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Can’t Touch Dris
From breaking a century-old driving record, to conquering his fear
of flying in acrobatic style, Idris Elba is pushing himself to his limits

in search of what makes the human race addicted to speed. 

interviewMatters
TAKING TIME-OUT WITH MOTORING ENTHUSIAST AND TV PRESENTER IDRIS ELBA (NO LIMITS) 

I
dris Elba is a man of many talents.
Having made his name as drug kingpin
Stringer Bell in HBO’s The Wire, he
crossed to the other side of the legal

tracks to cement his reputation as DCI
John Luther in the cult BBC crime drama
Luther. Nowadays, Elba is considered to
be one of Britain’s leading actors; he also
spends his days working on his ongoing
musical career as a DJ in London. What
really gets the 43-year-old going, however,
isn’t acting or music, but his first and only
real love: seriously fast cars.

“I’m addicted to speed, it’s no secret,”
he told the BBC whilst promoting his
Discovery show, Idris Elba: No Limits, last
year. In truth, Elba’s more than just a
speed junkie. In 2015 he registered his
place in history by smashing an 88-year-
old driving record known as the “Flying
Mile”. To beat the record he had to travel
one mile at an average speed of just
under 175mph – Elba hit over 180mph in
a £175,000 Bentley Continental GT. In
many ways, Elba’s record-breaking antics
appear to be a culmination of a love of
speed that began in his formative years
with his first car, a Mini Clubman
purchased when he was fourteen. “My
parents didn’t know I bought it,” he said,
adding that, “the Mini, for me, is a symbol

of my liberation.”
So, what is it about speed that

attracted Elba in the first instance? At first,
it was down to his father, who “worked at
Ford and used to bring home old steering
wheels. I used to have them on my lap
pretending to be a rally driver,” he told
viewers on Idris Elba: No Limits. Since
then, the passion for speed grew from
humble beginnings into an interest and
into the history of speed itself. “Cars,
racing, speed, they are and have been for
many people throughout history, a way of
life,” he explained, “either as a means to
make a living, or a means to escape.”
“For some, like the drivers of the original
Cannonball Run, cars were a means to
make a political statement; for the
bootleggers of the Prohibition era, speed
was a means to evade the law.” Having
made his living as an actor, perhaps the
chance to burn rubber provided an
escape from the stresses of real life. 

“I can tell you for certain,” says Elba,
“every speed freak has, at one time or
another, driven through a town, looked at
the streets and tight corners as if they
were a race track and thought to him or
herself, ‘I could have some serious fun if all
these cars and people weren’t in my way’
– and that’s exactly what I got to do.”

Elba is referring to his time at Watkins
Glen International, the famous road race
track, with legendary NASCAR driver
Rusty Wallace for his 2013 documentary
Idris Elba: King of Speed. Before the
permanent track was built just outside of
Watkins Glen, New York, in 1956, “the
cars used to race through the streets of
the tiny village” – paving the way for Elba
and Wallace to drive the original route in a
“proper, bona fide NASCAR”.

“For the town to see one of those
beasts burning round their streets was
incredible,” says Elba, “I tell you
something, those cars are not built for the
roads, they’re not built to stop at traffic
lights and they do not have a go slow
gear. In fact, they only have two gears: go
fast … or stop.”

Of course, when driving at such speeds
there is always a chance that even when
you stop there’s no guarantee that you’ll
be safe. “Rally driving is the ultimate, most
extreme example of this,” he explained.
“You’re not on a track, there is no wall of
tyres to spin into, so if you come off
you’re likely to hit a massive tree or roll
down a ditch and chances are you’re
going to get hurt. Bad.” Even for a home-
grown hard-man like Elba, some cars can
prove to be a bit of a handful – “they’re
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not called
‘muscle cars’ for
nothing. It took
all my strength to
keep that thing
on the track” –
and even with a
former NASCAR
champion in
charge, the
Luther star still
had some
nervous
moments.

