Germans, Thomas Haffa was dazzled by Schumacher’s success, although he didn’t partner with Morgan Grenfell as he believed he could negotiate a better deal for the SLEC stake once the option expired at the start of February 2000. Bernie’s buddies beat him to the finish line.

Australian Grand Prix boss Ron Walker introduced Ecclestone to businessman Brian Powers, who he knew because he was a former chairman of Fairfax Media, publisher of both The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald newspapers. ‘Certainly Bernie is one of the closest friends I have on earth,’ said Walker, adding, ‘Brian Powers is a dear friend of mine and I was able to introduce them.’ After his time at Fairfax, Powers went on to run San Francisco-based private equity firm Hellman & Friedman and it bought the 37.5 per cent SLEC stake for $712.5m in February 2000.

The Jersey-based Ecclestone family company, Bambino, loaned Hellman & Friedman around half of the money for the purchase and when it was repaid it hit the trust’s offshore coffers, so no UK tax was paid on it.

Losing out on the deal made Haffa even more determined to get his hands on F1 and this led to him eventually over-paying. Morgan Grenfell and Hellman & Friedman amalgamated their shareholdings in SLEC for the purpose of maximising the value. This gave Speed Investments a total 50 per cent stake in SLEC and in March 2000 Haffa’s EM.TV bought it for a whopping $1.7bn. It was 79.4 per cent more than the two investment firms had paid for it, but Haffa was still in his element.

In an interview for the Formula 1 Opus book in 2013 Mosley recounted a meeting he had with Ecclestone and Haffa, who appeared to be like a kid in a sweet shop. The three powerbrokers met in Ecclestone’s motorhome at the Nürburgring during the weekend of the European Grand Prix in 2000. Nicknamed the Kremlin, as it was the seat of F1’s power, the silvery motorhome had blacked-out windows and dark, futuristic furniture. In its inner sanctum was Ecclestone’s mobile office where a long desk was set against a bank of TV screens showing views from all over the circuit. ‘We told [Haffa] he was very welcome to stay right where he was and enjoy the rest of the race. But then as we were leaving I told him not to touch any of the buttons under the table. He said: “What do you mean?” I told him that they were the blow-up buttons. If Bernie wanted a race to suddenly change he’d press a button and get a car blown up. He actually believed me. That says something about the ultimate power people believed Bernie had.’

EM.TV’s 50 per cent stake came with an option to buy a further 25 per cent, which had the high-octane price of $987.5m as it would give the owner control of F1. The trust originally inserted the option into the SLEC shareholders’ agreement to put a value on the business in the event that the flotation finally managed to rev up. Although the trust didn’t expect the option to be exercised, it fuelled the most seismic ownership change in F1’s history.

 

The F1 sale was a major success for Hellman & Friedman. EM.TV’s payment for the 50 per cent stake comprised 10 million shares in EM.TV and $725m in cash that the German media company had borrowed from the bank Credit Suisse. With EM.TV’s value climbing following its F1 purchase, Hellman & Friedman sold on its shares quickly and made a tidy profit. Bambino was so impressed that it appointed Brian Powers to its board as its investment advisor.

In contrast, Morgan Grenfell chose to hold on to its shares, but the gamble didn’t pay off. EM.TV was weighed down with debt and when the dot.com bubble burst, its share price nosedived, leaving Morgan Grenfell with a reported loss of more than $250m. This embarrassment was enough to put Morgan Grenfell off F1 for good and neither it nor its owner Deutsche Bank have had any significant involvement with the sport since then.

With EM.TV’s share price in free-fall, it couldn’t persuade anyone to loan it the $987.5m it needed to buy the additional 25 per cent stake in SLEC. Having to make more loan repayments would have driven EM.TV under so it was bailed out by Kirch, another German broadcaster. Kirch was well acquainted with F1 and not just because of Schumacher’s superstar status.

Kirch had partnered on Ecclestone’s F1 Digital+ since its launch in 1996 and although the service hadn’t been a success this was because it was far ahead of its time. Kirch knew there was nothing wrong with F1’s fundamentals. In fact, the value of sports to pay-TV broadcasters was accelerating, as they have a fervent fanbase prepared to pay a premium subscription price to watch live events.

Kirch was a giant of pay-TV broadcasting, so not only did it put together a rescue package for EM.TV but it also wanted to take over its shareholding in SLEC. The media giant was run by its founder Leo Kirch and deputy chairman Dieter Hahn, who had big ambitions. This put them on a collision course with Ecclestone. The trust had made a great deal of money from selling half its stake in F1, but Ecclestone now had to come to terms with the consequences of offloading it – having to deal with new owners he could neither choose nor control.

In a bid to prevent Kirch from taking the wheel, Robin Saunders came up with the innovative idea of the trust exercising a trigger in the bond contracts. This would have forced F1 to repay the bond early and would have hugely reduced the sport’s value as it would have exhausted its cash reserves. With less money in the bank, it would have made it less attractive to any potential investor, so the trust could have bought EM.TV’s 50 per cent stake back for a discount.

It is highly unusual for an owner to want to reduce the value of its own company and is a risky strategy, so much so that the trust came up with a Plan B that involved the teams.

 

F1’s new-found wealth had led to some of the world’s biggest companies joining the series. Chief among them were car manufacturers, which could promote the transfer of technological developments from the race track to road cars. In the wake of the safety improvements introduced after Senna’s death, F1 was more attractive to car companies, which had previously been cautious about associating their brands with high-speed accidents. By early 2002 seven of them, including the ever-present Ferrari, would be involved in the sport. The era of the garagistes was coming to an end.

It started in June 1999, when Ford bought Jackie Stewart’s team for $100m and renamed it after its Jaguar brand; then a month later Mercedes owner DaimlerChrysler spent a reported $400m on a 40 per cent stake in the company that owned both the McLaren team and its sportscar spin-off. In March 2000, Renault bought Benetton for $120m; the French marque had last been a team owner in 1985 but had won six constructors’ championships as an engine supplier since then. In that same year, BMW and Honda returned as engine partners, with Williams and British American Racing respectively, then in early 2001 came the biggest coup of all. At a glitzy launch at the trust’s Paul Ricard circuit – attended by Ecclestone and Mosley as guests of honour
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