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Introduction

Michael Schumacher? I would say that there is a veneer of the ruthless professional racing driver, which is not particularly deep and underneath that is a very decent and honest, well-meaning and quite sentimental individual.

Max Mosley, president of the Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile

Michael Schumacher is a phenomenon created by himself.

He came from a humble background with no money and ended up dominating the world’s most glamorous and dangerous sport. When Schumacher clinched his seventh world title in 2004 and then pushed on to a total of 91 Grands Prix victories, he left the greats like Senna, Prost and Fangio way behind and raised the bar to a point that no one had ever imagined possible.

But what people find difficult when contemplating the phenomenon of Michael Schumacher is reaching an understanding of the character of the man himself. It doesn’t help that he is quite a reserved person, always wary of allowing the media and the public too close. His sporting ethos was ‘never give anything away’ and that principle applied as much to his character as to competition on the race track. Many find him an unsympathetic character and for that reason he is not held in such high esteem as Senna, for example. The new generation of Formula 1 stars, like Fernando Alonso and Lewis Hamilton, often cite Senna as their great inspiration: they do not speak of Schumacher. There are a number of reasons for this.

Schumacher had a bit of the devil in him and many people are unwilling to forgive him for that. Combined with this was a meticulous dedication to his craft, the quest for perfection. The French actress Jeanne Moreau once said that ‘perfection in a man is easy to admire, but hard to love’ and this observation certainly applied to Michael Schumacher the racing driver. He did not have Senna’s sense of style, nor his obvious raw passion. Instead, precision, hard work and discipline were his hallmarks; qualities which do not win over hearts and minds. Allied to his latent ruthless streak was the ability to keep a tight control over his emotions. He refused to show his humanity, which those who know him well swear is exceptional, as we shall discover.

Schumacher aroused great jealousy in his rivals because of his success. Within four years of his debut he had already won two world titles and that early success gave him an ingrained confidence which carried him through the remainder of his career. It was a quiet confidence, but it was often mistaken for arrogance by his competitors and enemies, who sought every opportunity to bring him down a peg or two. The young German gave them plenty of opportunities to do so with his uncompromising attitude on the track. And the eager media, with whom Schumacher had an uneasy relationship, were always hungry for stories from disgruntled drivers. Unfortunately he allowed himself to live in a state of denial because he always ascribed any criticisms to jealousy, regardless of how justified those criticisms might have been.

His understanding of what it takes to win was more highly developed than any driver before him. As we shall see, his work extended way beyond the cockpit and he would leave no stone unturned in giving himself the greatest chance of success. He also used his influence behind the scenes in ways few realise. This is an important – and previously untold – side of his story.

In the modern world, with so much money and prestige at stake, how does a sportsman reconcile his burning ambition to succeed with the old-fashioned qualities of sportsmanship and fair play? Beneath the surface with Schumacher was always a disquieting willingness to punch below the belt, to commit a professional foul. But is what Schumacher did any worse than the footballer who takes a dive to win a penalty in a crucial game, or worse than Maradona’s famous ‘hand of God’ goal in the World Cup?

Why was Schumacher prepared to do these things? Why was he willing to go to places in pursuit of victory that his rivals were not even prepared to contemplate? Was it that he was so eager to achieve his goals and so methodical in his planning that when something unforeseen threatened to stop him, in sheer desperation he resorted to a foul rather than lose?

Schumacher was a competitor who stretched the rules to breaking-point on a routine basis and occasionally he went over the limit, especially in a moment of panic, where a split-second decision is called for. But was that something in his nature, or did it develop as his career took off?

His retirement in 2006 and in particular the reaction of the press and public to it, left me feeling that there was a complete disconnect between the real Michael Schumacher and the cartoon baddie he was perceived to be.

Our careers in F1 overlapped and our paths crossed many times. Over the course of 15 years, I was able to see close up how he operated and what made him the champion he became.

This book is an attempt to see behind the tabloid caricature, to get at what drove Michael Schumacher to the edge of greatness.

James Allen

London 2007


CHAPTER ONE

Monaco, 27 May 2006

He had this view that it is a tough business, you have to give everything and give no quarter. He did that and sometimes he overstepped the mark. He knew he had overstepped it, that his competitive spirit had got the better of him.

Ross Brawn, Ferrari technical director 1997–2006

The red car screams down along the waterfront, pitches left into the Tabac corner, missing the barrier on the inside by millimetres. It hurtles towards the Swimming Pool chicane, clattering over the kerbs, a puff of yellow dust kicking out from the skid block as the floor slams down on the tarmac. Hemmed in by barriers on either side, the car is travelling at 120 miles per hour in a space no wider than a tennis court. The impression of speed is incredible. To the people watching from the grandstands and from boats in the harbour it looks stunning, but it’s not fast enough. In the duel for pole position a tenth of a second may be impossible to see, but it is easily measured and it defines the winner and the losers.

Out of the swimming pool complex and down towards the Rascasse goes the Ferrari, the digital timer on the steering-wheel telling Michael Schumacher what he did not want to know; he has not improved his time. Behind him on the track, Fernando Alonso, the young man he had identified four years earlier as his likely nemesis, is surely faster. Schumacher’s hunch about Alonso has proven correct and Alonso is now his rival for the championship. The older driver recognises many of his own qualities in Alonso and also knows that in many respects the 24-year-old is superior to him now.

Schumacher realises that, at 37 years of age, his powers are waning. The colossal effort he put in during testing before the season started to get his Ferrari car up to speed has not proved enough to ensure his superiority over the Spaniard, who has developed into an exceptional competitor. He trails Alonso in the world championship by 15 points with a third of the season gone. This is a championship he desperately wants to win because, with Alonso in the ascendant and Kimi Raikkonen already signed up as a Ferrari driver for 2007, Schumacher has already decided that this is going to be his final year in Formula 1.

