


Fernando Alonso put yesterday morning’s engine failure behind him with the fastest 
lap in second practice on Renault’s home soil, ahead of Felipe Massa and Kimi 
Räikkönen’s Ferraris. But it sounds like he has an unexpected rival in the team…



Renault personnel were given a day off 
this week to relax and bond ahead of 
their home grand prix, with the choice  
of going clay pigeon shooting or karting. 
Now, you would expect one of the team’s 
race or test drivers to be top ringer in the 
latter endurance event – there were three 
drivers per team – but you would be 
wrong, because no one could come close 
to press officer Marie Hirth. A former 
world championship contender, Marie 
breezed to pole position, but allowed 
physio Gabriele Polcari to take the race 
start. This was a mistake, because Gabi 
went from first to 17th in two corners. 
“No, I didn’t mind,” protests Marie,  
“I was just there for the barbeque.” It  
was then down to Marie to jump back in 
and get up to fifth place, but not before  
a searing wheel-to-wheel battle with 
Nelson Piquet which, we’re told, was  
a spectacle akin to Gilles Villeneuve vs. 
René Arnoux. The spoils were shared – 
Piquet posted the fastest lap of the race, 
while Hirth passed her rival to take the 
position. Meanwhile, the race was won  
by the team of chef Thierry Chastagner 
and mechanics Adam Chamberlain and 
Jackie Christie. And in the shooting, 
Fernando’s mechanic Andy Band had 
the itchiest trigger finger. With all those 
sore backs and shoulders, Renault’s 
physiotherapists must have had their 
work cut out.

Jenson Button did himself proud when 
he competed in his latest triathlon – the 
first time the Honda driver has endured 
an Olympic distance. He and physio 
Mike Collier joined 2,500 others for  
the Nokia Windsor Triathlon. Having 
donned their wetsuits, the challenge 
began with a 1,500m swim up the River 
Thames – at 7am and with a strong 
current. Then they faced a 42km bike ride 
through picturesque Berkshire villages 

and Windsor Great Park. Finally they 
sprinted 10km through Windsor and 
Eton. Jenson beat Mike by 12 minutes  
in a time of two hours 22m 43s, putting 
him 117th in the pecking order. “I’m 
absolutely chuffed to bits,” said Jenson.  
“I was in agony on the run after pushing 
hard on the bike, but the crowds were  
a great support.” Viewers in the UK can 
see Jenson in action next Sunday at 
7.30am on Channel 4 – so, set the video.

MotoGP frontrunner James Toseland 
lost his Formula One virginity earlier this 
week when he got behind the wheel of 
the Williams simulator. On a lap of 
Catalunya, where he’d raced only the 
previous week on his Yamaha M1, he got 
to within three seconds of a benchmark 
time set by Kazuki Nakajima. “You can’t 
see what an F1 driver’s doing in the 
cockpit,” says James, “and I was intrigued 
to find out. It was a bit of a culture shock 
to go 20 seconds a lap faster than on the 
bike, and the most difficult thing to get 
used to was the braking. You have to be 
very aggressive with the F1 brakes. Now, 
of course, I’d love to have a go in a real 
car.” While at Williams, Toseland also 
toured the manufacturing sections of 
Grove. “My mechanics in MotoGP are 
effectively fitters,” he says. “All the 
development of my bike is done in Japan, 

I give up – I’ll never understand 

women. Is that so bad? Do I need 

to understand them? I mean, is 

it fundamental to my career as 

a racing driver? After all, I don’t 

understand how brakes work, 

and that has never impinged on 

my wellbeing, has it? Admittedly, 

my lack of comprehension has 

never led to my brakes bursting 

into tears, throwing their shoes at 

me and then storming out of the 

beautiful rustic cottage I’ve just 

bought for them in a desirable 

tax haven on the Isle of Man. But 

anyway, that’s all behind me. I’m in 

Canada now, I’ve moved on and my 

focus is firmly on the next race.

I’m officially single – Alessandra 
has just informed me via an eight-
page photo spread in the UK’s Heat 
magazine. Fortunately, I should be 
safe from invasive questions of a 
personal nature at the FIA press 
conference, as they’re sure to stick 
to comfortable topics like whether 
or not I’m about to be fired. It’s a bit 
of a relief, since I’ve just read that 
I’m a Love Rat. I’m not sure the 
magazine properly understands 
the term – rats are actually very 
affectionate and monogamous. 
If they’re trying to suggest I’m 
promiscuous, shouldn’t they find 
a better metaphor? I could be  
a Love Marmot. Anyway, it’s  
a moot point because I’m not. 

