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To all my old sports editors who paid for me to travel the world for four decades – send more money! Importantly, thank you all for your unwavering faith.




Prologue

Rhythm of the Streets, 13 April 2016

HE IS DRESSED behind the wheel in an unbranded polo shirt and a pair of chinos, but he is still trim enough to fit into the racing suit he discarded eight years ago, after leaving the paddock in São Paolo as a Formula One driver for ever.

His right foot instinctively entices maximum torque from the Mercedes engine at his command on the piece of tarmac that is the start–finish line for the Monaco Grand Prix, which has been staged each year since 1955. To trace the winners, from Fangio and Moss, to Hill and Stewart, is to follow a lineage of motor-racing aristocracy which runs through the labyrinth of these streets to the barons of the sport these past forty years: Lauda, Prost, Senna, Schumacher, Alonso, Hamilton, Vettel and Nico Rosberg.

Having made his home in Monaco since 1994, David Coulthard is the perfect guide to these streets. His authenticity to act as our chaperone is reinforced by the fact that Coulthard has won the Monaco Grand Prix twice, an accomplishment that will not be diminished by time. While the Mercedes power unit under his control may not be delivering the 825 horsepower that was in the back of his McLaren MP4-15 when he won here for a second time in 2002, he manages to tease his Smart Brabus into effortlessly shadowing the racing line as buses, trucks, cars, even a motorised tourist train, jostle for position around us.

It is beyond dispute that the Monaco Grand Prix is unique, a race that would never be sanctioned today; yet it is also a race that Formula One relies on to be the centrepiece of the world championship because of its history, because of a harbour that sparkles diamond-bright in the sun, because of its glamour, and because of the privilege of witnessing the spectacle – and the spectacular – provided by the greatest drivers in the world racing on narrow, unforgiving streets normally governed by a 50kph speed limit, or less.

Coulthard was instantly addicted to the challenge of Monaco, a place where pain and pleasure can be experienced within the confines of one qualifying session; a place where a driver’s aggression has to be tempered by a tenderness of feel and touch. ‘I know a lot of tracks very well in my mind, but this one I know particularly well because it is such an intimate driving experience,’ says Coulthard, as we gently slipstream a white van on Boulevard Albert 1er, which still shows the faint outline of the grid markings from the last Grand Prix. ‘If you don’t feel at home on the streets of Monaco you will never perform,’ says Coulthard. ‘You become incredibly tuned into your environment, your senses are heightened. You have to feel you own the road. You have to take ownership of this space, know every inch in the same way as you know, if the power goes out in your house, how many steps it is to the door handle, and where every cupboard is located, so you can successfully find your way around instinctively.’

Coulthard is giving us a close-up and personal tour. ‘My head will be down where your belly button is – below the top of the Armco barriers,’ he says, looking across at me in the passenger seat of the Smart car. ‘You don’t need to see the scenery. All you need to see are your braking points and your apex points. It is a matter of having total focus. What you can’t do on this circuit is look away and look back up again. At Silverstone, for example, you can switch off at 200mph on the Hangar Straight. Here you cannot switch off for a second.

‘It is a very short run to the first corner, Sainte-Dévote. What you don’t see on television is the way the road rises to the first corner. That rise helps you under braking. One of the things I tell all young drivers, including Sebastian Vettel in his first year racing here with Toro Rosso in 2008, is a simple message: “Don’t get greedy braking into Turn One.” Instead get on the brakes early; because otherwise if you make a mistake you will be in the barrier or be going down the escape road. In my opinion, you never drive at 100 per cent at Monaco. I understand that purists will look at laps by Ayrton Senna, especially his astonishing pole-winning lap here in 1988, when he was 1.4 seconds faster than the second-placed driver, Alain Prost, his McLaren team-mate, and go: “Well, there’s a lap at 100 per cent.” I am not going to have an argument with anyone by disputing that. But I had a very reasonable level of success here, and it’s about knowing where you can push, and it’s about trying to maximise braking, hitting the apex and making a good exit from the corners. You do have to compromise into Sainte-Dévote. Out of that right-hand corner, you are heading up the hill in the middle of the road, more or less, to a blind crest at Massenet at 275kph. The point where you brake for the entry to Casino Square is where you just come over the rise in the road before the pedestrian crossing. You use engine braking, shifting down in the middle of the circuit, just rolling the car left, rolling the car.’

Awaiting the drivers is Casino Square. On the left is the five-star hotel called the Hotel de Paris, with its liveried doormen and American Bar. Classic upmarket brands such as Chanel, Gucci, Piaget and Dior are all opening boutiques next door in a complex named La Promenade. On the right is the Casino de Monte-Carlo, a gorgeous belle époque building housing the most fabled gambling establishment in the world, in business since 1863. Both are owned and operated by SBM (Société des Bains de Mer), a company in which the government and the ruling family have a majority stake. Stunning cars seem not to be parked, but put on display. Casino Square is a showroom to flaunt your wealth.

It is also a test of a racing driver’s nerve, skill and powers of concentration. ‘See the kerb not far from the front door of the Hotel de Paris – that’s the point where the barrier will stick out,’ says Coulthard, who raced a Formula One car fourteen times at Monaco. ‘So, the apex from Massenet is a long way round the corner and that’s the point you are aiming for. If you get that right, you carry the speed through there. After cornering right out of Casino Square, we all tend to come over to the right side of the road after passing the small police station on the left because of a bump in the road. As you drop down to Mirabeau, this is another corner where you have to compromise. If you carry too much speed into the entry of this right-hand corner you scare yourself. By that I mean you frighten yourself, as you have increased your chances of crashing – and round here that’s game over. I guess it can be likened to gambling in the casino, where the next card wins you a lot, or loses you a lot; it’s that kind of nervous excitement. You must get right on to the red-and-white kerb at Mirabeau. Then it’s downhill fast, before braking for the 65kph hairpin which used to be called Loews, after the hotel situated there, but is now known as Fairmont after the hotel changed hands.’