The game is up: only Rascasse corner to go, no chance to make up that amount of time. He’s desperate now. Pole position is vital at Monaco and Alonso’s going to take it from him. He knows how symbolic this is, the younger driver pushing the older one out, just as he had tried to do to Ayrton Senna 12 years earlier. Not only that, but Mark Webber, Kimi Raikkonen and Giancarlo Fisichella are also threatening his position – he could end up on the second or third row of the grid here, then the race would not be under his control as he wanted it and had planned for it to be.

Instinct takes over.

The brakes lock up, blue smoke swirls outwards from the tyres. He turns into the right hand Rascasse corner oddly, the car skews left and slows, there is a pause, then very gently the car hiccups forward into a stall. The nose stops a few feet from the barriers. No contact is made, but the marshals are on to it immediately, waving yellow flags to slow the following cars, among them Alonso’s, as they approach Rascasse. The drivers have no alternative but to back off. Alonso’s lap is ruined, so are Webber’s, Fisichella’s and Raikkonen’s. The qualifying session ends. Schumacher’s time is fastest. He has pole position, but what price will he pay for winning at all costs?

* * *

In the Monaco pit lane, Alonso’s boss at the Renault team, Flavio Briatore, is raging, seeking out every television crew he can find to cry foul. ‘It’s a disgrace,’ he thunders. ‘He is taking everyone for a ride. Someone who is a seven times world champion wants us to believe that he didn’t do it on purpose? It’s fairyland. It was unsporting and against everything.’ Briatore is not finding too many people who disagree with him.

The top three drivers in Formula 1 qualifying are required to appear straight after the session at a press conference organised by the FIA. First they sit down for a short television interview which is beamed live around the world and most of the broadcasters, who have covered the qualifying session, keep their transmissions going to show the interviews. On this particular Saturday, with the storm brewing over Schumacher’s actions, the conference would prove to be a must-see event.

In the car taking the drivers to the television interview were Schumacher, Alonso and Webber. Recalls Webber:


I didn’t think too much about it at the time when I came into Rascasse and saw the car blocking the track. I just pitted, lap done. I was in the weighing area and Michael said to me, ‘I can’t believe I’m still on pole’ and he was whooping it up and celebrating with Sabine Kehm, his assistant. He was really excited. I started to think, ‘That’s odd, it’s not a great way to get pole, after all.’ It wasn’t all adding up for me.

We got in the car, Michael, Fernando and I. Fernando was totally pissed off, Michael was happy, putting on this face. The atmosphere was frosty. No one said anything. When we arrived, as Michael sprang out of the car and ran up the stairs, Fernando said to me, ‘He stopped on the track deliberately, you know?’ and I said, ‘Fair enough, mate.’ I hadn’t seen anything on video at this point, but I was thinking that it was bit odd how this was shaping up.



The interview started and the first question got straight to the point. ‘Michael, what happened at Rascasse?’

‘I locked up the front wheel and went wide,’ answered Schumacher, his face open and untroubled. Beside him sat Alonso, who maintained a quiet dignity throughout the next half hour or so but whose face wore an unmistakeable mask of darkness and anger. On the other side of Schumacher was Webber. Michael continued, ‘I wasn’t sure what was going on after this because of the positioning of the cars and so on, so I was not aware and in the end I checked with the guys what the situation was, where did we end up, because I didn’t expect to be sitting here right now in this position and they said P1, so I was glad considering what had happened.’

This was not the polished English Schumacher was used to delivering at such moments. His mind was clearly running through a lot of conflicting ideas and thoughts at the same time. He lost his fluency. He knew all too well what people would be thinking. Only he knew whether he had parked his car deliberately in the middle of the road to stop Alonso from beating him, but if he had done, he was not about to admit it or to apologise. That is not Schumacher’s way.

Did the engine stall, he was asked? ‘No, initially not and I tried to engage reverse but it didn’t engage and I didn’t really want to back up just by myself without knowing what was coming and finally it stalled. I need to check why the engine stalled because there was no reason why it should stall, but I think that after a certain time if the engine is running like that, it switches itself off. I guess that is what happened.’

The three drivers then moved to the main media centre for the general press conference. Before them sat 150 journalists. Schumacher had been in this position countless times in his career, but he never felt comfortable as he later reflected: ‘The game with the media was very difficult for me. A half-hour press conference stretched me more than a whole race. That’s just not my world. I’m not much of an actor and everyone’s always trying to read things into you. I cannot produce emotions on the touch of a button, I don’t want to.’ And this time he appeared less comfortable than usual.

Now it was a question of who would open hostilities. After ten minutes of phoney war, the first bullet was fired, albeit gently, by Anne Giuntini, the tiny Frenchwoman who has covered F1 for the prestigious French daily sports paper, L’Equipe, for many years.

In 1996 she had conducted a long interview with Schumacher in which he had opened up more than in practically any other interview he has done. He had let his guard down for once and spoken openly about many subjects. Ironically Giuntini was also the partner of Denis Chevrier, the man in charge of the engine in the back of Alonso’s car.

‘I have talked to some drivers who say it is too big, what happened today, to be credible, maybe a bit of a shame if it is true,’ she said.

Schumacher looked slightly taken aback, but maintained his calm. ‘It would be a shame if it is true, absolutely, but I think it is as usual what you do in certain moments. Your enemies believe one thing and the people who support you believe another thing and that is what our sport is all about.’

‘It is not a question of friends or enemies, it is a question of sport,’ replied Giuntini coldly.

‘I explained to you what really happened and if you want to believe this you believe and some people may not believe this but unfortunately this is the world we live in.’

Schumacher was then asked straight out if he had cheated. His face hardened. ‘No, and I don’t know why you ask such a bad question. I think it is pretty tough. If you were to drive around here at Monaco you would probably not ask this question.’

