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         The originator of this book wants to remain anonymous. A major personality in Formula One, he persistently urged me over some years to expose Bernie Ecclestone’s dishonesty. Sharp, ruthless and evasive have been familiar descriptions of Ecclestone’s career, often blemished by scandal and accusations of bribery and chicanery. But what is the truth? In our first meeting in Knightsbridge in late 2009, arranged by John Bloom, I replied to Ecclestone’s offer of cooperation with the assurance that I would publish any evidence I found of wrongdoing and criticism. Ecclestone smiled. ‘Tom, I’m no angel,’ he countered. Over the months of research and writing, I enjoyed unprecedented access to Ecclestone, most of Formula One’s leading personalities, his personal friends and Ecclestone himself. Many asked Ecclestone, ‘What should I say?’ He replied, ‘The truth. Don’t worry about me.’ The result is an extraordinary insight into Britain’s most successful tycoon.
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         I owe a special thanks to David Cornwell whose insight into the human condition is invaluable; and to Veronica, my wife, who keeps the flame alight.

         Finally, thanks to Bernie Ecclestone himself. Until we met he seemed to have adopted the attitude, ‘I’ve got to cope with my life, I don’t want to know about my life.’ But as the months together passed he occasionally said, ‘I’m looking forward to reading the book. I want to know what I’ve done in my life.’ He took a gamble. For my part, the ride was thrilling. It is tantalising to speculate on his opinion – whether he decides in the end that he scooped a jackpot, came out evens or lost to the bank.
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            Monaco, Sunday 16 May 2010

         
 
         ‘Bernie! Bernie! Darling!’ A tall, beautiful black girl is smothering the diminutive man with kisses. Trapped against the wall of a rickety metal cage, the seventy-nine-year-old smiles up to the exuberant model, ‘Hi, Naomi.’ Silently watching from the corner of the descending makeshift lift is a lined face hidden behind sunglasses and a baseball hat. Seconds later, the doors clang open. Thirty screaming cameramen greet Mick Jagger, Naomi Campbell and Bernie Ecclestone as they walk into the Monaco sunlight. ‘Where can we watch the race, Bernie?’ shouts Jagger. ‘My motorhome,’ replies the impish man pushing burly cameramen from his path. A twenty-four-stone bodyguard stands helpless on the side. Pursued by the cameras, the group heads towards the security gates guarding the ‘motorhome’ – a grey, black-windowed, air-conditioned, sound-insulated, leather-upholstered coach equipped with concealed cameras to cover every angle – parked at the entrance of the Paddock, the exclusive harbour area squeezed between a hill and the sea reserved for Formula One’s players. Looking twenty years younger than his age thanks to the teenage cut of his hair, Ecclestone is enjoying the unpredictability. ‘Water?’ Ecclestone offers his guests, as they sit back to watch the beginning of the sixty-eighth Monaco Grand Prix.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Forty minutes earlier, Bernie Ecclestone had fought his way out of the same lift facing a bigger scrum. ‘This way, Jennifer!’ the paparazzi screamed. ‘Jennifer, we love you!’ roared the crowd from the hill and stands overlooking the race circuit. Jennifer Lopez had unexpectedly dropped in to see Bernie. ‘Jennifer wants to see the cars,’ explained Sir Philip Green, the retailer, and Lopez’s host on Lionheart, his 206-foot yacht moored nearby. In three days Green would be in London to open a store in Knightsbridge and any publicity attendant on the Hollywood star and Formula One was valuable. ‘Okay, I’ll help,’ said Ecclestone, abandoning the lobster lunch he had personally bought that morning in a Monaco supermarket. Side by side, preceded by a wall of backwards-lurching photographers, Ecclestone, Lopez and Green had headed towards the pits, the twelve garages where mechanics were preparing the cars for that afternoon’s Grand Prix.
         
 
         ‘They’re so small,’ cooed Lopez, gazing at the bare axles of Robert Kubica’s Renault. ‘Where are the wheels?’
 