Another red-and-white kerb outside the hotel, on the outside of the hairpin, is scarred with tyre marks, reflecting the frenetic scramble of men who have wrestled with their cars here down the years. ‘It is such a long hairpin, you basically throw the car in on the front axle and let it slow down on the front tyre,’ explains Coulthard. ‘The risk is that you can create graining on your front right, but the upside is that you carry a lot more speed. Now it’s downhill towards Portier. You aim to just miss the barrier jutting out on the right. A lot of young drivers leave too much space, because they are scared of the barriers. You have to see the barriers as your friend. If you feel like you are kissing the barriers in places like this, that’s where the lap times come at Monaco.’

Ross Brawn remembers the absolute commitment Michael Schumacher exhibited every time he belted himself into his car at Monaco. ‘Michael would scuff every wheel on the car on a qualifying lap,’ said Brawn in conversation with me for this book. ‘He brushed the Armco where he knew you could brush it without causing damage to the suspension, because it was the fastest racing line. He just kissed the barriers with his car … at 140mph.’ Brawn smiled at the memory of the style and courage of his great friend, whose life was so catastrophically affected by a ski accident in December 2013. Schumacher won the Monaco Grand Prix five times, having started on the front row of the grid on eleven occasions. He actually won a fourth pole position, aged forty-three, with a memorable lap in 2012, but it was erased from the records by a five-place grid penalty that Schumacher was served for an infringement at the previous race in Spain. Schumacher and controversy were not strangers, in spite of his brilliance – or perhaps because of it, we will hear. One of his more bizarre rushes of blood took place here. ‘I can tell you Michael loved Monaco from the beginning,’ said Brawn.

After Portier, drivers then upshift to top gear as they flash through the tunnel with its flat-out right-hand corner. It took me three minutes and thirty-five seconds to walk the length of the tunnel; in a Formula One car it is a journey lasting a matter of seconds. At full throttle, drivers go from sunlight into artificial light and back into sunlight at around 295kph. They pass in a blur the service bays for the Fairmont Hotel and Monte Carlo Star in the tunnel on their right. ‘They paint the ceiling and the wall white and always double up the lights,’ says Coulthard. Yet the charge back into daylight is still obviously disconcerting for drivers at such high speed. ‘You really get attacked by the sunlight as you come out,’ he says. ‘You learn to look at the side of the road – just as you wouldn’t stare into the lights of an oncoming car at night.’

Immediately on the left of the exit is the new Yacht Club de Monaco, sheltered behind Armco, yet unable to hide its status as a symbol of the wealth and privilege of those permitted access. Marker boards on the opposite side of the track count down the metres to the chicane: 200, 150, 100. Drivers brake hard to make the left–right transition on to the quayside. ‘The only place you can really hope to catch someone out at Monaco, to overtake them, is down into that chicane,’ says Coulthard. It is a manoeuvre fraught with peril, as drivers have been known to have accidents on their own here, without the additional strain of trying to out-brake a rival. ‘I ended up in the barriers here during my last race weekend,’ he says. It shook up Coulthard, but, mercifully, the strength of his Red Bull car and the trajectory of his journey, bouncing from one barrier to another, ushering him down an escape road, kept him from greater harm. ‘After the first impact I wished I was anywhere but strapped in a racing car,’ said Coulthard when he had returned to the paddock after that accident in 2008. ‘When you lose a corner of the car, you lose the brakes. At that point, it’s in the lap of the gods if you hit one barrier or another; today, I was obviously very lucky.’ There was a sobering truth at the core of this experience. ‘No matter how much experience you have at the track, it can still bite you,’ explains Coulthard, feathering our Smart car beyond the chicane.

In a Formula One car, it is an invitation to get hard on the power and move up through the gearbox in a rush of speed towards Tabac, a left-handed corner. ‘The barrier on the right comes just a little bit closer as you approach Tabac because it juts out,’ says Coulthard. It is not perceptible at the speed we are travelling, but Coulthard waves his hands towards his chest to show how the barrier deviates from a straight line as you hog the racing line. ‘That throws a few drivers at first. But once you are comfortable with this sensation you can focus on Tabac. The entry speed is so fast, around 225kph, and you aim for the barrier as you turn in early. It looks like you will collide with it, but the momentum of your car will take you away. If you get that right, it sets you up for the swimming-pool section. There is a huge amount of time to be made here. It is the fastest collection of corners on the circuit and the car is dancing around. It is a fantastic feeling and you are so exhilarated because the most difficult part of the lap, the first half, is behind you. We used to have great images of us just kissing the barriers as we passed the swimming pool, but, sadly, this is now an open chicane.’

It is a sun-splashed morning as we cruise through crowded and noisy streets. Grandstands are being erected around the harbour as though a giant Meccano set has been gifted to teams of construction workers as a belated Easter present. Men hammer out a day-long soundtrack as a reminder that Monaco is once more getting dressed, in Armco and wire netting, and laying out thousands of seats in temporary grandstands, to welcome the world to the most glamorous motor race on the planet. The hard graft is being carried out with practised efficiency, an art form re-enacted annually that attracts the attention only of visitors. Monégasques – as well as those who commute from France to work in the principality – understand the inconvenience and disturbance is a small tariff to pay for the fiscal benefits of playing host to a Grand Prix that is on the bucket list of the rich and famous, as well as Formula One cognoscenti.