The Secret Diary  
of Hermann Schnell,  
Aged 19 1/2

That really wasn’t my fault. By the 
time I’d adjusted the fuel mixture, 
set the map, cleared my visor 
and hit the limiter, looking at the 
colour of the pitlane exit light was 
something of an afterthought. 
By that point, I barely had time 
to make a rational decision about 
what to hit. Derek coached me for 
the following press conference, in 
which I managed to nobly accept 
the blame while denying any 
actual responsibility. He says I’d 

make an excellent politician. 
What really happened was 
that I was using my time 
on the limiter to multitask 
by thinking about girls. 

They were all smiling this 
morning and being extra 

attentive. I overheard two 
of the marketing staff 
whispering something 
about “the human 
body in its most 
perfect physical 
form”, which makes 
me suspect another 
narcissistic movie 
star is gracing us 
with his presence 
today. In between 
driving the car, 

drinking my 
protein shakes 
and spending 
eight hours 
a day in the 
gym, I really 
can’t keep 
up with this 
celebrity 
gossip.

Will a budget cap change F1 at all? Practice was 
interesting. I’ve 
always wanted to 
have a go at rally 
driving – I just 
imagined I’d have 
something a little 
more robust 
than an F1 car 
when I did it. 
The track is 
breaking up 
worse than  
I am! 

Finally, a decent qualifying 
session! Maybe tomorrow I’ll 
actually score some points. My 
mechanics were so happy to see 
me make Q3, they hoisted me up 
on their shoulders and paraded 
me around the paddock, which 
was very nice. Then they threw me 
into the rowing basin, which was 
not so nice, as my overalls filled up 
with water and I nearly drowned. 
I struggled out of them and pulled 
myself back over the fence. I felt 
sorry for all the catering girls, they 
were shocked speechless seeing 
me emerge from the lake wearing 
nothing more than my fireproof 
underpants. I felt so embarrassed. 

because it’s shipped back there after 
every race. The F1 teams, on the other 
hand, manufacture most of their cars 
in-house, which is an impressive feat.” 
Footage of Toseland’s visit to Williams 
will be available on the Williams website 
(www.attwilliams.com) next week.

Heikki Kovalainen took to the track 
yesterday to commemorate the 100th 
anniversary of the first ever Mercedes-
Benz grand prix victory. Heikki got 
behind the wheel of the 1908 12.8-litre 
Benz which Christian Lautenschlager 
took to victory at the French Grand Prix 
in Dieppe, and the car is now on display 
on the Mercedes stage in the spectator 
area. France is hallowed ground for the 
German marque: its blood brother, 
Daimler, won the first ever automobile 
race, which was held in France in 1894, 
the Mercedes brand scored its first ever 
victory here in the 1901 Nizza-Salon-
Nizza race, and their first Formula One 
victory was achieved at Reims in 1954. At 
Magny-Cours, however, Mercedes have 
notched only one victory – with David 
Coulthard way back in 2000.

Alain Prost may be ready to move the 
French Grand Prix to Paris, but a group 
of female fans are prepared to fight on to 
keep the race at Magny-Cours. The four-
times world champion said the other day: 
“Paris represents what Fl wants now, in 
prestige and hotel capacity.” But while 
Magny-Cours certainly has its detractors, 
it also has its fans – not least a group of 
four women gathering signatures for  
a petition making the case for a grand 
prix in Nevers, which they will send to 
Bernie next month. F1 fans Pauline, 
Aurélie, Élodie and Jessica carefully 
tackle each of Bernie’s objections in turn. 
Sure, the traffic may be bad, but not 
nearly as bad as Paris, where fans would 
find themselves in gridlock and unable to 
park. Yes, Paris has the glamour of the 
Avenue Montaigne and the culture of 
the Opera Garnier, while Nièvre has 
cows and fields, “but why are we here,” 
the girls ask, “to go boutiquing, or to 
indulge our passion [for motorsport]?” 
You can read the petition in full and sign 
it by visiting www.mesopinions.com and 
searching ‘Magny-Cours’.