         ‘They’ve been sold,’ quipped Ecclestone.
 
         ‘I couldn’t get into that car,’ J-Lo laughed. ‘The driving seat is so small.’ ‘We’d squeeze you in,’ laughed Green, ‘and then sew your clothes on.’ ‘Thanks for the publicity, Bernie,’ Renault’s chief said.
 
         Ecclestone and Lopez moved on to the adjacent Ferrari pit. Pictures of J-Lo alongside the red car were the publicist’s dream. It justified spending $400 million on Ferraris for nineteen races in just one year.
 
         Twenty minutes before the race, the mood was tense. Visitors were usually unwelcome but the rule was broken for the man who had made everyone rich. ‘Hi, Bernie,’ greeted the white-haired man among the crowd outside the Ferrari stop. ‘Good to see you, Michael,’ replied Ecclestone. ‘How’s your daughter, Bernie?’ ‘Great,’ replied Ecclestone, being pushed on.
         
 
         ‘Michael Douglas is a good man,’ said Ecclestone seconds later, regretting that he had not spent more time with the actor who had flown over from the Cannes film festival.
 
         Lopez was heading back to the harbour as Ecclestone began wandering through the grid, the line-up of twenty-two cars getting ready to start. To loud cheers of ‘Bernie’ from the stands, the true star of this show took the stretched-out hands and returned smiles greeting his wandering gaze.
         
 
         ‘You look relaxed,’ Ecclestone said, greeting Nico Rosberg, who was standing by his Mercedes.
 
         ‘Inside I’m a shaking mess,’ replied the German driver.
 
         Prince Albert, the reigning monarch of Monaco, swept past. Ecclestone had shunned his party at the palace the previous night. At the end of the grid, Ecclestone walked past two Virgin cars.
 
         ‘A nickel-and-dime operation,’ commented Ecclestone about Richard Branson’s attempt to speed into the Formula One spotlight. ‘He’s paying economy and should be in first class. I told him, “You’re trying to get a Rolls-Royce job with a Cortina.” He won’t last.’ Formula One only suits the seriously rich.
 
         ‘That’s Lakshmi Mittal,’ he murmured, spotting the Indian steel magnate worth over £20 billion speaking to Vijay Mallya, the owner of the Kingfisher beer company, standing by two Force India cars. Two days earlier Ecclestone had visited Mallya’s huge yacht, moored alongside Philip Green’s. Plans to stage Formula One races in India in 2011 relied on Ecclestone’s negotiations with the Indian government. The huge diamond studs screwed into Mallya’s ear lobes glittered while they briefly resumed discussions about his plans to become the subcontinent’s Grand Prix maestro.
 
         ‘Bernie! Bernie!’, roared hundreds of British spectators from stands bedecked with the Union Jack. They pointed their cameras at the icon as he walked down the sunlit track, but he barely acknowledged their presence. ‘They cheer today but they’ll boo tomorrow,’ observed the anti-hero.
 
         Beyond the stands, on terraces and balconies, thousands of flamboyant party-goers clasping champagne glasses were focusing their binoculars on the white-shirted figure striding along the middle of the road. In their gleaming Rolls-Royces, Bentleys and Ferraris, the mega-rich club has returned every year since 1929 to Formula One’s Mecca – a bolt-hole confirming Somerset Maugham’s truism that Monaco was a ‘sunny place for shady people’. Ecclestone was a hero for the members of that club.
         
 
         Over the previous thirty-six years Ecclestone had transformed Formula One from a mere enthusiasts’ sport into one of the world’s most-watched entertainments. The catcalls – and there have been plenty over the years – had come from the original team owners whom Ecclestone had enriched to buy yachts, private planes and countless homes. Gratitude for the source of their fortunes was begrudging. Only insiders knew that since the previous year’s Monaco Grand Prix, the scars of Formula One’s most recent internecine war were still raw. The puppet-master lived in a self-constructed golden cage surrounded by misfits. Parading with the stars, the billionaire knew, confirmed his indispensability. In the recession Monaco’s opportunities were gold dust.
 