In all, it takes seven weeks for the grandstands to be constructed and the streets to be protected to the satisfaction of the Automobile Club de Monaco and, specifically, Charlie Whiting, the Formula One Race Director these past twenty years, and a man working at the Monaco Grand Prix for a thirty-ninth consecutive year after first arriving here as a mechanic for the Brabham team. ‘It is the ultimate case of grandfather rights, isn’t it?’ admits Whiting. ‘If someone came along with the bright idea of running a race round Monaco when it had never happened before, you couldn’t do it in the modern day, really.’ Whiting adds, pertinently, ‘It is the race weekend that causes me most stress.’

In 1967, Lorenzo Bandini died when his Ferrari crashed and exploded into flames. ‘I led that race in a two-litre BRM, but I had a problem that caused me to pit,’ recalled Sir Jackie Stewart when we met to discuss his Monaco years. ‘I knew something terrible was wrong when I saw the smoke rising above the circuit from the pits. Lorenzo never got out of the car.’ In 1955, Alberto Ascari overshot the chicane at the exit of the tunnel and careered into the water, as there were not any barriers at that time. He had to swim to safety. Tragically, four days later the two-time world champion was killed testing a sports car at Monza.

Today the immense improvement in trackside security, and the incalculable investment that is made each year to make Formula One cars safer, has granted drivers at the Monaco Grand Prix greater protection than at any time in history. The Automobile Club de Monaco provide a highly trained corps of 650 marshals, with 120 professional firefighters, 8 doctors, 15 ambulances and a helicopter prepped to fly to a hospital with a trauma unit at a moment’s notice. It remains the ultimate prize to a Formula One driver.

Niki Lauda, a three-time world champion, who won this Grand Prix twice for Ferrari, tells me: ‘To win in Monaco, it is up to the size of the balls and the head of the driver more than anywhere. There is no other circuit where you have this relationship between the possibility of crashing and winning pole position. It is a thin line – and it is the challenge.’

In our Smart car, Coulthard is braking and drifting across the track beyond the swimming pool. ‘At the end of the lap is La Rascasse, which has also been opened up,’ he says. ‘The difficult part here is you are braking while you have lateral load, then have to turn that lateral load into La Rascasse. Again, if you are not kissing that barrier you just don’t get a great drive off this corner.’ Coulthard reveals how he created a visual aid for himself, in the name of safety. ‘As we turn on to the start–finish straight over the race weekend, there will be a cone on top of the last barrier. I sold it to Charlie as a safety measure. I walked round Rascasse with him one day and explained you can’t see the next corner. As there isn’t a crane positioned there, I argued that any crash would block the race. Charlie agreed to a cone on top of that barrier – because I realised if I could see what I was aiming for earlier I could gain time. I don’t know if anyone else picked up on it, but racing drivers will always try to find things that can give them an advantage without necessarily helping their competitors.’

Ahead of our car, a bus driver is pulling out into the traffic, causing Coulthard to brake at a zebra crossing. A silver-haired man steps from the pavement on our left and walks in front of us at a leisurely pace. ‘That’s Riccardo Patrese!’ I exclaim, recognising the Italian who won a crazy race here in 1982. Patrese had spun out of the lead one lap from the end, then, astonishingly, took the chequered flag after Didier Pironi and Andrea de Cesaris passed him, only to run out of fuel. The next leader, Irishman Derek Daly, retired with a seized gearbox – and Patrese reappeared to take an extraordinary victory. It was the second Monaco Grand Prix I reported from, in what became almost an annual assignment.

Coulthard hit the horn. ‘Riccardo, ciao.’

Patrese smiles as he spots who is driving. ‘You OK, David?’

‘Sure … but you are walking too slowly!’

‘It’s my age!’ laughs Patrese, who is happy to mock himself a few days short of his sixty-second birthday. As we drive on, the two former drivers offer each other a wave as members of a special club: the winners of a Grand Prix that retains an ageless appeal, a racers’ race, where the rhythm of the street is brash, loud and addictive. Even from inside a Smart car, if you are being driven by a man who knows what it means to beat the odds to triumph at Monaco.
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Circuit de Monaco, Monte Carlo


Introduction

The Shimmering Jewel in Formula One’s crown

EVERYTHING IN MONACO is unhurried and reeks of an eternal order in a disorderly world – until racing cars descend on this principality each May.

For most of the year, the streets are congested with vans and buses; Ferraris and Lamborghinis; Rolls-Royces and Bentleys; Porches and Maseratis; Mercedes, BMWs and Range Rovers; Minis and Smart cars. The speed limit is assiduously respected. Zebra crossings, manhole covers, kerbing and white lines are as apparent here as in any other major road system. Oil and grease are evident, too. It is an improbable environment to unleash a Formula One car at 300kph.

Around the circuit, apartments reach for the sky, and high-rise cranes have permanent employment as new buildings take root and a plethora of real-estate agents joust to sell or rent the properties. The prices can be eye-watering. One estate agency, Faggionato Real Estate – which becomes a neighbour on race day of the Princely Lodge, where His Serene Highness Prince Albert II and his wife, Princess Charlene, view the Grand Prix seated alongside officials from the organisers, the Automobile Club de Monaco (ACM) – provides a random sample of the market in the spring of 2016. In the window there were details of apartments valued from 10.8 million euros and sliding uniformly downwards to a small property at 1.7 million. One six-roomed apartment – ‘With exceptional views of the port and sea’ – was listed without a price attached. Instead, potential buyers were advised: ‘Prix – Nous Consulter.’ Only those who can afford to learn the price should bother venturing to ask, it can be assumed.