We always make the same mistake of 
seeking a driver quote and finding it’s 
second practice and he’s out on the track. 
Don’t do the same, but memorise the 
following information instead:

09:00-09:30      Mitjet Series first race
09:55-10:20       Formul’ Academy  
          Euro Series qualifying
11:00-12:00      Formula One  
          third practice
12:25-13:10       Porsche Supercup 
          qualifying
14:00-15:00      Formula One 
          qualifying
16:00-17:20       GP2 first race
17:40-18:10       Formul’ Academy  
          Euro Series race
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nglish-language journalists call it ‘the  
silly season’ – that slightly dozy summer 
period when half the populace decamps to 

Mediterranean beaches and the other half hide 
from the incessant English rain by watching the 
covers come on and off the courts at Wimbledon 
and during the inexplicable sport of cricket. In 
this indolent phase of the news year, the spiciest 
stories usual involve a local vicar, a housekeeper 
and some kind of odd-shaped vegetable.

In F1 news, the vicar is replaced by 
Silverstone, the housekeeper by Magny-Cours, 
and the drivers are the odd-shaped vegetables 
relentlessly grinding in the rumour mill. 

The speculation centres largely around where 
we’ll all be travelling to – 
Magny-Cours, Paris, Le Mans, 
Rouen (for God’s sake!)… The 
bottom line is, yes, it makes for 
interesting idle commentary, 
but in the long run it is of no 
importance whatsoever where 
races are staged. If there is  
a will at a certain level to stage 
a race in a locale, and the right 
finance is available, then F1 
will turn up on time, ready to 
race, even if that is in Almaty 
and the nearest landing place 
is the former Soviet spaceport 
in Kazakhstan. We will simply 
go where the racing is.

Of far more interest this time 
around in the silly season, though, is the 
driver merry-go-round, and the results in 
Monaco and Canada gave a clear indication  
that we are entering a fluid stage in a driver 
market that has been largely static for some 
years now. 

Put simply, the kids did well – really well – and 
they were the ones who were tipped to perform.  
Obviously, Hamilton did, but the performance 
of Sebastian Vettel in Monaco and Canada, both 

tricky and wildly different challenges, confirmed 
that if he isn’t getting clattered out of the race at 
the first corner he has often sublime skills. The 
shine was taken off Adrian Sutil’s Monaco run 
by later revelations, but his ability to stitch 
together a coherent and consistently quick 
performance was at last confirmed. The same 
can’t quite be said for Nico Rosberg, as accidents 
marred both of his most recent outings and he’s 
going through nose jobs faster than a Hollywood 
starlet at a plastic surgery clinic, but otherwise 
the hallmarks are there. And then there’s Robert 
Kubica, who, if paddock vibes are correctly 
gauged, could be the key to a whole summer 
shake-up of who goes and who stays for 2009. 

The experience-over-youth 
argument that has persisted in 
F1 over the past decade is now 
redundant. Some suggested the 
younger drivers would not 
cope without traction control, 
but they are used to driving 
without it. The power at their 
disposal is greater and the 
braking more demanding, but 
once that skill has been 
mastered, it’s simply about 
pace and racecraft.

That’s not to say that there 
isn’t value in experience. The 
ability to lead a team, to provide 
the correct feedback at the right 
time, and to motivate and inspire 

off-track, are hard-won assets. But, whereas 
in recent years F1 has championed experience 

in the absence of protégés who could attain this 
(and pace and guile), there now appears to be a 
surfeit of younger drivers with that potential.

So, while the summer may see an algal bloom 
of speculation about where and when races will 
be held, it is also very likely to see substantial 
upheavals concerning whom is racing where and 
with whom. There are interesting times ahead.

Speculation about young talent is far from idle.
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They already have plenty to think about 
without worrying about silly little things.
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erez, late last year. On a miserably 
frozen, foggy December morning, 
sunrise not exactly imminent, 
woollen balaclavas are the season’s 
must-have garment and I have one 

burning question for Toro Rosso’s new recruit, 
Sébastien Bourdais. Why the hell is he here? 
Why isn’t he sitting by the pool, contemplating 
a career in NASCAR while soaking up the 
Florida sunshine in St Petersburg? Surely 2008 
should be the year he trades his open-wheel 
supremacy for a chance to milk that particular 
cash cow with his former ChampCar brethren? 