         That morning a procession had entered ‘The Kremlin’, Ecclestone’s motorhome, to broker deals. Each was greeted by him with a few words in his south London accent asserting his negotiating position, often terminated by, ‘Just do it. We’ll sort it out later.’ Outside, Flavio Briatore, the discredited Italian businessman, had arranged something different. To restore his reputation in Formula One, Briatore posed for photographs with Ecclestone. As forty cameras whirred, the two spotted Michael Schumacher giving interviews. The German, like the Italian, was trying to make a comeback. Cynics would call them ‘poseurs with their playthings’. No one even noticed Richard Branson as he walked past towards his dark motorhome in the distance.
 
         Minutes before the race started, Ecclestone, Mick Jagger and Naomi Campbell were seated on deep leather upholstery insulated from the ear-shattering blast of twenty-two high-tuned engines built to speed at 200 miles an hour. The narrow street circuit is the ultimate challenge for drivers’ skills. Within the first minutes of the race weaving around Europe’s most expensive real estate, a Williams car crashed into a metal barrier. A wheel and wing splattered across the bend.
         
 
         ‘A goner,’ said Mick Jagger, asking a friend to take a photograph of himself watching television with Ecclestone. A few minutes later smoke poured from Jenson Button’s McLaren engine. The previous year’s world champion had been defeated by a careless mechanic.
 
         ‘A lot’s happening in the first five minutes,’ muttered Jagger.
 
         ‘There’s a lot of nerves and it’s not easy here,’ agreed Ecclestone. Two stars, both raised in Dartford, south London, shared a gritty mateyness.
 
         ‘It’s a sensational challenge,’ Mark Webber, the Australian driver, said about Monaco just before the race. ‘The track is a law unto itself because at Monaco there’s no difference between a small mistake and a big mistake. The result is the same – a trashed car.’
 
         Scary rides linked Jagger and Ecclestone. ‘Doing any tours?’ the sports czar asked the rock king over his shoulder. ‘Nah,’ replied the emaciated sixty-five-year-old glancing across at L’Wren Scott, his six-foot-tall girlfriend. ‘If you’re here on Wednesday, Bernie,’ continued Jagger, ‘come to Cannes and see our new film. There’s a party.’ Ecclestone barely nodded. He avoids parties.
 
         ‘Darling, I’ll call you when I wake up,’ Naomi Campbell was drawling down the phone. Seated at the other end of the motorhome, the model was rejecting work. ‘And then I’ll decide if I can see you. I don’t want to let you down.’
 
         After ending the call, she turned to a friend. ‘I’m hungry. I want lunch.’ Jagger’s group was waiting for a launch to take them to Lionheart.
         
 
         ‘The boat’s here,’ said the voice of an unusually fat gofer, known for attaching himself to celebrities. Lionheart was moored just fifty yards away. Campbell pushed through the coach to say farewell. ‘You’ll be just six boats down from Force Blue,’ said Ecclestone, laughing. ‘I know,’ she smiled. ‘I won’t be going there.’ The insiders’ joke was that Force Blue was owned by Flavio Briatore. Seven years earlier, Flavio Briatore and Campbell had been dating. At the time, he was a Formula One celebrity. Since then, he had become notorious in the sport.
         
 
         ‘Flavio’s past has never been a problem for me,’ Ecclestone would tell those questioning his friendship. Some guessed that his loyalty towards the Italian exhibitionist had been sealed after Ecclestone uncharacteristically exposed a vulnerability.
 
