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For my family, whose love and support have been my constant throughout.

And for everyone who loves this extraordinary sport, and who has the courage to chase a dream, no matter where it may lead.




CHAPTER ONE

The Risk of a Lifetime

So much was done to silence my fears on a Formula One starting grid. Home ground, the office, an arena in which the slightest misjudgement or mechanical failure sometimes results in a high-speed crash. A place where everyone in the paddock understands a chilling truth: that death, or a career-ending injury, is only a hairbreadth away, and to succeed at the pinnacle of motorsport, a driver has to risk everything to win.

Even their life.

This isn’t a new anxiety. The three-time Formula One world champion Jackie Stewart once claimed that, for a driver during his era, if you raced for five years the odds of surviving were around 33 per cent – a mortality rate comparable to the fighter pilots of the Second World War. He later placed fifty-seven commemorative benches around his Buckinghamshire estate, one for every friend lost to the track. And though the cars of 2021 were immeasurably safer than those from Jackie’s era, I still found the risks impossible to ignore. As Red Bull’s CEO and team principal, the only way to compartmentalize the worry was to perform a series of well-practised rituals at every Grand Prix.

Some of them were unnoticeable, like the lucky boxer shorts I always wore on race days. Then there was a succession of interactions that took place with the engineers and mechanics as we anxiously awaited the start. A gentle punch on the arm here, a handshake there. Though subtle, each gesture sent a clear message.

This is it. We’re racing now.

But probably the most important routine of all was a moment shared with Red Bull’s drivers as they prepared inside their cars. Approaching from the right side of the cockpit, always the right side, I made sure to speak to whoever was racing, whether it was Max Verstappen, Sergio Pérez, Sebastian Vettel, David Coulthard, Pierre Gasly, Alex Albon, Daniil Kvyat, Mark Webber, Christian Klien, Daniel Ricciardo, Robert Doornbos, Liam Lawson or Yuki Tsunoda.

And all because there was a chance, albeit slim, that I might never see them again.

Was I being unnecessarily emotional? Maybe. But during my twenty-year career, as our team expanded from ‘just a drinks company’ (© Lewis Hamilton) into mid-table hopefuls, and then multiple world champions, there had been too many close calls. In the 2010 European Grand Prix, Red Bull’s Australian driver, Mark Webber, somersaulted his car while battling Heikki Kovalainen’s Lotus. In what should have been a straightforward manoeuvre, the Finn moved over to let him through, but Mark arrived too quickly. He clipped the Lotus’s back right wheel at over 185 miles per hour and the RB6 flipped, nose up, as if launched from a ramp, before turning over in mid-air and crashing upside down. It then slid and shredded across the ground, the front wheels and nose tearing away on the tarmac and gravel, before concertinaing against the barriers in a sickening smash.

The split-seconds ticked by like minutes as we watched and waited in shocked silence, all of us uncertain of the outcome. Had he survived? Then a muffled breath cut across the comms.

‘That was a big one,’ said Mark quietly, in what was the understatement of a lifetime.

Tossing his steering wheel from the car, almost nonchalantly, Mark climbed out of the wreckage and walked to the medical unit – and everybody sighed in relief. On the flight home, the extent of his injuries was revealed when he pulled off his sock and waved a foot in front of my face. In such a horrific collision, Mark had suffered nothing more than a purpling bruise on his big toe. I couldn’t believe it. His survival was miraculous, and there was little doubt in my mind that the car’s safety features had saved his life.

I later worked with plenty of drivers at Red Bull and while they each had very different personalities, a handful of traits were common to all. They were inherently selfish, determined to win at all costs, and unable to consider the possibility, no matter how slim, that they might die. This created an emotional burden for their friends and families. Because while the consequences of a 200mph accident were accepted by the person behind the wheel, their parents, siblings, partners and teammates were forced to suffer every second of every race. Meanwhile, the thought of presenting a grieving parent with their deceased son’s possessions filled me with horror. I dreaded the idea that we might one day have to peel away a name and number from the car of a killed driver. But I also empathized with the competitor’s mentality because standing on the podium with a trophy in hand, an excited crowd cheering and waving, and the spray of champagne in the air, was the only place to be.