The question makes him laugh – though 
possibly only to stay warm. “It never crossed my 
mind! Well, maybe a little. Just like pretty much 
everybody else, I decided to do something other 
than ChampCar in 2008. If F1 continued to turn 
its back on me, then yes, I probably would have 
tried to make it in NASCAR, but this is what 

I wanted to do – arguably what I’ve wanted to do 
since the first time I got into a kart. And now I’ve 
got my shot, I’m going to give it my very best.”

It isn’t often you get such a macho answer 
from Formula One’s most experienced rookie. 
Sébastien doesn’t really fit that mould. When we 
meet again seven months later, he still refuses to 
indulge in the media-friendly bravado relied on 
by most drivers. He is atypical – although maybe 
that’s just another stereotype. As the only French 
driver in F1, it’s almost mandatory that he be 
cerebral, aloof from the base motivations of his 
peers; more Descartes than go-kart. While not 
quite a philosopher, Bourdais is a mathematician 
and technophile. He wears spectacles, and 
conducts this interview while eating a baguette 
that he’s dipping in strawberry juice. 

He might not be a typical driver, but then 
Scuderia Toro Rosso isn’t exactly a typical team. 
Last season, F1’s smallest outfit accumulated ➜

The man from Le Mans and the 
undisputed master of ChampCar in the 
US for the past four years talks about how 
it feels to go from winner to beginner in 
one short year. By Matt Youson
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eight points in total, although they didn’t 
score at all until the penultimate race. In that 
context, Bourdais’ seventh place in the first race 
of this season was an abundance of riches, yet it 
didn’t prove to be a platform on which to build. 

“Scoring two points in Melbourne was 
beyond my expectations,” says Sébastien. 
“We’ve had some ups and quite a few downs 
since then, which is what we expected. It’s not 
been great, but it’s not been bad either.”

Presumably, being classified last out of the 
cars that finished two weeks ago at the Canadian 
Grand Prix falls into the ‘not great’ category.  
Not so his performance in qualifying, however; 
Bourdais leads team-mate Vettel four-three  
so far this year. This is particularly impressive 
given Bourdais’ pre-season fears that qualifying 
would be his undoing. That opinion alone marked 
him as a rarity in F1, where expressing self-doubt 
is uncommon, as is the self-awareness required 
to practise expectation-management. 

Today, Sébastien, demonstrably more at ease 
than in the winter, insists he wasn’t trying to  
play mind games. “I really was worried about 
qualifying – but only in the winter. The grooved 
tyres were unknown to me and I felt that I wasn’t 
going to be able to the best out of new rubber  
in qualifying. But the conditions when winter 
testing started are not what you see during the 
season. Track conditions were very cold then, 
but as the temperatures rose it became easier. 
Also, the set-up of the car became more suited 
to my driving style. In the beginning we didn’t 
really play around with the set-up. We had a test 

doing it and for the enjoyment that comes  
from being part of a team. When I signed for  
Toro Rosso there were many sceptics, people 
who didn’t know what to think of me. I didn’t 
take that personally, it wasn’t something 
specifically against me; they just didn’t know  
me. Hopefully I’ll prove them wrong.”

It’s a generous attitude. Drivers with a lesser 
CV would likely be snarling with indignation, 
but that isn’t the Bourdais way. He came into  
F1 on the back of four consecutive ChampCar 
titles. The year before that he was the first rookie 
since Mansell to take pole position on his debut, 
and three races later he began winning races on 
tracks he’d never seen before. It’s difficult to  
see what more he could have done. To borrow  
a football analogy, you can only beat that which 
is put in front of you. If this were not enough,  
he also won the F3000 championship, a feat 
which, in decades past, would have ensured 
instant access to a seat in F1, without a detour  
to the wilderness of [Road] America.

But the age of French Racing Blue – of  
Elf, Gauloise and Gitanes – has passed. The 
institutions, tutelage and junior formulae that 
once churned out mercurial French talent with 
seemingly effortless regularity have withered 
away to nothing. If the nation that gave the 
world grand prix motor racing is to re-engage 
with the sport, then the man from Le Mans has  
a heavy burden to bear, but he shoulders the 
weight with equanimity. “F1 needs a French 
presence, both a race and drivers. France has 
always been a big player in the game and it 

programme to get through, and pleasing the 
driver wasn’t part of it. Also, I just got used  
to driving a Formula One car. So, yeah, that 
problem went away quickly. We’ve been pretty 
even with Sebastian – so that’s a good thing.”