Sitting alongside him, Mark Webber noticed a sudden change in Schumacher’s demeanour. ‘Michael’s left hand was shaking. He wasn’t comfortable at all. At that point you just knew that the glazed face had come over him. He was putting on a show from then on, he looked across at Sabine a few times. He was in the hot seat. When it’s all under control it’s slick, but when a few cracks come in then it can go badly wrong with him, then it’s not convincing at all.’

Alonso spoke little during the press conference. He was asked at one point if he thought less of Schumacher because of what had happened. ‘I have my opinion and I won’t say it here,’ was the curt reply.

* * *

The atmosphere in the pit lane and paddock was electrified by the drama of what had taken place and the reaction to it. Modern Formula 1 is quite low on drama and the paddock is a largely subdued place most of the time. It feels much more controlled than in the past when big characters like Ayrton Senna, Alain Prost and Nigel Mansell were on the prowl, creating excitement on a regular basis and giving a tremendous buzz to the paddock.

Drivers and team principals today toe the party line, keep everything under control as far as the outside world is concerned, dealing with any potential flashpoints behind closed doors. Blame this on the influence of the major corporations now in F1, the car manufacturers, banks and insurance companies who pour millions into the sport. In their own worlds they like to micro-manage communications, to impose a certain control over everything, and they have imposed those values on the sport. Even though F1 is a sport which thrives on passion, it is rare for that passion and drama to be exhibited publicly.

But on this Saturday in May 2006, the passion was bursting through the veneer of control and the target was Schumacher. Watching the rising indignation it was impossible not to think back to the European Grand Prix at Jerez in 1997, the lowest moment of Schumacher’s long career. With the world championship on the line, he had almost driven Jacques Villeneuve off the road during that race, but Villeneuve was able to continue and it was Schumacher who lost the race and with it the championship. He has expressed regret about that incident since, even admitting in 2003 that ‘It took me a long time to see what I had done, I probably didn’t want to admit it. If there was one thing I could do over again in F1 it would be that race in Jerez.’

A lot of water had passed under the bridge since then. Almost a decade had gone by. In 2000 Schumacher had fulfilled his mission of bringing Ferrari its first world championship for 20 years. He went on to win five titles in succession, something which had never been done before. It brought him greatness and made the new millennium truly ‘the Ferrari era’.

But now he was involved in another controversial incident and there was no sign of a shred of regret from Schumacher. Why did he choose this moment, many were asking, so late in his career, with Jerez little more than a distant memory, to dredge up all the old allegations that he was unsporting? He had been involved in plenty of disputes in the intervening years, such as Ferrari team orders which many found unpalatable, and some heavy-handed tactics on the race-track, but nothing which provoked the level of condemnation this had. As in Jerez nine years earlier, there was a smoking gun in Schumacher’s hand and a very public trial was about to take place.

On one level Formula 1 thrives on secrecy, but it is hard to conceal certain things. Drivers are scrutinised in intimate detail by computers which ride with them as they speed around the track. More than 2000 sensors placed throughout the vehicle tell the army of engineers in the garage precisely what is happening at every moment. If a driver brakes ten centimetres later than on the previous lap they know about it instantly. If he takes a different line through a corner they are on to it. There is always a debrief after every outing and if a mistake has been made there is nowhere to hide. The computer will always snitch on the driver.

Unfortunately for Michael Schumacher, the stewards of the race meeting can also demand that data, if they feel that a matter deserves closer investigation. With the clamour growing louder by the minute, the Monaco stewards decided to do just that.

* * *

As a racing team, Ferrari under its team principal Jean Todt has been transformed in many ways. The Todt era is by the far the most successful in the marque’s 60-year history. There are many reasons for this but chief among them is that the team never gives anything away. Every aspect of the car, its design, how it is raced and how they deal with their competitors and the media is subject to the same overriding principle: give nothing away. This attitude is relentless and stultifying to the opposition, but it has become self-generating within the team.

Naturally it extends to supporting each other in times of trouble. When Jean Todt ordered Rubens Barrichello to move over in the closing stages of the 2002 Austrian Grand Prix, to allow Schumacher to win, the decision was greeted with revulsion by lovers of the sport. It happened in the early stages of a season in which Ferrari were totally dominant and it seemed not only unnecessary, but against the idea of sporting competition. Schumacher did not agree with the decision and he wasn’t pleased that he was booed by the crowd on the podium, many of whom believed the move was his initiative. But publicly he backed the decision at the time and never gave anything away regarding any doubts he might have had. This pattern of behaviour had been in place for so long it was now hard-wired into the mentality of the principal players in the team. The process of closing ranks swung into action and Ferrari technical director Ross Brawn supported his driver, however indefensible he may have found what Schumacher had done. ‘He lost control of the car in the left-hander (the corner immediately before Rascasse). He locked the brakes and lost the line. We’ve still got to talk to him and find out exactly what happened. There was a lot of cursing on the radio. We wouldn’t do that sort of thing on purpose. Michael had clearly done a very good lap and he was on another lap with low fuel, so it wasn’t a deliberate act.’

In a later, private, reflection on this incident, Brawn observed, ‘You are a team for better or worse; if we screw up, we screw up together. The kinds of things which can split up a team make us stronger. We looked sensibly at the matter internally, but it bonded us. When you raise a family your kids are not perfect but they are your kids and you look after them whatever happens.’

Jean Todt gave nothing away in his analysis of events. As usual he firmly aligned himself with Schumacher in his moment of difficulty, citing his close personal relationship with the driver and implying that the problem here was not Schumacher’s actions but that his enormous success had bred jealousy, which was the real motivator for the critics. ‘Michael made a mistake which has been interpreted by most of the people here as deliberate. But he has not been given the benefit of the doubt. Michael has a great character, those who want to understand him will understand. Those who don’t will never understand him. I have the privilege of knowing him well, I know who is Michael. I don’t think there are many people in F1 who can boast of a heart like his. He’s not an extra-terrestrial, he makes mistakes like other human beings. It’s just that for him, the mistakes often have serious consequences.’