At Abu Dhabi, Red Bull’s star driver, Max Verstappen, understood the risks and rewards of Formula One better than anybody. His is a generational talent, possibly the greatest of all time, and he is the best driver I have ever seen or worked with. No matter the moment, Max always extracts the limits from his car. He reads a race like no other, and enjoys intimidating his rivals into submission, whether they are behind him or watching over their shoulders. As a young man, I had marvelled at Ayrton Senna. I’d loved the heart and emotion of Nigel Mansell, and respected Michael Schumacher. But Max combined the elite characteristics of all three, marrying Michael’s ruthless streak to Ayrton’s exquisite car control and Nigel’s passion. As I walked to his car, I knew that Max was going to gamble everything to win, and that always concerned me. Because while they were his chances to take, I sometimes worried that he pushed too hard.

Throughout the 2021 season, there were one or two collisions as Max and his teammate, Sergio ‘Checo’ Pérez, battled against the Mercedes pairing of Lewis Hamilton and Valtteri Bottas for both the Constructors’ and Drivers’ World Championships. Then everything ignited at the British Grand Prix, when Max and Lewis raced from the grid’s front row. Lewis tried to squeeze past Max on the Wellington Straight and came up short. He made another attack into Copse Corner, knowing that if Max broke away, the race was as good as over. Moving out from the RB16B’s slipstream, Lewis took the inside line on one of the fastest corners in the world and collided with Max’s rear-right wheel, stripping his tyre from the rim and launching him into the barriers at 180mph. Our team was furious, but the anger quickly turned to concern. These were the crashes that resulted in catastrophic injuries and there was a very real risk that our driver might have been seriously hurt or even killed.

As I processed what was happening, a medical team raced to Max, who was groaning in pain and struggling to breathe. He was eventually taken to hospital and released with bad bruising and, later, a mild concussion. But it could have been so much worse.

By Abu Dhabi, the stakes had become incredibly high. This was the final race of the most tightly contested championship in Formula One’s long history, with both Max and Lewis tied at the top of the Drivers’ Championship on 369.5 points apiece. It was the first time since 1974 that two leading competitors had gone to the last Grand Prix of a season in a dead heat. The Constructors’ Championship was also winnable. Only twenty-eight points separated Red Bull from Mercedes at the top of the table, which, while a challenging deficit, wasn’t entirely out of reach, especially as Max had qualified on pole, Lewis was in second and Sergio in fourth.

So, everything came down to this. All or nothing.

I leaned into Max’s cockpit and shook his hand. ‘Good luck,’ I said. ‘Do what you’ve done for us all season. You’ll be fine.’

He nodded.

There was no point in me telling him to take care. The more you tried to contain Max, the likelier he was to risk it all.

The red lights flashed on. My chest tightened.

The red lights flashed off. From the garage, I watched for our two yellow nose cones in the fast-moving traffic of another frantic start.

Then I remembered to breathe.

A familiar feeling of powerlessness had set in. I was as much a bystander as everyone else, knowing that one driver error at this early stage might result in a series of crashes. But after Max and Sergio had made it through the first corner unscathed, I ran across to the pit wall and plugged my headphones into the intercom. Suddenly the roar and squeal of the cars was replaced with a cocooned silence. Calm. Then, with the flip of a switch, the sound of chattering strategists and race engineers rushed through at once, plus a switchboard of comments and suggestions from Red Bull’s engineering team, many of whom were based in the operations room at our Milton Keynes HQ. It was from this nerve centre of TV screens and information that I gathered a wealth of trackside insights and made tactical assessments, drawing on both the extensive data available and my own experience and instinct. I generally spent between 150 and 160 hours a season perched on my pit-wall seat, watching, strategizing, hoping. The Abu Dhabi Grand Prix had only been going for two minutes, and I was already on the edge of it.

Lewis got the better start and immediately took the lead. Max nearly reclaimed it on the first long straight of the opening lap, but then controversy struck. As both cars turned into the chicane, the Mercedes went wide, leaving the track and slicing a huge chunk from the corner. At that moment, Max had been about to overtake, I was certain of it, and Lewis had exceeded the track limits – an obvious infringement of the rules. I groaned. Formula One was a sport of politics as well as speed and Mercedes’s team principal, Toto Wolff, my fiercest rival, often tried to exert influence from the paddock. After this latest misdemeanour, I suspected he would be putting pressure on the race director, Michael Masi. But I was never one for cowering to dominant characters; I spoke my mind and always fought our corner – I certainly wasn’t going to allow Toto to manipulate any potential ruling. Not at this pivotal stage in the season.

I called race control. By my understanding, Lewis had illegally gained around ten metres, while simultaneously denying Max the lead. It was only fair that Lewis gave back his position. Michael sighed. A call had been made. Yes, Lewis had gained ground, but because the distance between both cars had already been reduced, any advantage had been surrendered and no further action was required. I stared at the screen. Lewis was smart. He’d returned the ten metres in an area where no overtaking was possible and was now as far away from Max as he had been immediately after the corner. Michael’s claim wasn’t passing the eye test. Worse, the Mercedes cars looked to be in fine form and showing very little sign of weakness. I sensed a bad day at the office coming.