         Ecclestone was staying on Briatore’s gleaming gin-palace for the weekend. Danielle Steele, the writer, and other multimillionaires chartered the craft from Briatore for €250,000 a week, with food, fuel and tips extra. Flying together four days earlier from Biggin Hill, the airport in south London that Ecclestone personally owns, to Nice on Ecclestone’s Falcon 7X, one of the world’s fastest private jets, the two had discussed restoring Briatore’s tumultuous career in Formula One. Briatore’s star had soared as the principal of the Renault team only to crash in 2009 amid scandalous accusations. His prosecutor and judge was Max Mosley, also tainted by scandal. The backstabbing and recrimination between Mosley, Briatore and Ecclestone over the previous two years matched the finest Shakespearean drama. ‘Max is jealous of me,’ Briatore complained to Ecclestone during the flight. ‘I even agreed to employ Alexander,’ added Briatore, referring to Mosley’s son, who had died in 2009 of a suspected drug overdose. Both agreed that Mosley enjoyed exercising power but disagreed about the man himself. Ecclestone and Mosley’s relationship in Formula One started in the late 1960s and despite disagreements was glued by their extraordinary success. Flavio Briatore’s arrival was more recent. His wealth owed much to Ecclestone, yet in 2009 he was universally accused of seeking to oust his mentor as Formula One’s supremo. Their reconciliation baffled everyone. ‘People say I shouldn’t be associated with Flavio and people who cheat,’ admitted Ecclestone. ‘I couldn’t care. I know what I know. Everyone cheats in Formula One and he shouldn’t have got caught. He’s suffered more than he should have done.’ 
         
 
         Life on Ecclestone’s $48 million jet reflected the owner’s abstemiousness. Briatore was offered water or coffee. At lunchtime there was no food. Looking through a locker Ecclestone discovered a tube of Smarties. He shared them with his two passengers. Then, after rummaging some more, he found a packet of Hula Hoops. Briatore, tanned and paunchy, the owner of Cipriani restaurant in London, and with homes in London, New York and Sardinia, declined the crisps. Before the plane landed in Nice, Briatore had consented to invite Mosley to a dinner party on Force Blue. On the eve of the Grand Prix the two would be reconciled. While Briatore was briefly absent from his seat, Ecclestone compared the Italian with Ron Dennis, his life-long nemesis and the architect of McLaren’s success. ‘When Flavio stuck a knife in my back, he charmed me and said, “It’s good for you to let out some blood.” But when Ron puts the knife in, he wants you to know that he’s in charge and he’s killed you.’ Ecclestone had survived many ambitious assassins but was equally wary of the self-righteous: ‘You don’t want to believe people who tell you they’re honest.’
         
 
         From the plane Ecclestone and Briatore were driven to Nice’s helicopter terminal. Ecclestone paid the fares from a wad of folded €500 notes. Fortunately for the ticket-seller, Ecclestone refuses change. After a six-minute flight, the two men stepped from the plane into a waiting launch and a welcome by Force Blue’s seventeen-man crew.
         
 
         Three days later, on the eve of the race, Flavio Briatore and Elisabetta Gregoraci, his thirty-year-old wife and former Wonderbra model, were generous hosts to seventy guests for dinner. Several were familiar to gossip columnists. Boris Becker, Tamara Beckwith, Nick Candy and Goga Ashkenazi regularly feature in glossy magazines. Briatore was pleased that Robert Kubica, Renault’s driver, arrived for a drink dressed in corporate gear. Formula One had made Briatore rich and he wanted to re-enter the show. Mosley had cried off.
 
         ‘Flavio has given an unhelpful interview about me to an Italian newspaper,’ he explained from his Monaco apartment. ‘He’s told a journalist that he has forgiven me.’ Briatore was unapologetic about his venom. Mosley, he believed, had ruined his reputation and his fortune. Instead, Mosley attended a dinner party for eighty guests hosted by Jean Todt, his successor as president of FIA (Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile, based in Paris), on the Maltese Falcon, the world’s biggest private sailing yacht, moored nearby. Among Todt’s guests were Michael Schumacher and other Formula One stars. At midnight Briatore led a handpicked elite to his ‘Billionaire’ club in Monte Carlo. Tables cost up to €10,000 for an evening and the club was nearly full, an achievement during the recession. One week later Force Blue was seized by the local police while sailing through Italian waters. Briatore was accused of failing to pay £4.5 million in taxes. Mosley did not express his sorrow. Ecclestone was pragmatic. Bruised egos were common in his business. Throughout his stay in Monaco, he mediated conflicts, resolved problems and, in between, had negotiated the supply of tyres for the following season.
         
