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TAKING TIME-OUT WITH THREE-TIME WORLD CHAMPION JACKIE STEWART 

interviewMatters

Three-time World Champion
Jackie Stewart overcame

learning difficulties and Olympic
heartbreak to make his way to
the front of the grid time and

time again. It’s his fervent
commitment, however, to improving the shocking

standards of safety in motorsport – that claimed the lives
of over 50 of his friends – that changed how people race

to this day, and still forms the backbone when it comes to
safety legislation in the fastest sport on Earth.

The Flying
Scotsman

B
efore Lewis Hamilton won his
third World Driver’s Championship
last year, one British driver had
held that particular record since

1973: Sir Jackie Stewart. Widely
considered one of the greatest racing
drivers ever to hail from the UK – a moniker
challenged only by the likes of Graham Hill,
Jim Clark and now Hamilton – Stewart’s
career was nearly over before it began. 

A crash at the Circuit de Spa-
Francorchamps in 1966 left him trapped
under his car while the broken fuel tanks
emptied their volatile contents over him,
until fellow drivers Hill and Bob Bondurant
freed him from the wreckage with
spanners taken from a spectator’s toolkit.
Later, Stewart would drive with his own
spanner taped to the back of his car’s
steering wheel.

“I realised that if this was the best we
had, there was something sadly wrong,”
he said at the time. “Things wrong with
the race track, the cars, the medical side,
the fire-fighting, and the emergency
crews. There were also grass banks that
were launch pads, things you went
straight into, trees that were unprotected
and so on. Young people today just
wouldn't understand it. It was ridiculous.”

It was a moment that defined the soon-

to-be champion’s career, and ensured that
when he retired in 1973 – one race early
due to the death of teammate Francois
Cervert at Watkins Glen, New York – he
would be remembered not just for his
undisputable pedigree on the track, but
also as an utterly determined advocate of
improved safety throughout the then-
troubled world of motorsport. He was the
man who fought for the implementation 

of seat-belts in F1 cars, when previously
drivers were happy to be thrown clear of
the car in case of fire; and the only driver
willing to organise a boycott of a race
rather than continue in the face of such
substandard safety procedures.

“It’s 50 years since I won my first
Formula One race in Monte Carlo, and
some of the pictures I look at: there was
the odd straw bale, but the kerbs were
90-degree kerbs – a sharp edge – and
you couldn’t take liberties with that,”
explains the 76-year-old, who was racing
during a period of the sport when a driver
who had been in the business of F1 for
five years had a two-in-three chance of
being killed on the track.

Stewart, who drove for just over double
that time, was one of the lucky ones: for
no fewer than 57 of his contemporaries,
the lack of proper regulations – “the
bollards by the side of the track, the
things they tied ropes round for the ships
to port; ridiculous, immovable objects” –
had fatal consequences. While safety has
improved dramatically since Stewart’s
racing days, the death of Jules Bianchi in
2014 and the accident in this year’s
Australian Grand Prix, which saw
Fernando Alonso suffer rib fractures and 
a partially collapsed lung, show that the
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sport will always be a danger to drivers,
no matter how experienced. 

Though Stewart doesn’t believe that F1
“will ever be as safe as it could be”, he
does acknowledge that it could be argued
the sport has “a better foundation of good
preparation and safety than any other
sport … or activity in the world”. The fact
that Alonso was able to walk away from a
180mph collision with a crash barrier is, in
part, a representation of the work that has
long been championed by men like
Stewart – especially given, in his own
words, the sport was born out of a
“heritage of no safety at all”.

Alonso’s crash has been the only talking
point in an F1 season already gearing up
to be chock-full of controversy. One major
debate focused on the much-maligned
change in qualifying. The adjustment was
later repealed in favour of reverting to the
old system, a move with which Stewart
agreed entirely.

“It wasn’t successful, it wasn’t loved by
anybody I ever spoke to, and I personally
was both in Australia and in Bahrain, and 
it made no sense to me at all,” he said.
“Everybody was confused. Even the motor
racing community, the F1 community,
couldn’t understand some of the stuff and
even the team principals who were
controlling when the driver went out and
what he had to do, on the radio, when he
had to do the quick one, because
whatever his last lap in that time window
was, he wasn’t going to qualify in the right
position. There was a point in Australia
where there were no cars on the track!”

Not only was he a celebrated driver;
from 1997 to 1999 Stewart also tried his
hand at team management with his son
Paul at Stewart Grand Prix, earning one
win in its last season on its way to coming
fourth overall in the Constructor’s

Championship. Having witnessed first-
hand the trials and tribulations of setting
up an independent team, he understands
all too well the uphill struggle that teams
like Haas are faced with when it comes to
joining the white-hot competition for a
place on the podium.