When the Sky Sports commentator Martin Brundle called for a scheduled mid-race interview, he pointed out that events weren’t exactly going Red Bull’s way.

I reluctantly agreed. ‘Yeah, it looks as if we’re going to need a gift from the racing gods.’

There comes a point in every race where a leader and their team recognize the telltale signs of victory or defeat. More laps passed; nothing seemed to go our way. Max was unable to launch a sustained attack on the lead, and my mind drifted to what I might say to the team afterwards. For ten months, everybody had battled hard, not only on race weekends, but in the factory too, where massive efforts had been made. As things stood, Mercedes had done enough to win the Constructors’ Championship. We were now about to hand Lewis the Drivers’ Championship too. Having run Toto so close for so long, defeat carried an added weight. I thought about the mechanics and the pit crew behind me in the garage. I thought about the race engineers on the pit wall. I thought about Max and Sergio. How was I going to lift them all?

With five laps to go, my mind turned over. OK, Christian, you’re going to have to say something meaningful to galvanize everybody after it’s done …

Then a flicker on my screen changed everything. Nicholas Latifi had slammed his Williams into the barriers at turn fourteen. Safety car deployed. The race unexpectedly hung in the balance.

Formula One is a sport of split-second reactions: for the drivers, the mechanics, the strategists – and me. It was time to gamble. If Max swapped his hard tyres for softs, and the cars were allowed to race, he would have more grip for the remaining laps. We called him in to the pit lane. Meanwhile, Mercedes had banked on the opposite happening and instructed Lewis to remain on track. Their view was that if the race concluded in a slow-moving procession behind the safety car, his World Championship would be confirmed. But this was a risky move too. If the race took a different course and restarted without the safety car, Lewis would be a sitting duck. His tyres had been running for forty laps and were cooling rapidly. Reheating them in time would be almost impossible. On the other hand, Max’s soft tyres would warm quickly. They would get the job done. In the event of a restart, Red Bull had the upper hand.

The cars crawled around the track. When Max returned from the pit lane, the field had bunched up, and five lapped cars separated him from Lewis. Shortly afterwards, as Latifi’s buckled Williams was removed from the track and the debris and shattered carbon fibre was cleared away, instructions arrived from race control. The cars dividing Max from Lewis would not have to unlap. My heart sank. That meant that Max would have to pass all five cars before getting to Lewis, which was impossible in one racing lap. The Abu Dhabi Grand Prix, and by extension an entire season, was being concluded in the most unsatisfying manner. I couldn’t understand the decision. The watching world wanted to see Max and Lewis go head to head in a title decider, not crawl to an underwhelming finish. Anything else was a disappointment.

I decided to apply some more pressure on race control. ‘Come on, Michael, we need to get this race going; why aren’t we getting these lapped cars out the way?’ I said. ‘It’ll be such a shame to end everything under a safety. The lapped cars should unlap. Let’s race.’

Shortly afterwards, the racing gods smiled down on Red Bull. Race control announced that the five cars separating Max from Lewis could indeed move away, leaving both drivers to go all-out during one decisive final lap. I stared at the screens, my adrenaline galloping. Tactically, Max had three opportunities to overtake Lewis on the newer, softer and (soon to be) warmer tyres:


	The hairpin at turn five.

	The chicane that came shortly afterwards on turns six and seven.

	The long straight into turn nine.



I glanced up at my monitor. Max seemed magnetized to the Mercedes; he weaved in and around its tail like a wasp on a Coke can. At that point, Lewis must have known that the race was all but lost, and he glanced nervously in his mirrors. His car and its worn, cooling tyres looked vulnerable. As a driver, there was no worse feeling.

Then the call came to race.

Come on, Max!

From my seat, the final lap flew by in a rush of bright, blurred images and muffled sounds. With both cars approaching the first turn, Max seemed to be close, but not close enough. Then, suddenly, the softer rubber in his tyres grew warmer. The car came alive. His grip was there! As he attempted to pass on the hairpin, it was as if he’d been strapped to a set of high-speed rails.

I heard myself shouting. ‘Take him now … Take him now!’

But Lewis was too experienced to crumble at such a key moment. Like everyone watching, he knew a drag race was coming and that Max held all the power. The Mercedes went through the corner on a wide trajectory to get the best possible exit for the straight, but it wasn’t enough. As predicted, Max took the inside line and the lead. And nothing was stopping him.