No one sets out on a qualifying lap planning to block the track and stop the session. Schumacher had the advantage over Alonso in that he was the first car on the track, which is why it hypothetically became an option once he got into trouble, but no one believes that what happened was premeditated.

Nevertheless, in that split second, that instant of panic, knowing that his own sporting performance had come up short, did his instinct kick in and vote for dirty tricks? He had some form in this area. On two previous occasions in races he had blocked the track following an accident at the start in an attempt to get the race stopped, so that he could take the spare car for the restart. On the first occasion, in Austria in 2000, the ploy had failed, but it had succeeded at Hockenheim the following year, although it is debatable whether that race was stopped because of the position of Schumacher’s car or because of the amount of damage to other cars, such as Luciano Burti’s Prost, which had hit Schumacher and taken off over the top of him.

If you have a competitive car in F1 you go to every race expecting to fight for victory and ultimately to fight for the world championship. So you don’t take unnecessary risks, because every point is vital. But maybe if you are staring at retirement at the start of a race, the temptation is strong to get the race stopped so that you can take the restart in the spare car. The instinct to preserve one’s position is strongest in this situation and what happened in Monaco, even though it was in qualifying rather than the race itself, was similar to those earlier incidents. But not every driver has such an instinct and even if they have, they are aware that everything is so closely scrutinised. There was no shortage of ‘names’ around the paddock on that Saturday in Monaco, willing to give their opinions. Most vocal of all was Keke Rosberg, the 1982 world champion, whose son Nico was in his first season of F1. Rosberg was from the flamboyant era of the sport, not in the same league as Schumacher as a driver, but a colourful embodiment of the free spirit which leads men to race cars.

‘Does he think we are all fools and idiots?’ he fumed. ‘It was the cheapest dirtiest thing I have ever seen in Formula 1. He should leave Formula 1 and go home. I hope he is man enough now to get out of the Grand Prix Drivers Association and never mention safety again in his life. He’s a cheap cheat.’

Sir Jackie Stewart, three times a world champion, was in Monaco as an ambassador for Royal Bank of Scotland, which sponsors the Williams team. He was more worldly in his appraisal: ‘It was a very agile mind management job. But it was too blatant. It reflects on him and Ferrari,’ he said.

During the afternoon, there was a great deal of coming and going. Pedro De La Rosa, McLaren’s test driver, along with McLaren managing director Martin Whitmarsh, had drafted a petition to FIA president Max Mosley condemning Schumacher and was attempting to get all the drivers to sign it. ‘Mr President, we can no longer tolerate this behaviour … We are tired of his arrogance, his prevarication …’ the letter began. Nico Rosberg asked how Schumacher could ‘lecture us that you shouldn’t block, then he goes and blocks ten cars on the track’?

‘Thanks to him I lost four-tenths of a second on my last lap,’ moaned Renault’s Giancarlo Fisichella. ‘Even a five-year-old could understand what he’s done. It’s really sad. If he’d at least damaged the car, people might have some doubts. But there is no room for doubt with all the inputs he made on the steering-wheel.’

Several drivers denied the existence of the McLaren petition and it is clear that it was an idea born in the heat of the moment, signed by many of the drivers, but which was ultimately never delivered to Mosley. But Schumacher found out about it and that would have repercussions later in the season.

That night Mark Webber was having dinner with his father and girlfriend in the hotel when Alonso approached their table. ‘What are we going to do if Michael doesn’t get a penalty?’ asked the Spaniard. ‘He’s got to, mate,’ replied Webber. ‘Looking at the footage, it’s ridiculous, they have to do something.’

Alonso wasn’t so sure. ‘I want to lie down in front of his car,’ said Alonso sternly. ‘I’m going to pull up on the grid, get out of my car and lie in front of his.’

Knowing Alonso, he would have done exactly that. He felt that he was not just racing against another driver in another team. Like many of the drivers, he felt, rightly or wrongly, that the way the sport appeared to look after Ferrari made the playing field uneven. It was this same feeling which led Alonso to declare at Monza later that year, ‘I no longer consider F1 to be a sport’, after Ferrari made a protest against him for blocking their driver, Felipe Massa, during qualifying and the stewards gave him a ten-place grid penalty.

But on this occasion in Monaco Alonso’s fears turned out to be unfounded.

* * *

It took the stewards eight hours to sift through the evidence and reach a decision, an unprecedented amount of time. Chief steward Tony Scott-Andrews was new to the job. In fact the job itself of chief steward was an innovation for 2006 as the FIA sought to get more consistency in the process of judging at race-tracks. (Later in the year Scott-Andrews would again feature prominently, in the controversy at Monza, which would greatly favour Ferrari.) A lawyer from Banbury in England, the chief steward was aware that this was the first test case of the new system. His fellow stewards that weekend were Joaquin Verdegay, a lawyer from Madrid, and Christian Calmes of the Monaco Automobile Club.

The panel heard evidence from Schumacher, engineer Chris Dyer, technical director Ross Brawn and the team manager, Stefano Domenicali, as well as the FIA’s race director, Charlie Whiting, and its software analyst, Alan Prudhomme. They viewed all the available video evidence and studied the all-important computer data from Schumacher’s car. They were satisfied that Schumacher had acted deliberately.

The stewards’ statement, which was published at 10.42pm, read: ‘The stewards can find no justifiable reason for the driver to have braked with such undue, excessive and unusual pressure at this part of the circuit and are left with no alternative but to conclude that the driver deliberately stopped his car on the circuit.’