Not yet 21 years old and still to complete  
a full season in F1, Sebastian Vettel would be  
an absurd benchmark for Bourdais were it not 
for a string of performances that mark him as  
a superstar in the making. “People give him a  
lot of credit so, for me, yes that’s a benchmark. 
He’s fast, for sure, and it’s good to be going up 
against someone who’s obviously respected in 
the paddock and believed to be really quick.”

It makes for a peculiar partnership. On the 
surface it appears to sensibly team a hot young 
talent with the steady hand of experience. But 
Vettel is both a raw youngster and experienced 
driver, while Bourdais’ proven winning record 
combined with his lack of F1 experience makes 

him equally hard to pin down – though he has no 
such problem when it comes to labelling himself. 

“Of course I’m a rookie,” he asserts. “I have  
a massive amount to learn. Moving from 
ChampCar to F1 doesn’t involve a huge change 
in performance – ChampCar is 150kg heavier, 
basically like driving an F1 with lots of extra fuel. 
The real differences are organisational;  an F1 
team is much larger and more structured. It’s 
harder because in a bigger structure you need to 
integrate yourself. For a rookie, to fit in means a 
lot to learn in a short time. And you have to do it. 
Working well with your engineers is crucial; it’s the 
whole thing. It doesn’t matter how quick the car 
is – if it doesn’t suit your driving style, it’s useless. 

“Claudio [Balestri, Bourdais’ race engineer] 
is in his first year as well, so we’re sharing a steep 
learning curve. So far it’s gone well. It could be 
better, because it could always be better. What  
I need to do is…” Bourdais pauses for a moment 
to assemble his thoughts, resuming with great 
deliberation: “None of that can be an excuse. 
Yes, I am a rookie, yes there is a lot to learn but 
it’s part of the job. I just have to do it.”

The inevitable dislocation caused by such a 
huge change is partially why, when Toro Rosso 
announced the appointment of the Frenchman, 
few considered him having much chance of 
competing with his German namesake. It might 
seem disrespectful, but it’s also the F1 way, to 
look down on open-wheel racers from across the 
Atlantic. If that bothers Bourdais, it doesn’t show. 

“Really, I don’t care. I don’t race for the 
respect of others. I race for me, for the fun I have 

doesn’t make sense to not have French 
participation. But keeping a race requires  
effort, it isn’t an automatic right. I think it is 
easier to organise a grand prix if there is a 
resident driver. If there were no British drivers 
in F1, would there be a British Grand Prix? 
Maybe, maybe not. Silverstone might struggle  
to fill its grandstands. It is the same in France.”

Is competing in the French Grand Prix 
something special for Sébastien? His delight  
at racing in Monaco was plain to see, so does 
Magny-Cours provoke the same reaction? “It’s 
going to be a big deal, but it’s a bigger deal for 
the fans. Magny-Cours doesn’t have the history 
of Monaco, it doesn’t have the same flavour. 
Monaco is very special, and I was happy just to 
be there. When you imagine being an F1 driver, 
you imagine driving at Monaco. When you 
finally do it, the experience is a little bit more 
than just driving an F1 car anywhere else. For 

me, maybe because it’s taken such a long time, 
the sensation was one of pure happiness.”

Bourdais has given himself plenty of reasons 
to be happy, winning with grinding regularity for 
most of the decade. The lower expectations of 
Toro Rosso must present challenges of their 
own. It’s a tough question to frame but, with a 
degree of self-deprecating sarcasm that suggests 
he’s heard it all before, Sébastien fills in the 
blanks himself. “Does it suck now that I don’t 
win everything? Yes!” He smiles, shrugs and 
continues in a contemplative tone: “Seriously, 
it’s not like I didn’t know this. I came here 
knowing we weren’t going to win races – and it 
isn’t like I haven’t been here before. I haven’t 
spent my entire career celebrating. It took me 
three years of F3000 to finally get into a car that 
was capable of winning. I know what it is to fight 
with a car that’s nowhere near good enough to 
compete at the front. How do you deal with that? 
Well, you’re still the same driver, you know what 
you would do if you were in the fastest car, but it 
isn’t worth fixating on all those ifs and maybes. 

“I don’t expect much, because for me 
expectation is useless. You do the best you can.  
It doesn’t matter what you hope for; it isn’t going 
to materialise because you hope for it, it’s going 
to materialise if you work hard enough, if you 
deserve it and if you belong. Do that and either 
the team will ascend to a higher level, or you will 
exceed their level and get the opportunity to do 
the job in a better car. That’s racing.” 