Everything came to a head. An intense year of animosity and controversy was being settled in the most explosive of circumstances, and I could only watch, helpless. On his newer tyres, Max had more control, but Lewis was now in his slipstream and looking to reclaim first place on the next turn. In a defensive move, Max weaved down the straight, hoping to break the tow – the aerodynamic advantage that gives a trailing car its speed when moving in the wake of another. I later learned that during this crucial moment, his right leg was trembling with cramp. This is excruciating at the best of times, but in a Formula One car it is particularly agonizing because a driver’s toes are positioned six inches higher than their backside. The blood had drained from his feet. Rather than controlling the throttle with authority, Max was desperately wriggling his toes and barely managing the RB16B’s speed during the race’s most critical moments. Somehow, he held on. From the pit wall, it looked almost effortless.

He’s going to do it, I thought. He’s going to do it.

And then, unbelievably, he and we did it.

The euphoria was overwhelming. ‘Max Verstappen you are the world champion,’ I shouted into the comms. ‘The world champion.’

I felt dazed and off balance as I slumped on to the pit-wall desk. My throat tightened with emotion. The passion for Red Bull Racing, the pride for my team, the relief of winning, the satisfaction of overcoming the odds, and the intensity of a pressurized season struck me all at once. For much of my career, I had done a pretty good job of masking my responses to psychologically heavy events. I didn’t believe that crying was a sign of weakness, but the idea of keeping my emotions in check, particularly in front of others, seemed especially important under the tense circumstances of 2021. For the best part of a year, I had carried a huge amount of stress; shielding it from everybody around me became yet another strategy. But after the most dramatic lap in Formula One history, that pressure had evaporated. I buried my head in my hands and sobbed.

People gathered around me. Hands slapped at my back; mechanics from the paddock pulled at my shirt. And then, as I climbed off the pit wall, I felt a pair of arms around my neck and heard my wife, Geri, shouting.

‘You did it. You did it!’

‘We did it,’ I yelled. ‘We bloody did it.’

She kissed me. She’d been watching from Red Bull’s hospitality area and wanted to be the first to congratulate me. Once the tension of those opening few laps had dissipated, it seemed to everyone that the Abu Dhabi Grand Prix was transforming into a victory parade for Lewis and Toto. A crowd of fans had even leaked from our hospitality area and on to the Mercedes terrace, where they were presumably hoping to see Lewis crowned as world champion for an eighth time.

But I didn’t have to think about the actions of our rivals at that point. I was just thankful that Geri was there. She had lived and breathed every moment alongside me, sharing the emotional turbulence of a campaign that might have gone either way. It couldn’t have been easy for her. It wouldn’t have been easy for Lewis either. After a remarkable season, the manner in which it ended was always going to be difficult to accept. We shook hands at the podium as I joined Max to collect the Drivers’ Championship trophy and looked down at the mechanics, and the engineers, and Geri, and Sergio, from the best spot in any sport. First place. I smiled at the prize in Max’s hand, an excited crowd cheering and waving, the spray of champagne in the air, knowing that the fuzzy afterglow of victory would last for a few days at least.

Because it wouldn’t be long until it was time to do it all again …




CHAPTER TWO

The Mouse and the Motor

Sixteen years earlier …

Bloody hell, Formula One is ruthless, I thought, watching from my car as an awkward scene played out on the doorstep of Red Bull Racing’s Milton Keynes HQ. Tony Purnell, their just-fired team principal, and Dave Pitchforth, their just-fired managing director, were exiting the building. Both carried glum expressions and cardboard boxes stuffed with personal belongings – and on the very first working day of the year, too.

I shifted nervously in the seat of my car. At that very moment, the news of their departures, and my arrival, was likely leaking to the factory staff. This was certain to cause a little upset: I was thirty-one years old, the newly appointed team principal to a newly anointed team entering their first ever season in Formula One. Together we were looking to challenge the sport’s biggest manufacturers, among them McLaren, Ferrari and Renault, and their respective leaders, Ron Dennis, Jean Todt and Flavio Briatore. My new employers and I, suddenly the youngest ever team principal in history, were the undisputed underdogs of 2005.

No, it’s not ruthless, I thought, leaving the car after both Tony and Dave had driven away. Formula One is brutal.

When I was eventually shown to my office, it resembled a crime scene. A barely drunk cup of coffee had been abandoned on the desk, and Christmas cards were scattered around the windowsills. Through the walls, I heard Tony’s PA sobbing. His departure must have been a shock.