 
         Races can be won or lost on the quality of the tyres. Over the previous twelve years, Bridgestone, the Japanese tyre manufacturer, had supplied Formula One teams with up to 30,000 tyres every year – worth about $40 million – at no cost. In return, the regular advertising on television in over a hundred countries during races had transformed Bridgestone into a global success. In 2009, sated by the marketing triumph, Bridgestone decided to terminate the contract. Three suppliers – Michelin, Pirelli and Avon – offered to supply the teams but for a price. A few weeks earlier, Jean Todt had promised Michelin, a French corporation, that the teams would each pay $3 million for a season’s supply of tyres. Ecclestone suspected that Todt may have been partial towards Michelin, not least because his son was hoping to establish a new racing team. Ecclestone was cool towards Todt and had opposed his election. During his stay in Monaco he negotiated that Avon would offer their tyres for $1.5 million and simultaneously encouraged Pirelli to make a winning offer. ‘The teams will decide, not Todt,’ Ecclestone told the managers of the Formula One teams. ‘Leave it to me,’ he said in his familiar south London tone. This was one battle he was going to win. ‘I’m not going to lose to Todt,’ he pledged.
         
 
         Since 1974 Ecclestone had brokered Formula One’s business. Dealing was in his genes and few could rival his skill. Negotiating a bargain for 200 sets of tyres for each team was, for him, a piffling chore but the successful execution was his oxygen. Before leaving Monaco, Michelin’s negotiator agreed with Ecclestone to reduce the price by 50 per cent. During a visit to Ecclestone’s motorhome Norbert Haug, the head of the Mercedes team, approved the arrangement. But Ecclestone wanted more. Every minor success, multiplied across the sport’s annual $1 billion budget, reconfirmed his dominance. Daily, one man balanced the demands of twelve teams, nineteen race circuits, countless sponsors, eighteen governments, over a hundred broadcasters and the sport’s regulators to produce seamless entertainment. But Ecclestone rarely stayed at any race to watch the end of it.
 
         Halfway through Ecclestone left his motorhome, bid farewell to those crowding into his private canteen, including Niki Lauda, and headed towards the heliport. Unwilling to be caught in traffic, Ecclestone never stayed at any race to watch the chequered flag come down. Seated twenty minutes later in his Falcon, he leaned back into the deeply upholstered leather armchair and read the Observer newspaper’s preview of the Monaco race. Under the headline ‘The streets where heroes are made – disaster is only ever a moment away’ was a grainy black-and-white photograph of Monaco’s 1957 race. Featured in the lead of eight cars was Juan Manuel Fangio, the legendary Argentinian driver. ‘I’ve got those two Ferraris, that Maserati and the Lancia,’ said Ecclestone pointing with pride at the photograph of the speeding old cars racing around houses demolished many years ago. Ecclestone spoke with nostalgia about the ‘old days’ and his collection of eighty vintage Formula One cars arranged like museum exhibits in a hangar at Biggin Hill. 
         
 
         As the Falcon descended over the Thames estuary heading towards his personal runway, he looked down at Dartford. ‘Never been back since I left,’ he said. ‘Not interested.’ After a brief pause he pressed closer to the window. ‘I owned that house, and that one …’ His voice trailed off. Few eyewitnesses at the start of his personal race to the top are still alive but the survivors whisper about the casualties during his triumphant progress. ‘I’m no angel,’ he admits. Time has softened the rough edges but the steel core remains.
 