Each year the armada of ocean-going yachts and floating palaces that motor into the harbour becomes larger and more ostentatious. These boats are variously registered in tax havens like George Town in the Cayman Islands and Valletta in Malta, or Bermuda, or Madeira. It is rumoured – but never openly admitted – that vast sums of money exchange hands to claim a prime berth on the quayside during the Grand Prix weekend. Lynden Swainston runs a boutique travel agency, LSA, in south-west London, and knows from an association with Monaco of over forty years how much people are willing to spend to be aboard a boat in the harbour. ‘We have done several boats in the past and you are talking about having to pay £250,000 just for the rental and getting a boat into the harbour,’ she says. ‘These boats are meant for four or five millionaires to lounge around in the Mediterranean, but people hiring them at Monaco bring sixty to eighty guests aboard for parties, so tables and chairs have to be hired, then there is the cost of the bar and catering. That is another huge outlay.’

Plenty of Formula One drivers live in Monaco as their tax haven of choice, of course, with attractions including an absence of capital gains, income and inheritance taxes. Yet their nomadic existence means they sleep in their own beds fewer nights than most. Except for the one week each year when they can sleep and work in the same place.

This is a time when the streets are bequeathed to them.

While the circuit, in broad terms, is fundamentally the same track Graham Hill and Jackie Stewart raced, the pits are unrecognisable. In 2004 a modern pit complex was introduced; it was as profound a change in the landscape as an old warehouse in London docklands being transformed into a penthouse apartment. The garages are spacious, covered, and have offices overhead. Importantly, there is storage space within them. Prior to the modernisation, mechanics, tyre fitters, engineers and truckies had to carry all their equipment back and forth to the pits from the paddock on the quayside, a significant distance away. ‘We moved everything, each day and night, with a 7.5-ton truck,’ recalls Dave Redding, team manager of McLaren, who has also been on the payroll of the Benetton and Stewart teams and who has missed just one Grand Prix since 1989. ‘Cars were towed to the pits behind quad bikes,’ he explains. ‘At my time with Stewart – a new team – we were even further away in a car park we referred to as Alcatraz. Nothing really changed until the new pits were created.’

Brawn and Schumacher operated in close harmony at Benetton, then Ferrari. Each of them embraced the peculiar and often claustrophobic conditions. ‘So many people found it hard to carry out their roles because of the environment,’ says Brawn. ‘They were psyched out or didn’t enjoy it. Once I was in a management position, from the Benetton days in the early nineties, I’d sit down with my people and before the Monaco Grand Prix tell them, “Right, logistically, we are going to one of the most difficult races of the year. It is also the most challenging for the driver and most challenging for the engineers. I promise you, a lot of the people [rivals] out there hate Monaco. So, if you love Monaco you will have an advantage. It is a race to be relished. Absorb the atmosphere. Absorb the fact that you are talking to the spectators because they are all around you. Absorb the fact that it will take you an hour to get across town.” If you relish all that, it is a very special place. Michael engendered that mental spirit where he understood that, as this is the most difficult track to race on, he was going to enjoy it and be the best. He thought that by saying how much fun he thought it was to drive at Monaco he would intimidate other drivers. When you flip the coin to believe it to be a wonderful opportunity, not a pain in the backside, Monaco really does become an addictive race.’

Monaco provides another role of immense significance to Formula One. It is where sport and business collide, perhaps like nowhere else. Tony Jardine, whose PR and marketing company ran promotional programmes through the eighties, nineties and into the new millennium for the gigantic tobacco brands John Player, Camel and Lucky Strike, says succinctly, ‘Monaco is the glittering prize because everything associated with Formula One is epitomised in Monte Carlo: boats, champagne, success and excess.’ It is the shimmering jewel in Formula One’s crown.

As a former driver, and now a businessman and broadcaster, Coulthard is aware of the lure of the Monaco Grand Prix to captains of industry as well as to the fans arriving from around the world each year. Men fuelling the teams with sponsorship dollars all want to be there to view how their money is being spent and to entertain their clients and friends; they want to see and be seen. Deals are brokered over the weekend, with some contracts being renewed and new ones being courted. The schedule is uniquely different, too. Drivers have their first free practice on Thursday, and in years past the first of two qualifying sessions also took place that afternoon. In modern times, the hour-long, nerve-wracking qualifying session is held on Saturday afternoon; but it used to be the case that Saturday afternoon was the second qualifying hour. On these days the sound of high-revving Formula One engines bounces off the buildings like thunder rolling in from the surrounding mountains. Friday is a day of reflection for team management, and it is often the day drivers are required to appear on parade for sponsors. Most definitely, it provides another night of heavy partying for the glamorous, the glitterati and the reckless who, these days, most commonly spill out of bars and restaurants at La Rascasse and drink and dance across the circuit until just a few hours before the track is ‘live’ again.

Business is never far from Formula One’s agenda, though. ‘How do you get people to make emotional decisions?’ asks Coulthard rhetorically, as we cruise along the start–finish straight. ‘A glass of champagne, watching Formula One cars and hanging out with celebrities puts people in a heightened sense of emotion. It’s very difficult to sell Christmas in January, but pretty easy to sell in December, isn’t it? You just have to get people in the environment, in the mindset.’

Nestling on the fringe of the Côte d’Azur on the southern coast of France, Monaco occupies less than two square kilometres – half the size of Central Park in New York – but, with a population of a shade over 37,000, is the most densely populated country in the world. The Grimaldi family has ruled here since 1338. Prince Albert is a passionate supporter of the Grand Prix, like his parents before him, Prince Rainier III and Princess Grace, who arrived from Hollywood as Grace Kelly and infused the landscape with her glamour and beauty.