Then I sat down, among the furniture and fittings of the previous occupant, and sighed.

What the hell am I doing here? I thought.

When really, it was the destination I’d craved for years.

On my twelfth birthday my parents gifted me a second-hand Zipkart with a battle-scarred bright green chassis and a set of square-looking Continental tyres. At £75, it was the perfect present for a wannabe stuntman with a love for Formula One, Evel Knievel and the high-speed car chases of Knight Rider and The A-Team. Shortly after receiving it, my father, Garry, who worked in the automotive manufacturing supply business and knew a thing or two about cars, took me and the kart, plus my intrigued brothers, Jamie (three years older) and Guy (two years younger), to a farm near to our Bishop’s Itchington home. It had a three-mile tarmac lane that was free of traffic, other than the odd tractor, and I dressed for the occasion in the other half of my birthday present – a set of red and black overalls, a pair of racing boots and a black crash helmet.

I was ready to race.

For a motorsport driver-in-waiting, this was the perfect testing session. The kart was unloaded and manoeuvred on to the private road, which to my febrile mind was Warwickshire’s equivalent of Monaco or Silverstone, and after much pushing and grunting, I was given a bump start. The engine spluttered into life behind me. The chassis and wheels rattled with power. When I pulled away, the speed was exhilarating; the kart was faster than anything I’d ever experienced before, and I charged over the first two miles with an incredible sense of freedom, the wind buffeting my helmet. Then I heard a beeping car horn behind me. When I looked back, my father was gaining ground and Guy was hanging from the passenger window, waving frantically.

‘Stop the kart!’ he yelled.

What?

‘Brake, Christian! Brake!’

But I didn’t want to. The rush of hitting 50mph in my first ever practice session was too exciting.

As the car drew level, Guy jabbed his finger towards a point in the distance. Something was badly wrong. ‘He forgot to tell you … There’s a cattle grid!’

I studied the road ahead. Guy was right. A set of metallic bars had been cut into the tarmac, in place to prevent a marauding cow or sheep from escaping the fields. Fearing a nasty accident, I jammed my foot on to the brake and stopped short in a satisfying skid.

Then I turned around and did it all over again. And again. Imagining, but not quite believing, that this was my first step towards a life in Formula One.

Because every driver started somewhere.

A year later, I was driving competitively at the mythical sounding Shenington Kart Racing Club, a former airfield where children thrashed around the circuit alongside senior racers, a lot of them teenagers, some of them men. Their much faster engines whined like mosquitos, and when a driver overtook me at 70mph for the very first time, I winced at their contorting chassis and squealing brakes. I’m out of my depth, I thought, noticing the line of vans parked along the track, all of them makeshift garages with special awnings. Mechanics – invested parents, mainly – tinkered with engines, tyres and spare parts. I stared at the other drivers in their overalls and helmets. Some of them had sponsors. Compared to the other karts on the circuit, my green chassis was a piece of junk, but I didn’t care. Just being at the track was enough.

Racing was the perfect passion for someone like me. I was a quiet boy, happiest in my own company, and nicknamed ‘The Mouse’ because of my reserved demeanour. I preferred solo sports; if ever there was a game of football going on at school or in the park, I generally watched from a distance, although I always hoped that somebody might ask me to join in. Meanwhile, Guy and Jamie played happily together, having established that it was much easier to get away with murder as a pair. Feeling like the odd one out, I bonded with my father over motorsport, and at weekends we tinkered with the kart’s engine and chatted about the upcoming races in Formula One.

My parents were forever encouraging me and my brothers to follow our dreams. (Which was probably why Guy took up hovercraft racing when he turned thirteen.) My mother, a former primary school teacher, had claimed on several occasions that a person’s achievements were generally determined by the limit of their ambitions. This was demonstrated when she built a successful Christmas cracker business called Klever Kloggs from the family kitchen, the table a jumble of coloured paper, glue bottles and scissors. Impressively, she then convinced the head of sales at Harrods, London’s flagship department store, to stock her homespun range of festive goods.

‘I used to work in a school,’ she said to me one day. ‘Now I’m selling Christmas crackers to the most famous shop in the country.’

Her message? With the right attitude, anything was possible. I took that as a sign to pursue my motorsport dreams.