         Driving himself home to Knightsbridge from Biggin Hill airport, Ecclestone was thinking of the next race in Istanbul. His motorhome, he realised, was about to be shipped from Monaco across the Mediterranean. ‘That’s a waste,’ he softly remarked. At the back of his four-wheel drive, Pasquale Lattuneddu, his Sardinian fixer recruited by Slavica, his former wife, understood the message. Within seconds, he was speaking to Karl-Heinz Zimmerman, the Austrian ‘host’ of Ecclestone’s motorhome. ‘The bus is booked to be shipped from Italy to Istanbul,’ said Zimmerman. ‘Mr E. wants that cancelled,’ said Lattuneddu. Careful with money, Bernie Ecclestone’s frugal manner matched his origins.
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            2 ‘You don’t want to believe people’ BE
            
 
            3 ‘I’m not going to lose to Todt’ BE 
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            Gambling

         
 
         Celebrations were unfamiliar for Bernard Ecclestone’s parents. At Christmas they never exchanged presents or enjoyed the traditional lunch, and Bertha Ecclestone never arranged a birthday party for her son. That changed on his eighth birthday after they moved to south-east London. On 28 October 1938 Aunt May, his mother’s sister, baked a cake, prepared sandwiches and invited neighbours. Bewildered, Bernard fled the house and wandered around Dartford until nightfall.
         
 
         ‘They were worried about me,’ he realised when he eventually returned. Over the following seventy-two years, as he gambled, bargained and battled to accumulate his fortune, at least $4 billion in cash, Bernard Charles Ecclestone avoided celebration of his life and success.
 
         At regular Saturday coffee mornings at Fortnum & Mason in Piccadilly, his oldest Dartford friends – a bookmaker, a tailor, a horse trainer and a property developer – all in their late seventies, speculated on whether their host was ever truly happy. Despite the private jets, the luxury yacht, the mansions in Chelsea and others scattered across Europe, and all his billions, the gang searched for signs of emotion behind the mischievous banter and the urchin face concealed by tinted glasses and a grey fringe. In unison they agreed he never forgot his roots but never mentioned happiness.
 
         Hardship was ingrained in the circumstances of his birth in St Peter in Suffolk on 28 October 1930. Sidney Ecclestone, a small, quiet twenty-seven-year-old fisherman, was scraping a living on the Elnet, a rickety trawler sailing from Lowestoft to catch herring and mackerel in the North Sea. Bertha, his twenty-three-year-old wife, dominated the household. Sharing the chores with Rose Westley, her mother, who lived nearby, the housewife demanded that Sidney hand over his earnings on pay day. Strict discipline about money, cleanliness and morality pervaded Hawk House, their thick-walled home without an inside lavatory or water from a tap. Isolation was a natural way of life for those living in the hamlets around South Elmham linked only by narrow tracks across the Suffolk wheat fields. Until Bernard’s birth the only noteworthy event in the Ecclestones’ life was the Elnet being tossed on to a beach during a storm in 1928. Ever since, Sidney had sought to escape the harsh seafarer’s life.
         
 
         At the turn of the century Sidney Ecclestone’s family had moved from Kent to work in the nascent printing industry in Norwich but Sidney lacked the self-confidence to keep a skilled job. Famous for always polishing his shoes, Sidney even gave up fishing to work as a farm hand soon after Bertha became concerned about her son’s health. Around Bernard’s second birthday, she became convinced that her son’s eyesight was defective. With the baby strapped to her back, she cycled twenty miles to the hospital in Norwich. The diagnosis was brutal. Her son was nearly blind in his right eye and the defect could not be remedied.
 