Verdegay later elaborated on the process by which they had reached this conclusion. He said the following day:


It was a tough decision because we couldn’t get it wrong with a driver’s reputation at stake. We don’t know if the whole manoeuvre was deliberate but it is certain that at that point he had never done anything of that sort all weekend. He braked fifty per cent harder than he had on the other laps, then he turned the wheel in a counter-steer, which was totally unnecessary and pathetic, which lasted five metres until he could no longer make the corner. He lost control of the car when he was travelling at sixteen kilometres per hour (ten miles per hour). It is totally unjustifiable. And the engine stopped because it was him who wanted it to, by not using the time to engage the clutch. If he had damaged the car (against the barriers) we would probably have put it down as a driver error. But to park the car in this manner, that can only be done deliberately.



Schumacher waited for the stewards’ decision in the Ferrari motorhome, which was parked along the waterfront in the marina. A huge media contingent was gathered outside. Throughout the long wait he was relaxed about the outcome, although very angry about some of the criticisms being voiced in the paddock, especially Keke Rosberg’s.

He and Jean Todt both felt that Ferrari had put a strong and clear case as to how he had lost control of the car under braking for Rascasse and how the engine came to stall as he hesitated over whether to engage reverse gear. As the hours passed without news, he became concerned that in the dark he would not be able to take the helicopter back to where he was staying, at his manager Willi Weber’s villa in Cap d’Antibes, further down the French coast. It would take at least 45 minutes by car from the circuit and with the race tomorrow, Schumacher was anxious not to get to bed too late.

Schumacher could have left at any time as far as the stewards were concerned, as they had no further need for him after his second visit to their room at 6pm. But he wanted to appear in front of the assembled media, to make sure that his reaction would reach the news bulletins and that he would be properly quoted. With him was Sabine Kehm, his assistant for six years.

‘He went back to the stewards again at six pm and when he returned he said that the stewards had told him there would be a decision in fifteen minutes,’ recalls Sabine. ‘At that time we didn’t know it would take until eleven pm. At ten o’clock he decided that he had to leave so he said, “Let’s talk to the media now” so he did that without a decision being reached. The media blamed him for making them wait but in fact he had only waited around to give them a quote once the decision was out.’

With Jean Todt standing behind him, Schumacher faced the media. His conscience, he said, was clear and he was sure that the stewards would exonerate him.


I was on the limit and perhaps I pushed too hard. I had already had problems at the chicane and again at the Swimming Pool, the car was nervous. Ferrari has taken its data to the stewards and the FIA has taken its data too. Same answer. Why should I be penalised? Because I was going a bit too fast? My conscience is clear. I know what I did. I also know that in this world when someone has too much success there are always people around to give him trouble. I know I have friends and enemies here and that I cannot convince everyone of my good faith. I don’t understand people who want me to be punished.



By the time the decision was announced that Schumacher had cheated in the eyes of the stewards and that they had decided to take away all his qualifying times, thus sending him to the back of the grid, Schumacher was no longer at the track.

There was a mixed reaction; satisfaction from some and astonishment from others. Ferrari and Schumacher appeared to have been given the rub of the green by the stewards and the FIA on many decisions over the years and it was surprising that the stewards were so forthright on this occasion. At the same time, if the driver had deliberately cheated in the most high profile Grand Prix weekend of the season, was being sent to the back of the grid sufficient punishment? Later in the year another driver received the same punishment for missing a weight check during qualifying – hardly the same calibre of misdemeanour.

Schumacher’s performance the next day in the Grand Prix was mesmerising. From last place on the grid he made up seven places on the opening lap. Once he found some clear track he was able to lap as fast and often faster than the race leader, Alonso. It was clear that the Ferrari was the fastest car in the field and that its Bridgestone tyres had an advantage over the Michelins on Alonso’s Renault. As the race unfolded the same thought passed through the minds of Schumacher, Brawn, Todt and all their rivals; the Ferrari was unbeatable that weekend. If Schumacher had just completed that ill-fated qualifying lap and started the race behind Alonso, he would still have beaten him easily in the race. Schumacher had not just lost something of his reputation. He had lost a race Ferrari could and should have won. He paid an even greater price later in the season, when he lost the world championship to Alonso. Some might call it poetic justice, but there is little doubt that it was the points dropped at Monaco which cost him that world championship.

‘There was tremendous schadenfreude in the paddock which I found disagreeable,’ says FIA president Max Mosley. ‘He didn’t handle it very well. If he wanted to park the car he should have brushed the wall and there would have been no discussion. But what I admired about him in that situation is that he never complained about the penalty, he didn’t come to me, never spoke to the press about it. He just got in the car and did what everyone will tell you was impossible and (from twenty-second place on the grid) ended up fifth. I thought that was quite something. You often see tennis players when something really bad happens and it must be so annoying. I’d be tempted to just walk off the court. And you get sportsmen who sulk and Michael could easily have sulked but he didn’t.’

* * *

In Monaco Schumacher found himself caught in a trap of the kind he had experienced before and which he would normally go to extreme lengths to avoid. The trouble was of his own making, of course, but it was compounded by the fact that he was then made to look as though he neither accepted that he had done anything wrong, nor that he was sorry about it. The timing was disastrous. In the final year of his career, when his legacy was already in place and his list of achievements stretched out far beyond the misdemeanours of the distant past, Schumacher was heading for legendary status. But in Monaco he was cornered and he reacted wrongly at every turn. Sabine Kehm says:


If you bully Michael he will bully you back, that is his natural reaction. Everyone was speaking badly about him, he reacted in his typical way. Very often he feels bullied by the media. So if people say to him, ‘Do you want to say sorry?’ he will never say it, he’s not able to do it then. He may want to but he would not. It’s something he has got from his father. It’s his pride.

It’s the same with showing his feelings and emotions. If he thinks you demand something of him then he doesn’t want to give it to you. Because he thinks, ‘Now they will think I’m just giving it to them because they ask for it. That’s wrong and I don’t want to do that. If I show my feelings it’s because I want to not because they ask me.’