Prince Albert’s racing helmet, from his days representing Monaco as a bobsleigh driver at five Winter Olympics, is displayed next to a helmet belonging to Coulthard in Stars ’N’ Bars, a burger restaurant bulging with racing memorabilia and occupying a prime site close to the paddock. ‘We all [the Grimaldi family] feel the keeper of our racing history,’ Prince Albert said in an exclusive interview with Coulthard, broadcast on Channel 4 in 2016. Prince Albert was hooked, he said, from first being exposed to the noise and smell of racing cars in 1965, the year Hill completed a hat-trick of victories at Monaco en route to winning five times on this most celebrated speck of Grand Prix real estate. But it is his mother, Princess Grace, who has been credited with spreading Monaco’s appeal to Hollywood. Her presence enticed some of the greatest stars of the age to travel across the Atlantic to attend the race, its royal patronage and penchant for gala dinners assuring the Grand Prix an abiding place in newscasts around the globe. Her son said he remembered Frank Sinatra, Cary Grant, Gregory Peck and Bing Crosby all visiting Monaco at the invitation of his mother when he was a child. He would have been eight when the Beatles attended the race in 1966 at the height of their fame. Sir Jackie Stewart, who won that race for BRM, recounted how the Fab Four reacted to Formula One during our time together at his home. ‘John wasn’t so keen, as he didn’t take much interest in motorsport,’ he said. ‘Paul was interested, Ringo loved it and George was completely knocked out by it. George became a good, good friend.’

Over the decades, the race has continued to attract Hollywood’s most bankable stars, including George Clooney, Brad Pitt, Will Smith and Sylvester Stallone. I interviewed Stallone in the motorhome of then reigning world champion Jacques Villeneuve in the harbourside paddock in 1998. The 51-year-old, who turned Rocky Balboa into a billion-dollar movie franchise, was researching an idea to make Formula One a Hollywood blockbuster, with him playing an ageing driver, ‘a guy like Nigel Mansell’. Stallone was amusing company, and clearly liked what he saw in Monaco. ‘Just as Rocky wasn’t really a boxing film, I don’t want this to be a motor-racing film,’ he said. ‘I want to make a human drama. What I have found is a sport where people understand and respect fear. But it is also a business involving hundreds of millions of dollars and a spectacle.’ He got that right. This was a fight too far for Stallone, though, as the scale and cost of producing a film around Formula One proved prohibitive even for him. Instead he starred three years later in a film centred on the CART series in the United States, which was critically panned. Cristiano Ronaldo, a truly startling sportsman, is one of countless footballers who has readily accepted an invitation to attend the Monaco Grand Prix for no ulterior motive than a wish to be entertained inside the inner sanctum of Formula One.

‘It is an incredible place to drive,’ concludes Coulthard. ‘Yes, it is difficult. However, everything you do as a racing driver is by the seat of your pants. You just adapt – and at Monaco it is very clearly defined where the limit is.’ No argument there. It is not defined by an artificial border sprayed on a corner with a run-off area large enough to be a car park; it is stipulated by those barriers that cripple a car that goes inches off line. It has broken the spirit of even the greatest drivers: like Ayrton Senna, a record six-time winner of the Monaco Grand Prix; like Schumacher, a seven-time world champion. In 1996, such was the casualty rate here that only three drivers took the chequered flag, the fewest number of men ever to finish a Formula One race, anywhere in the world.

Even before workmen spruced up the paintwork for the 2016 Monaco, it was possible to detect the just-visible markings determining the fourteenth slot on the grid. It is outside the offices of Financier de Monaco Wealth Management, and with the curvature of the road ahead sweeping to our right it seems to be a bus ride to pole position. No one had ever won the Monaco Grand Prix from further back than eighth on the grid – and that victory was achieved in Formula One’s Bronze Age by Frenchman Maurice Trintignant in 1955. Yet that record was astonishingly rewritten in 1996 by another Frenchman, Olivier Panis, in a race which is unlikely to be replicated. The narrative of how Panis came to deliver the greatest upset of all time on these streets is relived in these pages, in graphic detail, through the eyes of the Frenchman.

But I am duty-bound to stress that this book is not intended to be a conventional history of the Monaco Grand Prix. Rather it is an exclusive companion of stories and shared memories from some of those most intimately associated with this momentous motor race, men such as Sir Jackie Stewart, Niki Lauda, Damon Hill, David Coulthard, Martin Brundle, Johnny Herbert, Jonathan Palmer, Ross Brawn, Panis, John Watson and 2016 world champion Nico Rosberg. At times, without apology, I have taken a deliberate detour in conversation with these men in order to place their accomplishments and experiences within the broader context of their lives and careers. There is a compelling candour to their testimonies.

Others with decades of involvement with this Grand Prix, like the FIA’s Charlie Whiting, and Michel Ferry from the Automobile Club de Monaco, Neil Oatley and Dave Redding from McLaren, as well as John Hogan (Marlboro), Mark Wilkin (BBC, and now Channel 4), PR veteran Tony Jardine, photographer Steven Tee, travel agent Lynden Swainston and caterer Lyndy Redding, provided me with insights that broadened the beam I have attempted to shine on the magic and mystique of Monaco.

As Lewis Hamilton memorably said, ‘So many great names become legends around this circuit, it’s an honour to fight for your place amongst them. But the coolest thing of all is that they still allow us to race here.’
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Royal Beginnings:
Prince Rainier, Princess Grace and the ACM

THE ENTRANCE TO the Automobile Club de Monaco is located on Boulevard Albert 1er, barely 100 metres from the first corner of the circuit, Sainte-Dévote.