While Bourdais’ spectacles might have red 
arms, they’re anything but rose-tinted. A

➜

Sébastien is the only Frenchman in F1 this season, and the fans turned out to offer their support for his debut  at Magny-Cours.

Home  talent
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Who says that Magny-Cours 
isn’t glamorous? It certainly 
was on Thursday night with 
La Formula Unas partying 
at the Red Bull Energy 
Station as the sun went down. 
And to make their evening 
complete they each left with  
a goodie bag of presents.
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Motor racing’s champagne-soaked celebrations didn’t come 
about overnight. The Red Bulletin charts three key dates that 

shaped the modern Formula One curtain call.
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PADDOCK PASSIONS

With the glamour and 
excitement of life at the 

track it’s easy to let 
your passions take 

over. But if you really 
do get overcome with 
desire, take some tips 
from our guide to the 
paddock dating game.



PADDOCK STATS #1

12 per cent of people 

admitted they are involved 

with someone who works 

in F1. But we reckon there 

were more who were lying!

PADDOCK STATS #2

A small majority - 54 per 

cent - believe paddock 

dating is a bad idea 

PADDOCK STATS #4

eight per cent are attracted 

to photographers

PADDOCK STATS #5

10 per cent would opt for 

mechanics’ cuddly charms

PADDOCK PARTNERSHIPS

If you can’t resist the temptation of starting up 
a race romance, then at least follow our guide 

to staying out of trouble.

It’s not just the mere mortals who find love in 
the paddock. Even the stars meet their matches.

You’re never home and have no social life, so 
finding a soulmate at work may be the answer.

YES... NO...

PADDOCK STATS #3

A very moral 86 per cent 

are against extra-marital 

paddock affairs

CARRIE 
& ANTHONY

DAVID 
& KAREN

MIKE
& SYLVIE

JEAN
& MICHELLE

ALEX 
& JULIA

SHOULD YOU DATE 
SOMEONE FROM 
THE PADDOCK?

TEN RULES FOR 
PADDOCK DATING



PADDOCK STATS #6

Only 14 per cent of paddock 

ladies would choose to 

chase after a driver

PADDOCK STATS #7

19 per cent think marketing 

people make a good 

impression

PADDOCK STATS #8

Sadly, but possibly 

predictably, just 5 per cent  

of you think journalists 

are worth dating 

WHO’S YOUR PERFECT 
PADDOCK PARTNER?
Ladies, are you looking for love in Formula One? Take 
our quick quiz and find out who your ideal date is.

MOSTLY AS

HE’S A MEDIA MAN

MOSTLY BS

HE’S A MECHANIC 

MOSTLY CS

HE’S A DRIVER

MOSTLY DS

HE’S AN ENGINEER

MOSTLY ES

HE’S A TEAM BOSS

Dear Daphne,
Perhaps you can help me. I have been 
told that I am very attractive and look a 
bit like Eva Herzegova. In my role as a 
lingerie model, I’ve spent the last couple 
of years flying everywhere by private jet, 
and being dressed by Tom Ford, Stella 
McCartney and Miuccia Prada. I also like 
diamonds, which sparkle a lot, which is 
nice. I have noticed that a lot of the team 
owners are what could be politely called 
older gentlemen, but to be honest, this is 
the type of man I really like, as younger 
boys are so immature. Given what I’ve 
told you about myself, what do you think 
my chances are of dating a team boss?

Yours, 

Giselle the Gazelle
PS. Oh by the way, I forgot to mention my 
age. I am 32.

Dear Gazelle,
You’re 32? Ha, ha, ha! 

Dear Daphne,
It’s hard to compose this letter as 
everything I write keeps getting 
blurred because of all the tears, but 
you’ve got to help me! I’m in such a 
terrible dilemma and don’t know what 
to do. I work in Formula One and have 
been dating one of the drivers for a 
while now. At first everything was so 
romantic, flying to private islands on 
his private jet, staying on yachts and 
attending glamorous parties, but now  
I think I’ve fallen out of love with him. 
In fact, there’s another driver I’ve 
met who I really like and I just don’t 
know what to do! I’m emotionally torn 
between the driver I’m dating and the 
one I want to date. The new one is so 
sweet and seems to be really interested 
in me. He’s funny and clever and I 
really want to pursue the relationship. 
But how do I end the other one without 
repercussions. I’m desperate! Please, 
please help me!