I was obsessed. Every night after school, I sneaked into the garage to clean kart parts, when I should have been doing my homework. My clothes stank of petrol. I later received a spare engine as another birthday present, and it sat on my bedroom desk for a month until the tangy sweet smell of two-stroke oil became too intense, even for me. At weekends I watched Grand Prix and Sunday Grandstand on the telly, committing the smallest details of every race to memory. I knew which driver had finished where – particularly my favourite, Nigel Mansell – and who had spun out or experienced a mechanical failure. I was able to identify the competitors by their boots as well as their crash helmets. When someone told me that most professional racing drivers were no taller than 5´8˝, I willed myself to stay short, nervously checking my height on a chart in the house. Occasionally, I looked at my older, much bigger brother, and winced.

I don’t want to be as tall as him, I thought. That would be the end of it.

Race days at Shenington, and later, further afield circuits like Little Rissington in the Cotswolds and Kimbolton near Huntingdon, became family events. My mother made the picnics, my father loaded the kart, tools and spare parts into the car, and my brothers, who weren’t in the slightest bit interested, came along with their stopwatches and clipboards. Their job was to record my lap times as I discovered the limits of my latest kart: a state-of-the-art, bright orange Deavinson Sprint, which came with a nose cone and sidepods. (An upgrade on my old Zipkart that my parents managed to buy from Paul Carr Racing, a team I would later drive for.) Club races were the place to prove myself; the driving was wheel to wheel and aggressive, and I learned to read the body language of my rivals. A competitor that looked over their shoulder was vulnerable to an overtake. The drivers who threw their karts around or struggled for control in the corners weren’t to be trusted. On some winter weekends, I raced and practised for so long that my fingers and toes went numb with the cold.

When a club race was over, I either felt emboldened by a daring manoeuvre or crushed by a poor performance. Sometimes there was a chastening lesson to absorb too. One weekend at Kimbolton in 1988, I advanced through the field and nudged my way to the front. The track was a favourite of mine because of its flowing S-turns, and having negotiated the opening curve, a driver could establish a natural rhythm until the experience felt more like skiing than karting. As the laps passed by, I sensed my first ever victory. This is it, I thought, imagining Kimbolton’s podium, the wreath around my neck, and a plastic trophy for my shelf. Then, I heard an unnerving clattering sound. Immediately, the power and buzz of my kart evaporated. Confused, I looked about and realized that my engine had fallen off and was some way behind me on the track. As my rivals rushed by, I shrank into the seat, hoping for the world to swallow me up, and in the postmortem that followed, my poor father announced that he had been the one at fault.

‘I’m so sorry, Christian,’ he said sadly. ‘I forgot to tighten the engine clamp …’

Eventually, he decided that it would be much better if I joined a proper karting group, where more care would be paid to the engineering. After agreeing a deal with Paul Carr Racing, an established team based in nearby Shipston, I was entered into local and national races across the country. By 1989, and the age of fifteen, I had grown sufficiently under Paul’s tutelage (a scruffy university lecturer with a moustache and perm) and qualified for the Great Britain team in the forthcoming European Championship in Parma, Italy. This was a big deal and the first step to competing in that year’s FIA Karting World Championship, which was being held in the Spanish city of Zaragoza. In Parma, I stayed in grotty hotels with my father and ate foreign food for the first time. As part of a British team, where I raced alongside Dario Franchitti, Guy Smith, Ralph Firman and Richard Westbrook, I did enough to qualify for the World Championship, despite rattling about in my slightly-too-big seat so violently that one of my ribs cracked.

Then, in Zaragoza, I earned a plastic trophy without ever troubling the front-runners, the event dominated by several Formula One stars-in-waiting, including Jarno Trulli, Giancarlo Fisichella and Jan Magnussen, plus the top-ten karter Sophie Kumpen, who would later marry Jos Verstappen and give birth to their first child, Max.

But despite my development, I became troubled by self-doubt.

I questioned my ability: Can I take on these drivers?

I questioned myself: Am I brave enough?

On other occasions I wondered about my position in the karting world. Do I really belong here?

I was still the Mouse, lacking in confidence, and uncomfortable when mixing with the other drivers. While I wasn’t stand-offish or rude, being one of the lads was never my thing and it showed. Meanwhile, my father, who mainly seemed impressed by my progress, expressed his concerns about the endgame. Motorsport, even at the grassroots level, was an incredibly expensive passion, and there wasn’t a magic money tree with which to fund my career. Because of that, certain conditions for my parents’ continued support were set. I had to apply their values to everything I did: I should look a person in the eye whenever I spoke to them, and I was never to show off or appear overconfident. Welching on a deal was dishonourable, and in defeat, I had to show a brave face and shake the winner’s hand. Good manners were everything in our house and I was to present them to the outside world.