         Three years later he arrived on a horse-drawn milk wagon at the infant school in Wissett, a nearby village. In the afternoons, under the disciplinary eyes of his mother and grandmother who taught him ‘right from wrong’, he obediently did domestic chores, even collecting horse manure for his mother’s garden. ‘Never waste,’ he was told by Sidney, ‘but always buy the best you can afford.’ That was about the only homily his father uttered. On reflection Ecclestone realises now that throughout his childhood there was sparse home life. His parents rarely spoke except when his mother became angry and they never went on holiday, not even to the nearby beaches. Ecclestone only saw the sea twice, thanks to a visit arranged by a kind neighbour.
         
 
         By the mid-1930s Bertha and her family realised there was no future in St Peter for their son. Pumping water in the back yard, poor education and health facilities and no job prospects made life too difficult. In 1935 Bertha’s sister May moved to Dartford in Kent with her husband, a fishmonger, followed by their mother. In 1938 Bertha, pregnant with her second child, decided to join the exodus. Renting a bungalow in Priory Close, Sidney found a job as a crane driver at a local engineering factory while Bernard joined the West Hill infant school, a half-mile walk from his home. That year, Bertha’s second child, a daughter called Marion, was born. She would barely feature in her brother’s life. One year later, the Second World War began and the Ecclestones had good reason to consider the folly of exchanging their sanctuary in Suffolk for living under the flight path of German bombers heading along the Thames estuary towards London. ‘They’ll bomb us tonight,’ Sidney announced on 3 September 1939. Bernie watched his parents tape up the windows to protect themselves from flying glass and fix the blackout curtains. An air-raid siren sounded that night, a false alarm.
         
 
         Regardless of the danger, Bertha refused to evacuate Bernard with the majority of London’s children to the countryside. Deciding that her family would be adequately protected by a flimsy Anderson shelter erected in the garden, she made a critical decision that would forge her son’s character and career. By example and love rather than lectures she allowed her son to foster his own life. Little was ever spoken between the son and his parents. The family lacked overt emotional bonds. Feelings were never expressed or analysed. Bertha was merely demanding and supportive, making her son self-critical and ambitious. Most importantly, Bertha never expressed doubts about any decision. The most obvious was her choice to stay in Dartford.
 
         In May 1940, as the British army was being evacuated from Dunkirk, the Luftwaffe bombers began raids on the munitions factories located near Ecclestone’s home before heading on towards the London docks on the River Thames, visible in an uninterrupted view across the fields from the bottom of their garden. Daily, German bombers passed over the Ecclestones’ neighbourhood, dubbed by the locals as ‘Bomb Alley’. Every night during the Blitz Ecclestone could see from the shelter the London skyline covered by shooting flames. During the daytime he watched the dogfights of Spitfires, scrambled from nearby Biggin Hill airfield, attacking the Luftwaffe. During the Battle of Britain, Ecclestone played with friends in the bomb sites, especially the burnt-out local labour exchange, collecting live and spent ammunition, catapulting shrapnel at each other and examining the detritus of blasted offices and homes.
         
 
         The war disrupted all schoolchildrens’ education. Most English teachers had been called up for military service and were replaced by refugees. At West Hill the thirty children in Ecclestone’s class were taught by Poles and Belgians. Among the rigorous disciplinarians was an outstanding maths teacher, a crucial factor in the fate of the unusually small but self-confident boy in the playground. In the era of poverty, rationing and shortages, it became normal for schoolboys to swap their possessions. ‘Swapping’ assumed a particular attraction for Ecclestone. Initially he swapped the milk and biscuits provided by the school. Next he began swapping his toys. Trading up, obtaining a better toy, became instinctive. To the surprise of Don Cox, a friend, Ecclestone even swapped his birthday presents. ‘Doesn’t your mum mind?’ asked Cox. ‘Nah,’ replied Ecclestone.
         
 
         At home, Bertha had allowed ‘Bungay’, as she called her son, to commandeer a wooden shed adjoining the bomb shelter at the bottom of the garden. Despite the musty atmosphere, Ecclestone spent hours pulling apart motors, engines and old bicycles. Taught by Sidney, a perpetual tinkerer with machines, he cleaned ball bearings, chains and wheels and, after reassembling his artefacts, looked for another machine to renovate. ‘Do the best you can with what you’ve got,’ Bertha told her son. 
         