Schumacher was left furious by the events of the Monaco weekend. As he left the circuit after the race, he was still unhappy about the way the paddock had judged him. ‘We all have some skeletons in our closet, including me,’ he said. ‘But in 15 years of my career I don’t think I’ve ever had so many critics. I’m used to criticism but these were too hasty. No one except me knows what happened in the cockpit of my Ferrari. Without feeling in your skin the sensations that you get at that moment and the information coming through to you from the car, you cannot judge.’

The 2006 Monaco weekend summed up the enigma which is Michael Schumacher. The Grand Prix itself had shown his sheer genius behind the wheel. His fight-back from last place on the grid to fifth on a track where history says you cannot overtake was awe-inspiring. It revealed all his sumptuous gifts as a racing driver and thrilled and delighted the public. Even his enemies were forced to applaud his exceptional driving and his voracious competitive spirit.

But it had also shown the unsporting side of his character and left a stain on his reputation in what subsequently turned out to be the final stage of his glittering career. He could have made it better for himself and turned around a difficult situation by putting his hands up, but Schumacher the driver was hard-wired into a certain pattern of behaviour in which contrition had no part. Instead he made things worse for himself.

Another aspect of his story, which the Monaco incident vividly illustrated, is the question of legacy. Schumacher never paid much attention to Formula 1 before he got his first drive in 1991 and throughout his time in the sport he did not seem to develop any interest in either its history or his place in it. He was proud to live in ignorance of such things. The consequence of that attitude was that he had no sense of his legacy. Until it was too late.


CHAPTER TWO

The desire to be competitive

The only way to be is to give one hundred and ten per cent for the team. You have to push people … You have to have so much balls and confidence to set an example and be ready for the fight. If you want to win you have to be so strong that nothing else matters.

Mika Hakkinen, world champion 1998 and 1999

Formula 1 racing drivers fall into two broad categories; those who are happy just to be there and those who are serious about winning. Many promising talents fall by the wayside and never even reach F1. Of those who do, some do enough to keep themselves employed for a few years and enjoy the financial benefits and the lifestyle. But one of the cruellest things about the sport is that only a very few drivers can actually be competitive at any one time. It is highly unusual to see more than four or five different race winners in any one season and most of the winning is done by the two drivers who end up fighting for the championship.

To be competitive in F1 is the holy grail. Some drivers labour for years to get themselves into a decent car, like Jenson Button for example or Jean Alesi. Others have competitiveness thrust upon them straight away, like Damon Hill, who was given a race seat by Williams after Nigel Mansell’s departure in 1992. At the time Williams were dominant and Hill used his opportunity well to win 21 Grands Prix and a world championship. But does that mean that he was a more talented driver than Button or Alesi? It is hard to judge, but probably not. What he represented to Williams at the time was a quick, reliable and, above all, cheap driver who delivered the results of which the car was capable.

But what is F1 competitiveness made of? If a driver is 1.5 seconds slower than the fastest man then he is likely to be a midfield runner at best, unnoticed, making up the numbers. But let’s look more closely. Say he is that margin behind at a track like Sepang Malaysia, for example, which has 15 corners. That means he is only a tenth of a second slower around each corner than the fastest car out there. That’s not much time at each corner, barely longer than it takes to blink an eye. But when you add it up, it’s a huge margin. It will mean that he starts 12 places back on the grid and at the end of the 56-lap Grand Prix he will have been lapped. If he doesn’t get himself into a competitive car his career will be no more than a footnote in F1 history. And yet all he’s giving away is a tenth of a second per corner.

So the fight to become and to remain competitive is incredibly intense and once you are there it’s like balancing on a knife-edge. This is the place Schumacher inhabited for 16 seasons and he deserves huge respect for having had the energy and the motivation to keep himself there. It is a unique achievement.

Schumacher realised early on that when a driver is fighting for a world championship, it is often the tiniest details which make the difference. A driver does the work the public sees, qualifying and racing his car at the Grands Prix. But he is utterly reliant on his team to do the work the public does not see: designing a fast car and then keeping up the pace of development on the car throughout the year. The driver must also play a role in motivating every member of the team to give the time and effort to improve continuously. It is an exhausting process. Finding and then testing small modifications to the aerodynamics, a few more horsepower, a small adjustment to the suspension, these are the dull but important things, which make a driver competitive and enable him to win world championships.

The drivers themselves know that in terms of pure driving talent, the difference between the fastest and the also-ran is probably three-tenths of a second per lap. That’s the bit the driver contributes. So then it comes down to what the driver is able to do with the car he’s given and whether he can accept that another driver is more competitive than him. And that is where Schumacher ran into trouble.

What Schumacher did in Monaco in the final year of his career was astonishing. He had already decided before that race that he would retire at the end of the 2006 season, a decision he confirmed to the team a month later at Indianapolis. Despite having this prospect in his mind, when he was striving for pole position in Monaco he was still unable to accept that Alonso was going to beat him and that he would probably end up in fourth place on the grid. His desire to be competitive led him to make the split-second decision deliberately to stall his car on the racing line and hope to get away with it, knowing from bitter experience of the past that if he didn’t get away with it, he would face serious criticism. But he was prepared to take that risk.

‘I think it was a barely conscious act,’ says Max Mosley, who became close to Schumacher later in his career, despite a rocky beginning to their relationship. ‘It was just an instinctive last desperate throw in a difficult situation, which hadn’t been thought about. Because he is highly intelligent if he had thought about it beforehand he would have handled it better. In that sense it was out of character.’