Then, at the beginning of 1991, the Formula One engine manufacturer Renault announced their inaugural junior scholarship programme. Its aim was to draft three competitors from the karting National Championships into Formula Renault, their single-seater racing category. This was an incredible opportunity. If karting represented a playground for motorsport’s youngest talents, then Formula Renault was the next step up, an entry-level race classification for the future stars of Formula One and famous for developing the likes of Alain Prost and Didier Pironi, and later, Lewis Hamilton, Kimi Raikkonen, Charles Leclerc, Pierre Gasly and Valtteri Bottas. From there, the route was clear: an elite junior driver generally progressed from Formula Renault, with its maximum speeds of 140mph, into Formula Three (160mph) before joining the sport’s final feeder category, Formula 3000 (190mph).fn1 The ultimate endpoint was Formula One (250mph). But only if fate played its part. To me, Renault’s scholarship was a clearly defined starting point.

A meeting explaining the course and its criteria was announced at the Williams Formula One HQ in Didcot at the beginning of the season. Remembering my father’s insistence that attention to detail was everything, and first impressions were very important, I dressed in my best blazer and tie, and wore a pair of polished school shoes. I even scrubbed my fingernails. I was seventeen years old, in possession of a driver’s licence, and behind the wheel of a second-hand white Volkswagen Beetle – the type made famous in the Disney Herbie franchise. It had cost £600 in a local auction and arrived with a hole in the megaphone-style side exhaust, which occasionally coughed up a bright blue flame. When I arrived at Williams, I stood out like a sore thumb. The other attending karters were dressed casually in jeans and T-shirts, and their hair was gelled and spikey. Meanwhile, I most resembled a debater from the Oxford Union. But as the scholarship’s qualification requirements were announced to the room, I became inspired, as did everybody else, and over a ferociously contested season in the 100cc Super National Class championship, I earned enough points to qualify. I was heading into professional motorsport.

At the time, my A level exams were approaching and there were significant challenges to hurdle. The scholarship, which was taking place at the famous Winfield School at France’s Magny-Cours racing circuit, was set to be short, intense and incredibly distracting, while a season in Formula Renault would require my full commitment throughout most of 1992. There would be little room for study beyond the summer. My parents agreed to the suggestion of a gap year, but only once my exams had been completed. I would also have to apply for higher education as a back-up plan, just in case my motorsport dream fell apart. Given I was still living under their roof and had to stick to the Horner family rules (where a deal was a deal), I wrote to Aberystwyth University with very little intention of ever attending a lecture.

One afternoon in 1991, with exam season ending, I drove the Beetle to Silverstone. It was a month before the British Grand Prix in July and Goodyear were running a tyre test for the Formula One teams. Not having the credentials to enter the circuit, I found a hole in the fence by Copse Corner and scrambled inside, making my way through a tunnel that dipped under the track and led to the paddock. Suddenly, unexpectedly, I was standing in the pit lane. When I passed by the Williams garage, I noticed Nigel Mansell’s car. The sleek chassis, designed by soon-to-be-revered engineer Adrian Newey, was covered with the names of electronics companies, and beer and cigarette brands. The nose cone bore Nigel’s red number five. It looked incredible.

This is it, up close, I thought. The world of Formula One.

Suddenly, I heard a voice behind me. ‘Hello, can I help you?’

When I turned, a smartly dressed middle-aged man was waving me over. He introduced himself as Sheridan Thynne, the team’s commercial director, and I nervously extended a handshake. That day, I had dressed in a racing jacket branded with logos from the Italian manufacturer Tony Kart, hoping it might lend me an air of credibility. It seemed to have worked.

‘I’m hoping to make a career in motorsport,’ I blurted out, eventually. ‘I’d love to drive one of these cars one day …’

Sheridan was smiling. He seemed like a friendly chap. I would later discover he was an Old Etonian, scion of the marquesses of Bath, and former classmate of the late Formula One driver Piers Courage. ‘Well, there’s probably a few people here who could talk to you about that,’ he said, brightly.

I couldn’t help myself. ‘Nigel is a hero of mine too …’

‘Oh … Would you like to have a chat with him?’

My eyes widened. ‘Nigel?’

‘Yes. Nigel. He’s around here somewhere. I’m sure he won’t mind saying hello.’

As Sheridan disappeared, I did my best to remain calm. Nigel Mansell was the driver to follow. A moustachioed, flat cap-wearing Brummie in a field full of glamorous South American racers, he was regarded as being quirky, iconic and unashamedly British. I idolized him because he raced with bravado. Everything Nigel did was dramatic: his tyres blew up, he fainted on racetracks, and his cars were pushed over the line after their engines had exploded. Several years earlier, I had even created a Mansell-themed scrapbook comprising racing photos, newspaper interviews and statistics. Surely, I wasn’t going to meet him?