In the foyer is a portrait of His Serene Highness Prince Albert II and his wife, Princess Charlene; indeed, portraits of the ruling monarchy are omnipresent throughout the principality. Poignantly, before you reach the ground-floor restaurant there is a painting capturing the alluring beauty of Prince Albert’s mother, Oscar-winning actress Grace Kelly, which is a reminder that her marriage to Prince Rainier III, in front of the world’s media in April 1956, elevated the monarchy of Monaco to the global stage as she became Princess Grace.

Beyond the reception desk is a corridor leading to the library. On the right-hand wall is a photographic gallery of winners of the Monaco Grand Prix. Senna is prominently displayed, as the man who has won a record six times on these streets; another man with a history here is Lauda, a victor twice. The careers of the men overlapped as Lauda neared the end of his pre-eminence in the paddock and Senna made his introduction. Lauda recalls their earliest encounter as though it occurred yesterday. He was in pursuit of his third world championship, with McLaren then, after winning two titles for Ferrari. Senna was in his first season in Formula One in an uncompetitive Toleman. Only Senna knew – knew for certain – that greatness beckoned. It was 1984: in this scene Lauda is Big Brother.

‘I was on a quick lap on Thursday … and I came round a corner to find Senna driving in the middle of the road,’ says Lauda. Back in the pits, Lauda went in search of Senna. His question to the young Brazilian was typically brusque. ‘Are you one of us?’ he demanded.

‘What do you mean?’ replied Senna.

Lauda explained the fundamental requirements – and respect – expected from a new arrival on the most elevated stage in motor racing. ‘You can’t sit in the middle of the road in qualifying,’ said the Austrian. He had a manner that did not invite debate.

Senna was unusually self-assured, though. ‘Niki,’ he said. ‘This is the way I am.’

Lauda left without another word. In qualifying on Saturday, he knew his moment would arrive. ‘I did my lap and stayed out,’ he said. ‘I was looking in my mirrors and waving drivers through. Then I saw Senna approaching from out of the tunnel. On the way to Tabac, I stopped my car in front of his. I took first gear and went. In the garage I waited for him to come to me this time. He did.’

Senna began to make his feelings known, when Lauda interrupted him. ‘Ayrton,’ he said. ‘That’s the way I am.’ One day Senna would carry the most weight in the paddock, then it would be Michael Schumacher’s turn to be the master of this universe, followed by Lewis Hamilton today. But back then Lauda was a man not to be disrespected. ‘Senna had a belief that he was right, but I told him that I could do the same if that is what he wants. From this moment, we never had a problem. Actually, we got a good relationship.’

Michel Ferry is a link to this regal past and pragmatic present in Monaco. Beside his desk in the inner sanctum of the ACM is a photograph of him with Prince Rainier. Ferry, aged seventy-two, a silver-haired, debonair Monégasque, who is Commissaire Général of the Monaco Grand Prix, has held office within the ACM since 1962. He recalls with fondness the days of Stirling Moss, who won three times on these streets, and Graham Hill, who wore lightly the epithet ‘Mr Monaco’ given him for winning five times between 1963 and 1969. ‘It was another time, a different way of life, a lot of fun,’ says Ferry. ‘Every night there was a big party with the drivers. Graham was at the Hotel de Paris on Friday and Saturday nights. Drivers were playing cards and drinking.’

The late Innes Ireland, a British military officer, who raced in Formula One from 1959 to 1966, before becoming a much-liked colleague in the media corps, never thought that driving a racing car should dilute his lust for life. Monaco was his perfect playground. ‘I remember Innes being totally drunk two hours before the start of the Grand Prix. Nobody was shocked, it was like that,’ says Ferry, his affection for Ireland patently obvious.

Jackie Stewart and his wife, Helen, were an exception, says Ferry. ‘The couple were very close with Princess Grace,’ he explains. ‘They were received at the palace and stayed there, more than once, during the Grand Prix.’ In contrast, James Hunt never knowingly missed a party in the seventies. Remembering them was another matter. ‘James smoked drugs – everybody knew that,’ says Ferry. ‘Lots of girls were around. The access to the track was free. You could approach the drivers, you could touch the cars. It is finished like this today: the cars arrive in the pits and the teams close the doors. Today you need to ask ten people to apply for a pass!’

For some years it has been evident that the only people not partying in Monaco until after the flag has dropped are the drivers. With car manufacturers Mercedes, Ferrari, Honda and Renault investing at least $1 billion in Formula One between them, that is the least surprising factor of Monaco over a Grand Prix week. ‘There is a professionalism that is totally different,’ says Ferry. ‘Formula One became professional with Bernie Ecclestone, with money, and with a changing mentality. When I discuss with Formula One drivers living in Monaco – and there are a lot – they have no time to spend with their children during the Grand Prix. They attend press conferences; they have to speak with their engineers. They don’t have ten minutes during the Grand Prix weekend to spend time with friends. There is no time for night life.

‘Perhaps the first professional was Alain Prost. He had a chiropractor with him full-time and people judging if he has to eat potatoes, or not eat potatoes, and so on. Everyone looked at him and thought he was stupid. But we called Prost “Le Professeur” and now the drivers all have trainers and nutritionists. It is not just motor sport; it is the same in cycling and football. Sport is very professional because there is so much money involved – too much money.’

Money is not in short supply in Monaco. Yet Ferry, and a host of other diligent men working under ACM President Michel Boeri, should not be dismissed as men out of step with today’s dollar-driven environment. His sentiments have a currency that is held by a wider constituency tired of money being at the heart of too many conversations in the sporting universe; yet it would require a hard heart to begrudge racing drivers for being well rewarded for participation in a sport where death can arrive at the next corner.