Paradoxically Michael Schumacher is a very simple and yet complex person. On the one hand there is the man who sees things in black and white – sees the goal and heads straight for it. On the other hand there is the man whose behaviour invites huge question marks. He was prepared to go to extremes in search of victory that none of his rivals would contemplate. Because he was so ambitious and had worked so hard on every conceivable detail before a race to give himself the best chance of winning, he often lost sight of the bigger picture.

Most drivers have found themselves in situations such as Monaco and yet few have behaved as Schumacher did. I once asked his great rival, Mika Hakkinen, why he had never felt moved to behave in a similar way when under pressure and his answer was revealing:


You have to look at the situation long term. You cannot say always, ‘I have to win this race, get the trophy.’ No, you finish second and then you win the next race. I never wanted to take the risk. I have respect too for the mechanics who work hard on your car, so if you crash and do stupid things they wonder what you are doing. Also if you have incidents you get into discussions with other drivers, pointing the finger about whose fault it is. It’s not good for anybody. That is my mentality. We are not here to crash.

In a situation like Suzuka 1998 or 1999 where I had the chance to win the title, would I have just driven into Michael or Eddie Irvine to win the title? No, it wasn’t worth it, because you get it back some day.

Look, racing is racing, you have to play little tricks all the time when you are racing, but you have to know the limit of how far you can go. If I’m racing someone, I play some tricks, that’s normal, but if they are much faster then there is no point to play tricks. There is no point to be negative. I would do something to make his life difficult but wouldn’t take it to that level.



Schumacher was motivated by many things; he was very ambitious, he had come up the hard way and he was more hungry for success than most. He felt he owed the people around him, felt that he must deliver the results. He built his determination and his desire to win at all costs into every aspect of his craft and his whole approach to sport. What differentiated him from other drivers who have won races and even championships was that they channelled their determination into occasional moments on the track where it was needed – in other words they lived for the moment, an embodiment of the idea of the racing driver as a carefree daredevil who revelled in the beauty of a life spent on the limit. Schumacher represented a much more methodical and calculated approach to the sport, contradicting the old romantic notions of what a racer should be.

Michael’s philosophy was one of which the other drivers were aware, but none could bring themselves to adopt it because they could never be that single-minded. Says Ferrari team-mate Rubens Barrichello:


He would do anything to win. The day his mother died, the way he fought his brother to win the race [Imola 2003] was incredible. I have to admit that if it had been me with my brother I would have been weak. He didn’t care who it was. Maybe he knew how his brother would react and he just went for it. They had travelled together on Saturday night to see her before she died, then they came back. But when they were racing, I don’t think he remembered.

People might say, ‘But that’s what made him so good.’ Well fine, I clap my hands for him, but for me some things in life have more importance. I don’t know how the hell they went fighting like that. I’m a different person, maybe I’m a more emotional person. Although I have the need to win there are human limits.



Some of his rivals, like Fernando Alonso and Mika Hakkinen, understood that to be a champion you must never give anything away, but they stopped short of taking the ideology to the extremes Schumacher did. Says Hakkinen:


In one sense you could call it selfish. There is a limit to how selfish you can be before it becomes negative. In a racing car you have to be selfish and you have to go all the way to the limit. Whether you are starting tenth or first you have to push all the way to the end. When you work with people it’s the same thing, you have to push them, maximise everything and observe who’s doing what and how they work, ask questions. It’s very important to develop trust and confidence with the team members. So they can see that all your life is committed to the sport and to the team and then they give you the best shot. I feel that Michael has the same mentality; the only way to be is to give one hundred and ten percent for the team. You have to push people and even sometimes you piss them off, but it doesn’t matter, because if they are not ready to win then they should go somewhere else. You have to have so much balls and confidence to set an example and be ready for the fight. If you want to win you have to be so strong that nothing else matters.

It’s very hard to be selfish because a lot of people have distractions; they have families, they travel a lot, they are tired and this and that. You tell them not to think about anything else, only the car, and the only way you can do it is to show your own commitment and get the people to follow. It’s very intense. But that’s what Michael has done. It’s fantastic what he did to continue racing at the level he did for many years, maximum respect.



But of course Schumacher went further and pushed the rules to the limit as well. In the case of incidents like those at Adelaide in 1994, where he collided with Damon Hill, and at Jerez in 1997, where he hit Jacques Villeneuve, he wasn’t breaking any rules at the time. It is only since Schumacher and Ferrari took the interpretation of what is fair and what is not fair on the race-track to the absolute limit that rules had to be written to cover it.

Jock Clear, who was Jacques Villeneuve’s engineer at Williams during the duel with Schumacher in 1997, claims that Schumacher was also motivated to behave as he did by the knowledge that he had a potentially fatal weakness:


Jacques and I worked out quite early on that Michael would lose if you put him under a huge amount of pressure. He lost the 1998 world championship to Hakkinen by stalling on the grid. I mean, who stalls on the grid for heaven’s sake?

It’s in that kind of situation where he knows he’s not very good and he does everything he possibly can do to avoid ever being in that situation. Jerez was one of those rare occasions when it was down to ‘me against you’ for the title, on the track. Adelaide was another one, Damon put him under pressure, he lost concentration and hit the wall. In those situations he knows he’s not very good and his coping strategy for that situation is ‘I know I’m going to fuck it up but I’ll still come out the winner.’ Adelaide was the right result for him because he won.

Jerez was another occasion, he knew he was asleep and he had made a mistake and he knew that Jacques was going to beat him. And he thought, ‘I don’t care what people say, I’m still going to walk away from this one the winner and people will say that even when I get it wrong I still win, so I am unbeatable.’ Because if he had allowed a reputation to develop for being beaten when you put him under pressure, then he’s eroded. But at Jerez it didn’t work and Jacques did beat him and that probably irks him more than any other failure he’s ever had. And it’s astonishing that having had all that time to think about it and come to terms with it, he then did it again in Monaco.