But suddenly, there he was, with his famous moustache and familiar red cap bearing the logo of Williams’s car sponsor, Canon. I was thrilled. Awkwardly saying hello, I asked him about his career, his Williams car and the Silverstone track – driver to (junior) driver.

‘The cars are so fast here,’ he said eventually. ‘My eyes struggle to line up with my sockets on the high-speed corners.’

Everything about the day was intoxicating: the engines and the engineers; the track and the heroes wandering about the paddock. Later, as I moved through the back of the garages, apparently able to go wherever I pleased, I suddenly came face to face with Ayrton Senna.

Instantly recognizable in his red McLaren overalls, the Brazilian legend was a phenomenon, undoubtedly one of the greatest drivers in history. I noticed a huge chunk of hair had been shaved from the back of his head. The bald patch was marked with ten stitches. Ayrton had recently been involved in a jet-skiing accident but was unexpectedly declaring himself fit to drive.

He looked me up and down and pointed at the logo on my jacket. ‘Tony Kart?’ he said. ‘You ever raced one?’

I nodded nervously. Yes. ‘In the European and World Championships.’

He seemed to approve. Whereas Nigel had exuded an easy confidence, Ayrton glowed. There was a superstar aura. He then listed the names of two karting drivers he’d previously raced against. Did I know them?

‘I do,’ I said, feeling instantly at ease as he reminisced about his time in the competition, and the various drivers, circuits and chassis from the karting scene. Every now and then, a mechanic interrupted him with an important note. Ayrton, it’s time to check the car. But he waved them away. He seemed genuinely interested in my story and any thoughts of taking my education seriously suddenly disappeared. Talking to Ayrton Senna confirmed to me that there was no other life I wanted. Forget school, exams or even the concept of a traditional, well-paying career. Formula One was the dream destination. And I would do anything to get there.




CHAPTER THREE

The Fear

At Winfield, the finishing school of professional motorsport, I settled into the cockpit of a Formula Renault car for the first time. Then, because the warning signs were everywhere, I wondered what might happen in the event of a 140mph crash. I looked down and assessed my unfamiliar protective suit, flame-resistant boots, gloves, balaclava and underwear, thinking, At least I’m dressed for the occasion. But I was overheating in the claustrophobic car, the visor of my crash helmet had fogged, and sweat was stinging my eyes. Then a mechanic locked me in place with a six-point harness. As the straps and buckles were tightened, I noticed a curling photograph taped to the Renault’s interior. It was of a young man, the car’s previous inhabitant, and his family.

Nice picture, I thought, noticing how everyone had smiled happily for the camera.

I looked closer. But why is it here?

And then I realized. It was an emotional security blanket in case of a nasty crash.

The driver hadn’t wanted to die alone.

Even though we raced at 70mph in karting, the possibility of being badly hurt had never really crossed my mind. But as I progressed through the categories of professional motorsport, I became increasingly alert to its dangers. During one session in my first year at Mallory Park, I shared the circuit with a field of British Superbikes. Ahead of me, a Norton, ridden by the ageing Isle of Man TT racer Ron Haslam, lost grip and wobbled alarmingly. I felt the adrenaline charge through my body.

If that guy drops it, I could kill him, I thought.

Or he could kill me.

Thankfully, Ron gathered it all up and emerged on the straight in one piece. Then he took off like a rocket.

Having qualified from the scholarship and progressed into Formula Renault with the Manor Motorsport team, I secured my first ever professional win at Pembrey Circuit in Llanelli, Wales, but I so nearly crashed in the process. Surging away from the pack, and the eventual championship winner, Pedro de la Rosa, my mind drifted towards the chequered flag, not remembering my chastening experience at Kimbolton. Then reality bit. Another driver had run off the track a lap previously, scattering a trail of debris behind him. Mud and grass were strewn across the tarmac. As I turned the car into a fast right-handed corner, I slid across the mess. I was headed towards the pit wall.

This is it, I thought, grappling with the steering wheel. I’m going to crash.

Somehow, the grip in my rear tyres returned, and, more by luck than talent, I avoided disaster. But any thoughts about podiums or chequered flags were put to one side until I’d crossed the finishing line a few laps later. When I did so, the winning feeling was incredible. My near disaster was shrugged off.

I can manage the risks, I told myself. I can. I can. I can.

Until those risks
































	Show no fear, knock down doors and build a face-to-face connection with decision-makers.

	Deliver a convincing vision with which to sell the product.
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