Ferry’s role after more than five decades’ association with the Monaco Grand Prix is still to act as a force for modernisation. He tells me, ‘My programme is to find more safety, to give more evolution. After the Bandini crash, people said, “This is crazy.” But it was like this everywhere at that time. We had the first Armco guard rails here, at the chicane, in 1962, which, I believe, is the same time as they were put in place at Monza for the Italian Grand Prix.’

His office is on the left of a corridor which acts as a wall of fame, where the winners of this emblematic motor race are displayed for posterity for members of the club and visitors invited beyond the reception area. The image paying tribute to Panis is different from the others. The Frenchman is illustrated in oil colours at the wheel of his Ligier at Loews Hairpin, in a duel with Eddie Irvine, by esteemed British motor-racing artist Michael Turner. It is as if his win was so unexpected that there were no adequate photographs of him. Or perhaps it was deemed necessary to commemorate this moment of historic significance with a commissioned piece of artwork.

No matter. Panis has a rightly prominent place close to the room where Ferry is expounding the philosophy of the ACM. ‘Every year we discuss after the Grand Prix what we can do better next year,’ he says. ‘We have to prove every year that we are evolving to find a better solution; to change a little part of the track, to change guard rails. Our Grand Prix is limited, everyone knows that. Our track is not as wide as others. You have to prove you are ready to invest not only money, but in men as well, to find a solution.’

Monaco’s prestigious importance to the world championship is acknowledged in the ACM’s exceptional contract with Ecclestone, who was the omnipotent Formula One rights holder until January 2017, when the American company Liberty Media acquired Formula One. Under the existing contract, the post-race podium ceremony is always conducted by one of the royal family on the steps of the Princely Lodge, beside the front of the grid, rather than on an elevated platform decorated with the names of sponsors, which is a contractual requirement demanded from promoters of all other Formula One races. ‘The podium with members of the royal family is the image of the Monaco Grand Prix,’ says Ferry, a man whose contribution to the principality has been rewarded with admission to the two highest offices of distinction, Officier de l’Ordre de Saint-Charles and Chevalier de l’Ordre de Grimaldi.

Crucially for the principality, the ACM retain editorial jurisdiction over the pictures broadcast from Monaco on global television. ‘Television coverage is number-one priority,’ admits Ferry. ‘The glamour is backstage: the harbour, the yachts, the Hotel de Paris. You have the terrace there, where you can have caviar and drink champagne if you have the money, and the cars are three metres from you. This cannot exist anywhere else. This is the story, the legend of the place. You can have the same photo in 1929 as you can have today, except it is in colour and not black-and-white. The Casino, the Hotel de Paris, do not change.’

Ferry is keen to relate how the last ten-year contract with Ecclestone, agreed in 2010, runs to 2021, not 2020 as assumed. ‘Bernie is a close friend of mine, of the club,’ he says. ‘He is very correct with us. With Bernie we do not have complicated talks over contracts. If he says it is OK, it is OK. But this contract is until 2021, because the contract in 2010 was written for ten years, but this makes it eleven years inclusive. A lot of lawyers said this is crazy, but as it is a ten-year contract this makes eleven Grands Prix.’ What did Ecclestone say when he was told? ‘He said, “Ah”,’ smiles Ferry. Yet Ferry is just as swift to deny that the ACM is exempt from paying Ecclestone’s Formula One Management (FOM) a fee for Monaco’s place in the world championship. ‘Sometimes we read in the press that Monaco does not pay for the Grand Prix,’ he explains. ‘But we pay a lot – around the same as Monza pay.’ Even so, surely Ecclestone offers Monaco a more favourable deal than the contracts proffered to governments in Azerbaijan, Singapore and Abu Dhabi, for instance? It is consistent for all Grand Prix promoters to keep their ticket receipts – for the BRDC at Silverstone it is their only source of revenue from the British Grand Prix – but Ecclestone’s FOM take just a percentage of the trackside advertising at Monaco instead of all the proceeds, as is their custom at most other races.

When all is said and done, Monaco has the best commercial deal in Formula One. This is based on one simple economic criteria: Monaco is the showpiece of the world championship as much now as it was when Hill, Stewart and Lauda were winning in a less-enlightened TV age. Ferry understands the economics in play – yet still insists, ‘The ACM is still losing a lot of money each year. Look at what we have to build; it costs a lot, a lot of money. After we pay FOM we do not have a lot of income from our share of the advertising and tickets. We lose nearly 10 million euros from the Grand Prix.’

Of course, it is not a permanent entry into the debit column of the Automobile Club’s accounts. The value of the race to the principality means the government readily obliges by writing off the losses incurred. ‘The government do give back the money to the Automobile Club,’ says Ferry. ‘They have the VAT from the hotels and with the image of the principality given worldwide exposure it is in their interest. Our tradition is our heritage. Monaco is a special place. Why do Formula One drivers and other sportsmen and -women live here? For tax reasons, of course; but also because Monaco is safe, because it has good schools, and because it is clean.’

Coulthard, whose eight-year-old son, Dayton, is already having karting tuition in school holidays at Le Castellet, a former Grand Prix circuit, a couple of hours’ drive from his family apartment, discovered Monaco on arriving in Formula One in 1994. He acted on advice his father, Duncan, had given him as a teenage karting protégé. ‘My dad ran a transport business in Scotland, the second oldest in the United Kingdom, and he recommended that I live somewhere to maximise my earnings when – not if! – I get to Formula One, as the best I could hope for would be a ten-year career. When IMG were my agents, they suggested my options to achieve what my dad advised were the Isle of Man, Jersey or Monaco. On a clear day I could see the Isle of Man from where I grew up and I didn’t want to swap living on one small cold island for an even smaller one – fuck that. I’d been going on family holidays to Jersey for years and I didn’t see being on that small island made any sense either. So, I thought I’d go to Monaco. I came here for an Elf-sponsored event when I was a test driver for Williams and had a look around. Before then, I’d only ever seen the place on television highlights of the Monaco Grand Prix, listening to Murray Walker and James Hunt.’