Schumacher once said, ‘I never thought I was the best or unbeatable’ and one of the few drivers to consistently prove him right was Mika Hakkinen, the rival whom Schumacher respected the most. They had raced against each other ever since they were children in karts and fought many duels on their way to – and at – the very top of the sport. Schumacher never criticised Hakkinen publicly, which was very unusual for him, and that is largely because Hakkinen never criticised him to the press. Hakkinen’s attitude was that it wasn’t going to change anything so why bother? He would, if necessary, have a quiet word with his rival after a particular incident, but any dispute was kept between themselves. Hakkinen knew when he had the beating of Schumacher.


Obviously [to beat him] you needed the car to perform. But I think my thing was that I was never emotional in any way; not happy, not sad. We’d sit in a press conference together before the race and we’d joke a little bit, but at the same time I would always observe him. You could see when he was on a peak and when he was not there. He was not much of a poker player like that.

Michael was always aware what level my confidence was at that weekend. He knew it and it was a psychological game, because that was the only time we ever saw each other. Michael tried to say a few things in press conferences to put me off but it never worked and he gave up in the end. There is no point being enemies. Michael is okay, he’s a very focused guy.



Aware of his weaknesses, Schumacher put on a front. He wanted his adversaries to see a tough competitor who was ruthless and determined to win. He also wanted them to see a man who had total self-confidence and self-belief, who was never wrong. He wanted them to feel beaten before they had even started and he used every device he could imagine to make things as easy for himself, and as difficult for them, as possible. Of course the danger with this strategy was that the public tuned in to it as well and found him an unsympathetic character.

The real Michael Schumacher, however, the man known and loved by Ferrari team members and insiders, was a warm, sensitive individual, quite different from the stereotype. But he kept a tight rein on his emotions, not wishing to be seen showing any extremes of emotion by his rivals or the public. It seems that he was unsure himself of what might happen if he allowed his emotions free rein. So, as with many other things, he kept himself under tight control. After he won his second world title with Benetton he was drinking pints of apple juice at the team dinner. When one of the team asked why, he replied that it was because he was going to have lots of alcohol later and it would help his body to process it. ‘Don’t you ever just let yourself go?’ he was asked. ‘I can’t,’ he replied.

As he got older Schumacher relaxed a little and would allow himself to go on a good old-fashioned bender with close friends. Some of his parties in the mountains were legendary, with him singing karaoke until his voice had disappeared. But he would atone for it the next day by walking up the mountain to ski, rather than take the cable car.

One incident which illustrates not only what happened when he lost his self-control but which is also a perfect example of the front Schumacher put on for his adversaries, occurred when he crashed into David Coulthard at the wet 1998 Belgian Grand Prix at Spa Francorchamps. Schumacher was leading the race by 37 seconds when he came up behind Coulthard to lap him. Schumacher was fighting Hakkinen for the world championship and as Hakkinen had retired from the race, Schumacher was going to take the lead in the championship for the first time that season.

Coulthard had several opportunities to let Schumacher past, the most simple of which was the 30mph La Source hairpin where Coulthard briefly saw Schumacher’s car almost alongside. But Coulthard stayed in front leaving Schumacher wondering what game he was playing. As he exited the left-hander which leads down the hill to the Pouhon corner, Coulthard did not pick up the throttle as he shifted from second to third gear. In fact he was using just 56 percent of the throttle compared to Schumacher. In a split second the speed differential between them became immense; 100mph compared to Schumacher’s 137mph. Although Coulthard was well over to the right of the track, he was still on the racing line. Schumacher didn’t read his intention, realising too late that the ball of spray he was driving into had a car right in the middle of it. He hammered into the back of the McLaren, ripping its rear wing off and wrenching the front right wheel off the Ferrari. The wheel flew up into the air and landed in the nearby forest. With the wheel went ten points and the opportunity to take the championship lead to the next race at Monza.

Back at the pits, Schumacher sprang from the cockpit and set off towards the McLaren garage in a rage. He pushed into a crowd of mechanics, trying to get at Coulthard. The mechanics held him back so he shouted across them ‘You tried to fucking kill me!’ at the Scotsman.

Schumacher has admitted since that this was the only time in his life that he totally lost control and it shocked him. Coulthard has always denied that he acted deliberately, but there is no doubt that the majority of the blame lay with him. What happened next is revealing, as Coulthard explains it:


The following week there was a test at Monza before the Italian Grand Prix. You could see the depth of passion in the tifosi [Ferrari fans]. The crowd booed every time I came out of the garage. That was okay, but when you saw signs painted on bed sheets saying ‘Killer Coulthard’ I felt threatened by the passion for Schumacher and Ferrari.

It was set up for Michael and me to meet in a neutral motorhome to talk. It was just the two of us and it was uncomfortable at first. I explained what I was doing and apologised. Then the conversation drifted on to rights and wrongs.

I said, ‘You must admit you are wrong as well, it’s not all my fault because you ran into the back of me.’

He said, ‘No, it’s your fault, you were being lapped. It’s all your responsibility.’

I said ‘You have to understand right and wrong. You must be wrong sometimes.’ Then I said to him, ‘At home there have to be times when you are wrong and the missus is right.’ He said, ‘No, I’m never wrong.’ He wasn’t having it.

You are caught in your tracks, I mean, what do you do in that situation? You don’t believe it, that someone is never wrong, so you don’t debate it because you think they’re making a pointless point.

But it left me thinking, ‘Is that why he is so good, because he is in a serious state of denial that allows him, even when it’s as clear as the balls on a dog that he is wrong, to believe he’s right?’

It got me wondering, ‘Is that the last little killer bit that I don’t have that doesn’t see right from wrong, that doesn’t see whose mistake it was? Is that what differentiates me from Michael?’

He is unquestionably the most successful driver ever, unquestionably one of the top two or three best, so does it matter? I say yes, it does, it’s not just about winning, it’s about competing.
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