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To my parents, who let me follow my dream,
and my children, who inspired me to tell more
kids about the wonderful world of F1.
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INTRODUCTION

I have always been obsessed with motor racing, and when I was a kid, I read as much as I possibly could about Formula 1 racing. I was lucky enough to turn my hobby into a career and was a professional racing car driver for seventeen years, racing all around the world and even in a twenty-four-hour race called the 24 Hours of Le Mans. When I finished racing, I decided to talk about it for a living and now I spend every race weekend commentating on and writing about the sport. It’s awesome!

I know just how fun motor racing is to watch too, and I was inspired to write this book after the many weekends I spent watching the races with my own children. My kids ask me all sorts of questions about the drivers, their cars, the tyres and the racetracks, and it made me realise that Formula 1 racing can be a pretty complicated sport and it’s hard to understand it when you first start watching it. Someone needed to write a book explaining how it all works and everything there is to know about the drivers and the teams.

Hey! That someone could be me!

So I got writing and now I’ve written a whole book, and after reading it, you’ll know all the important things there are to know about the fastest sport in the world. In these pages, I’ll tell you all about the star drivers on the track today and some of the great ones from the past; the top teams and how they got started; how racetracks are actually built; and most importantly, what makes a racing car go really fast!

I hope you enjoy all these incredible stories from the world of racing, and who knows, maybe I’ll see YOU on the track some day!
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CHAPTER ONE

LIFE IN THE FAST LANE

[image: ]
What you probably want to know is: how does it feel to be whizzing around a track at 350 kilometres per hour? That’s fast. REALLY FAST! It’s three times as fast as the top speed limit in the UK.

When you first start as a racing car driver, you drive go-karts. Then, if you can handle it, you work your way up the Formula 4, 3 and 2 pyramid by winning races and maybe championships. Then if you’re successful, you might get signed by an F1 team as a test driver. And once you’re on the team, with hard work and a little bit of luck, you get to take that final step to Formula 1 racing.

As you rise through the car-racing ranks, the cars get faster and faster, so when you do become a Formula 1 driver, your brain is already used to adapting and adjusting to the increases in speed. That’s right: you couldn’t just start off as a Formula 1 driver, because your brain wouldn’t be ready to react to that kind of speed!

So how does it feel? To me, it’s incredibly special. Once you put your foot on the accelerator and turn through a high-speed bend, then you get to feel the full force of Formula 1 racing. F1 cars will go from 0 to 100 kilometres per hour in just over two seconds, and more impressively, 200 kilometres per hour in four and a half seconds. You might not think that’s very fast, but if you compare it to a high-performance road car like a Porsche 911, which takes ten seconds to get to that same speed, you realise just how fast that is!

I’ve been very lucky to have driven Formula 1 cars from every decade since the 1930s. The early cars could drive quite fast in a straight line but not very fast on corners in the road. But that all changed in the 1970s as car engineers developed a way for them to drive round the corners much faster. When you first drive through a corner at high speed it feels like you are about to slide off the track and that can be scary, but all experienced drivers know how to control their cars and stay on the track.

The feeling you get in your stomach when driving through fast corners is the same as when a rollercoaster starts going steeply downhill – your stomach drops and then you get a buzz in the pit of your stomach that fills you with excitement! After that, your competitive instincts kick in, and all you’ll want to do is go faster and faster. That’s what it feels like taking every corner of a Formula 1 race!
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When I first told my parents that I wanted to be a racing driver, their first piece of advice wasn’t to learn to drive a car but to get fit! Like many teenagers, exercise was not my favourite thing and I often ate unhealthily, so it took me ten months to get fit enough to endure the g-forces of a racing car.

Hold on, you’re probably thinking, why do racing drivers need to be fit? People sometimes think that racing drivers just sit in a car and drive round and round in circles – it’s not exactly a workout, is it?! Well, imagine you’re driving a car along a twisty country lane. You’re moving around in your seat, and it takes a bit of effort to stay upright. That’s because there is a gravitational force, or g-force, pushing your body in the opposite direction to where the car is taking you.

Now imagine if you were going around that same corner with TEN TIMES the g-force pushing you over. It would take a lot of energy to stay upright, wouldn’t it? You’d have to use your body to push back against the g-force. That’s what happens in a Formula 1 car for the whole two hours of a Grand Prix (that’s what we call the race). The drivers’ heads and necks are especially affected by the g-force because they’re poking out of the top of the car, so they have to be really strong.

Want to experience g-force at home? Try lying on your back, with your shoulders at the end of the bed and your head hanging off the end. Now try and hold it upright off the end of the bed for one minute. It’s hard, isn’t it?! (Make sure you hold on to the bed frame to stop you from falling off!)
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Imagine the drivers having to do that for two hours whilst wearing a heavy helmet! And that’s just one thing that drivers have to be able to do. They also need to have super stamina to perform at their best for a two-hour Grand Prix and be able to handle the shocks going through their spine as they sit just 2 centimetres off the ground. And, if that wasn’t tiring enough, it’s very hot in the car – sometimes over 50 degrees Celsius – and the drivers are sitting in fireproof race suits that are made of a thick material, which means they end up sweating out as much as 3 litres of fluid in a hot race. It’s a sweaty sport!

Racing drivers also need to have strong legs. Did you know that when the drivers press the brake pedal, they need to apply a huge amount of pressure because the brakes are made out of carbon, which only works properly when heated up above 400 degrees Celsius?! Most road cars have steel brakes, so you only need to press the pedal lightly. Imagine if you were going down a steep hill on your bicycle and tried to stop just by using the muscles in one leg instead of using your brakes. Pretty tough, right? Now imagine doing that at every corner of every lap of a Formula 1 race – that’s what the
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