In 1994, Coulthard was promoted to a race seat with Williams after the death of Ayrton Senna at the San Marino Grand Prix, a tragedy that impacted on so many lives, as we will learn from men like Martin Brundle, a veteran Formula One driver, and Panis, a 27-year-old rookie competing in his third Grand Prix on the day Senna was killed. ‘I was being paid £30,000 a year as a test driver for Williams,’ explains Coulthard. ‘I was then paid £5,000 a Grand Prix to drive in the last eight races of the 1994 season, taking my salary for that season to £70,000. When Frank Williams gave me the drive on a permanent basis for 1995, my salary rose to £500,000. With my first cheque I came down here with Tim Wright from IMG and opened a bank account with Monégasque Bank. I decided to rent the very first apartment I looked at in Fontvieille (near the heliport in Monaco) – it is in the same building as where my office is now. The rent was a lot of money at the time, but it would be ten times as much today. Thankfully, I have since bought the apartment.

‘Coming here, I knew nobody and did not speak a word of French. In 1995 I had tonsillitis and remember returning to my apartment and feeling shitty. I admit I questioned what I was doing. But I knew the answer: I was there to maximise my career; it was not just about money. It was about focus, training and absolute discipline. If I’d gone home to living in the village, and my mummy was making soup and doing my laundry, where was the need to be disciplined? Why do people go to training camps? To remove themselves from distractions, that’s why.

‘Why have I stayed? I don’t see what the alternatives are in terms of lifestyle. When I come back here, I smile. Yes, there can be lots of tourists, but there aren’t any where I live in Fontvieille, with its picturesque harbour. I am a village boy – and this is a village. I’ve got my branch of UBS Bank, a corporation I nowadays work closely with, a supermarket, a chemist and restaurant all within a short walking distance. Nice is just along the coast, with an easy-to-navigate airport and great connections to all of Europe, Dubai and New York.’ Coulthard does not deny that the tax advantage offered by Monaco was an attraction. ‘There was a fiscal reason for coming to live here to start with,’ he admits. ‘But lifestyle-wise this is somewhere that just ticks all the boxes for me and my wife, Karen. When I had my house in Chiswick, before I moved down here, it was burgled twice when I was away at Grand Prix races in Australia and Brazil. I have read that footballers in England have had similar experiences when they have been away. Burglars are not stupid. Here in Monaco we have safety and security.’

His contribution to charities supported by Prince Albert and Princess Charlene was recognised in 2015 when he was made an Honorary Ambassador for Monaco. The immense significance of the royal family to Monaco can never be overestimated. When Prince Rainier died in April 2005, the family arranged for a ceremonial mass to be held a month later, prior to free practice at the Monaco Grand Prix, at the little church called Sainte-Dévote, situated at the end of the escape road at the first corner of the circuit. Sarah Edworthy wrote in the Daily Telegraph:

In a gesture which emphasised how intrinsic the Grand Prix is to the lifeblood of this community, 600 marshals dressed in Day-Glo orange boiler suits assembled at Saint-Dévote to pay tribute to His Serene Highness Prince Rainier III. Prince Albert, face muscles twitching with emotion, stood facing an outside altar after walking up a red carpet in front of a guard of honour.


On 15 April 1958, Prince Rainier had been accompanied by Princess Grace at the inauguration of the Automobile Club de Monaco’s new headquarters – the offices they still occupy today. Their signatures are in the guest book. Edworthy added in her dispatch:

Prince Rainier’s family presence in the royal box bestowed a glamorous cachet to podium proceedings captured in the fashion plates of classic photographs. Think Juan Manuel Fangio in the Fifties (goggles, leather helmets, fabulous cars), or Princess Grace applauding Graham Hill, Stirling Moss and Jackie Stewart in the Sixties (mini-skirts, head-scarves, cigarettes), through to a coquettish Princess Caroline presenting the winner’s trophy to Ayrton Senna and Alain Prost; and on until Michael Schumacher and David Coulthard became the modern claimants to multiple Monaco victories.


The War Hero and the First Monaco Grand Prix

The Automobile Club, with its impressive HQ in a prime location, employing almost fifty people to primarily organise the Monte Carlo Rally, the Monaco Grand Prix and the Historic Grand Prix, began in 1890 as a cycling association, Sport Vélocipédique de la Principauté (SVP), but then metamorphosed in 1907 into the Sport Automobile et Vélocipédique de Monaco (SAVM): Monaco Cycling and Automobile Association. With the changing times, its president Alexandre Noghès, a wealthy cigarette manufacturer and close friend to the royal family, presided over an extraordinary general meeting (EGM) on 29 March 1925, when the name was changed to Automobile Club de Monaco.

Before long his son, Antony Noghès, declared the inspirational if wildly optimistic idea of staging a car race round the streets of Monaco, which had cobblestones and tram tracks as part of its topography. He considered the challenges for a couple of years and then enlisted the aid and intuitive opinion of two men: Monégasque-born racing driver Louis Chiron on the sporting side, and an engineer names Jacques Taffe for his technical expertise.

In 1929, the ACM staged the first Monaco Grand Prix, but Chiron was unable to take part as he was racing in the Indianapolis 500 and the dates collided. The winner in Monaco was an Englishman entered as ‘Williams’ – born William Grover – who arrived too late to take part in official practice, but won the 100-lap race in a British racing green 35B Bugatti in a time of three hours, fifty-six minutes and eleven seconds, at an average speed of 80.194kph. His place in history is assured for the daring deeds that followed the end of his racing
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