Yours,

Torn between two lovers, Monaco

Dear Torn,
Offer to sleep with the old driver’s 

number one mechanic if he’ll cut the 

brake lines on his race car.

SCORE
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BOB CONSTANDUROS:
FACEL VEGAS

HOBBIES 

What makes a perfectly sane, 
grown man become interested in an 
outdated, unpredictable, possibly 
unsafe and uncomfortable lump 
of metal, and pour all his available 
cash into it? My wife – and I’m 
sure many thousands of others – 
would like to know. 

Actually, in my case, it’s three 
very stylish, high-performance 
lumps of metal. Since an early age, 
I have been attracted to Facel 
Vegas, which are a strange alliance 
of French bodywork with Chrysler 
engines for the ‘big’ grand touring 
cars, and their own 1600cc, Volvo 
1800cc and Austin-Healey 2.9-litre 
engines for the ‘little’ convertibles 
and most of the two-seaters. 

In 10 years, from 1955, they made 
just under 3,000 cars for owners as 
diverse as Ringo Starr, Ava Gardner 
(she had three), the King of 
Morocco, Parfums Guerlain and 
the American ambassador to 
Belgium. The Nobel prize-winning 
French author and philosopher 
Albert Camus was killed in his. 

Stirling Moss had a courtesy 
car which he kept in Belgium for 
overseas trips. Rob Walker had 
three – lovingly tended to by one 
Herbie Blash – and Maurice 
Trintignant once broke 19 spokes 
of Rob’s Facel wire wheels on a lap 
of the Nürburgring. It’s even been 
rumoured that one BC Ecclestone 
used to finance their purchase by 
HWM, the British concessionaires. 

I saw my first Facel outside 
our local church in the ’50s. What 
attracted me was the purposeful 
body style and the central console 
of the aero-style dashboard – 
the same type that so turned off 
Peter Sellers that he immediately 
returned his demonstrator when 
he discovered the ‘walnut’ dash 
was actually painted metal. 

In the early ’80s, I met someone 
who had a gorgeous 6.3-litre Facel 
II for restoration and for sale. Some 
18 years later, I finally took delivery 
of what was now a near-perfect 

ex-Rob Walker car. When I told 
Rob that I had this car, his first 
words were: “How are you going to 
cure the awful overheating?” That 
hadn’t quite been taken care of…

Because of the time taken to 
restore the Facel II, I bought a little 
runaround – a convertible Facellia 
into which had been shoehorned 
a Rover 3.5-litre engine and its 
five-speed gearbox. The car had 
originally been powered by Facel’s 
own 1600cc engine, but a piston 
problem not only caused many of 
the engines to be replaced, but also 
the company’s eventual demise. 

I now had a usable little 
sportscar and a smart grand touring 
car – what I needed next was 
something for going to premieres 
and palace garden parties. So, from 
under a tarpaulin in Herne Bay, a 
small town on the east coast of the 
UK, I bought the remains of an 
Excellence, Facel’s suicide-door 
limousine. Fortunately, I haven’t 
been invited to too many premieres 
– it remains a wreck. 

The other two, however, are used 
regularly. Someone somewhere 
once said that the amount you use 
a classic car is in direct proportion 
to how easy it is to use it – so mine 
aren’t even covered in their garages. 
I just jump in and go. 

Of course, I’ve had my dramas. 
Both cars have suffered Keystone 
Cops-style blow-ups, with the 
bonnet being blown open and 
clouds of smoke billowing out. 
I lost a spinner from a rear wheel 
but managed to stop before the 
wheel came off. The bonnet blew 
off when a local mechanic failed 
to close it properly, and I’m quite 
often stranded at the side of the 
road when one of them simply 
stops – only to start perfectly 
easily several minutes later. 

They’ve certainly been a good 
investment and a source of some 
enjoyment. Now if only I could 
restore the biggest one of all…
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LOVE HATE/

The ‘voice of motorsport’ and Formula 
One’s official on-track commentator 
tells us about his love affair with these 
unusual French sportscars and GTs.
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LUCKY NUMBERS

AMY SAWARD

92200
900,000

The founder of motorsport promotion specialists 
AS Communications will always love animals, but she 
probably never wants to see another cookie again… 
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How many memories of French GPs gone  
by can you recall from the pictures below?