“I take my hat off to the Haas team,”
Stewart says. “Our little effort – we put a
lot of time into it, with Paul and I working
and trying to make everything special, but
they’ve done much more than we did in
these early two races. They’ve had a sixth,
and then in Bahrain it was a fifth, and
that’s a great achievement. We started
Stewart Grand Prix from the actual floor.
We made our car – it wasn’t a Ferrari, it
was designed and built in Milton Keynes,
in the same factory that Red Bull are in
now – but our little achievement, I think,
was very impressive, something we all
worked hard towards. I think we entered
at the right time and I think we were lucky
enough to leave at the right time.”

Stewart believes Haas will “have to race
for three years before they win a Grand
Prix”. Despite being the first American
constructor in F1 history to win points in its
initial race, even so it will take a monumental
effort by any of the other competitors to
knock a seemingly all-powerful Mercedes
team from pole position. 

“I think the Mercedes Benz right now is
so dominant that it would be very difficult
for either Lewis Hamilton or Nico Rosberg
not to win races,” he agrees. “It’s back
almost to where we were I think, when
Michael Schumacher was totally
dominating. In this particular case, there’s
not the same sort of insistence that
Michael had to be the number one driver,
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and so Rubens Barichello had to be
satisfied with being second. However,
Nico’s now won six Grand Prix on the trot,
and that’s pretty impressive.”

Hamilton’s start to the season has been
mired in bad luck and false starts. “In
order to finish first, first you must finish,”
Stewart remarks succinctly, before adding
that he hopes Vettel can acquire an
“engine to last beyond the warm-up lap” in
order to “put the cat among the pigeons”.

This kind of attitude is typical of the
plucky, septuagenarian Scotsman, for
whom nothing came easy in life. He is
severely dyslexic, so much so that even
now he would, by his own admission, 
be unable to fill out a driver’s license
application form. During his childhood in
Scotland, however, the condition went
unrecognised – it wasn’t until the age of
41 that Stewart was finally diagnosed,
after suffering for years at the hands of
school bullies and a lack of understanding
almost everywhere else.

Now, though, Stewart’s able to put his
stereotypical single-mindedness to helping
those children in his home nation who are
affected by dyslexia. “I created Dyslexia
Scotland and we work very closely with
the government, and we help a great
many people in Scotland who have

dyslexia,” he explains with pride. “We’ve
particularly revolutionised the teacher
training course so that every new teacher
coming out of teacher training college in
Scotland now for several years is skilled to
the level of being able to recognise any
child with a learning disability. I think we’re
the first country in the world that is doing
that, and the only other country anywhere
near that is Singapore.”

His condition, however, can now be
looked on as beneficial to his successes
on the track. Not only did it teach him 
to think outside of the box, a skill that
developed his almost peerless racing
style, but his school’s refusal to allow him
to continue into secondary education
resulted in him working at his father’s
garage as an apprentice mechanic. 

With the tips he made “at the petrol
pumps and lubrication bay”, Stewart was
able to afford his first car, an Austin A30.
It was as typically patriotic as the tartan
band that encircled his helmet during the
entirety of his racing career – “spruce
green, with chrome embellishes on the
wheels, hunting Stewart seat covers, a
lion rampant on one side and the cross 
of St Andrew on the other”.

The racing legend – who narrowly
missed out on representing Great Britain

at trapshooting in the 1960 Olympic
Games – returns to Scotland regularly. He
still partakes in the sport he may well have
become synonymous with, had it not
been for his expertise in the world of
motorsport, as well as enjoying the wealth
of beautiful driving available in the
stunning Highlands. “There are some
lovely drives,” he sighs in his
unmistakeable Caledonian burr, “across
Rannoch Moor and through Glen Coe –
just spectacular.”

Now, just a few years off his 80th
birthday, Stewart’s legacy in the world of
motorsport reaches much further than his
undeniable quality as a racing driver. His
willingness to fight for improvements in
the sport led to him being labelled a
coward at times, but it never extinguished
the drive to bring about changes to the
“diabolical, so-called precautions and
safety measures” in the industry. “I would
have been a much more popular World
Champion if I had always said what
people wanted to hear,” he once
remarked. “I might have been dead, but
definitely more popular!”

At the age of 34, Stewart was only three
years older than Lewis Hamilton is now
when he retired, but it’s fair to assume
Hamilton may go on racing for many more
years, eventually winning the fourth
championship that will finally break
Stewart’s record. The sport we see
Hamilton competing in today, however, and
the relative safety of the drivers themselves,
owes so much to this diminutive,
combative Scotsman, who lost so many
friends and colleagues in the race for pole
position, but saved so many more.

This article commissioned by The
National Collision Repairer and written
by Jake Taylor
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