“Let’s face it,
even with
someone as
experienced as
Rusty [Wallace]
behind the wheel, giving your destiny over
to someone else is often more unnerving,”
he said, “Even with all that experience, you
can’t help but think ‘This guy has had
some of the worst crashes in NASCAR
history and I’m putting my life in his hands’,
but then it’s happening and it’s amazing.”

King of Speed put Elba outside his
comfort zones in unexpectedly
pleasurable ways as well. The self-
confessed “city boy at heart” was also
given the chance to drive with four-time
Dakar rally winner Ari Vatenan in the heart
of rural Finland – described by Elba as
some of the most beautiful country he
had ever seen. 

“I’ve had the pleasure of meeting some
extraordinary motor car divers from a
really wide spectrum of disciplines, but I
think Ari Vatenan may be the ultimate,” he
said of the 63-year-old rally legend, “He is
truly an extraordinary individual and I tell
you what, he is someone who will, right
until the very end, continue to push the

accelerator and break late on every
corner, real or symbolic. He lives life to the
full and you can see that when he gets
behind the wheel.”

Whilst driving with Vatenan in the
middle of Finnish countryside may well be
“a world away” from where Elba grew up
on streets of East Ham, it allowed him to
gain an insight into the mind-set of a
speedy phenomenon a little closer to his
roots: the concept of a boy racer. Is Elba
himself not just a boy racer who’s all
grown up?

“I don’t condone what they do, but I
can see why they do it,” he smiles, “It is
very exciting. I think most people would
think of ‘boy racer’ as a modern term, but
since there have been cars, there have
been boy racers. Ultimately, boy racers
are not just kids in their Fiestas down the
Southend beach front, or the guy cruising
around Chelsea in a million pound Bugatti,
they are all the people in between who
have been around since Henry Ford’s time
and just love driving.”

In fact, to Elba, the concept of “boy
racers” is entwined with the history of
automobiles as a whole. His “big
realisation” during the filming of King of
Speed was that “behind every modern
day multinational car manufacturer and
multi-million-dollar racing event there is an
incredible story.”

“It’s the risk taker, the moonshiners
modifying their cars and the drag racers
who were willing to be shillings, muscle
cars and pink slips, which inspired a
fundamental change in manufacturing and
led to the creation of the world’s most
popular motorsports events.” Though
“boy racer” may have negative
connotations, Elba hopes his shows will
change that. “If people look at their kids
on their streets tinkering around with cars
then great,” he explained. – the need for
speed has been behind everything from
Formula One to the Bugatti Veyron and
the fastest road-legal vehicles we know
and love today and that, says Elba, is
“quite a legacy”.

Of course, Elba’s latest show isn’t just
about cars. He also takes to the skies in his
relentless pursuit of speed – which provided
a stumbling block for the intrepid actor.
“The biggest struggle for me is dealing with
my fear of heights,” he explained, making
aerobatics, by his own admission, “definitely
the scariest” thing he had attempted –
pushing his “fear factor to the limit”. It’ll take
more than a flimsy plane performing
somersaults to put this man off his passion,
however. “Fear is an interesting one for me,”
he told hungertv.com, “I battle it. I don’t
respect fear. I don’t mean that in an
arrogant way, but I am self-aware and that’s
how I deal with it.”

For now, Elba is gearing up for another
season of No Limits on the Discovery
Channel, saying prophetically that “there 
is always another car to drive and more
roads to race.” In terms of his on-screen
career, the King of Speed will be
transitioning into the King of the Jungle 
as the ferocious man-hunting tiger, Shere
Khan, in Disney’s live-action remake of
The Jungle Book, set for release later this
year. The chance to merge his acting
talent with his undisputable passion for
fast cars may well be close, too.
Persistent rumours are circulating that
Elba could well be in the running for the
iconic role of James Bond once Daniel
Craig steps aside, and we may well be
seeing the self-confessed speed freak
behind the wheel of 007’s souped-up
Aston Martin any day now. NCR