 
         Moving up to the Dartford West Central secondary school in 1941, when Ecclestone was eleven, provoked a change in life. Confronted by the limited finances at home and a desire to be independent, he completed two newspaper rounds early every morning before school. He could always be heard approaching the houses. On Sidney’s instructions his shoes were studded with Blakeys to last longer. At the end of the rounds he set off for school, passing a baker at the railway station. Using the income from the newspaper round, he bought biscuits and buns to sell in the playground during the break for 25 per cent profit. ‘Titch’, as Ecclestone was ungenerously called, realised that his physical and financial survival depended upon ingenuity. Bullied in the playground – ‘I got knocked over quite a few times,’ he admitted – he befriended and paid taller muscular boys to protect his business and money. ‘Short people have to fight a lot,’ he murmured. ‘Small people have to fight to survive. I learnt to fight the battles I had a good chance of winning. Or I’d run.’ His ambition was to purchase a bicycle.
 
         ‘I didn’t want to bother my family to buy me something,’ he explained. ‘I wanted to earn my own money. I knew they didn’t have it anyway. When I wanted things, I hustled and bustled until I got them. I was an independent bastard.’
 
         The following summer, to supplement his income during the holidays, he picked vegetables on a Kent farm. In 1942 he finally bought the bike. After school he raced with his friend Don Cox around Herne Hill and at weekends cycled to Brighton and back on the same day, a round trip of about seventy miles. Returning to Ecclestone’s home for tea Cox was always struck by Bertha’s habit of ‘table thumping’, complaining about the government. ‘Your mum’s very political,’ commented Cox who, after his father was killed on a minesweeper in 1943, drew closer to Ecclestone. ‘You’ve always got your dad here,’ said Cox, grateful that Ecclestone shared his sadness. Sidney had escaped war duty. ‘He doesn’t want to go to fight,’ Ecclestone explained. Instead of joining the army, Sidney became an air-raid warden. His son joined the Sea Scouts but soon quit. ‘Too much discipline,’ he complained. ‘I don’t like camping and sleeping out. I can’t see the point.’ In compensation Aunt May offered her nephew and Cox ‘a treat in London’. Arriving at Hamley’s, the toy shop in Regent Street, she told the two, ‘Have anything you like.’ Poignantly, Ecclestone chose a red racing car. The tin Dinky toy was never offered for a swop in the schoolyard.
         
 
         During that summer the school friends cycled to the sea wall, famous as an eighteenth-century smuggler’s hideaway, near an army practice range for mortars. They built a raft from drift wood and empty oil drums. Inevitably, ‘Titch’ fell into the water and was pulled out by Cox.
 
         Over the following months Ecclestone and Cox cycled around Bexleyheath, stopping regularly outside the camps for American GIs preparing for the invasion of Europe. In conversations through the fences, the boys agreed to deliver messages to the soldiers’ local girlfriends in exchange for chewing gum. Ecclestone quickly chewed his gum and demanded that Cox hand over his own. Accustomed to trading comics and marbles with Ecclestone, Cox resisted, recalling his suspicious mother’s advice: ‘Don’t do too much bargaining with Bernard. He gets the better of every deal.’
 
         In the summer of 1944 Ecclestone was earning money digging potatoes. Suddenly, he heard the engine of a V1 flying bomb heading to London cut out. Looking up, he saw the bomb lurching towards the field. Running madly, he threw himself into the mud just before an explosion. He returned to find the potatoes lying neatly on the earth. His narrow escape was soon followed by another on a Saturday morning. Cox rushed into his garden to watch a V1 bomb pass low across his house. Seconds later the engine cut out and it fell vertically towards Ecclestone’s bungalow. After the explosion Cox ran towards Priory Close. The bomb, he discovered, had hit a neighbouring friend’s house. The boy, sleeping in the loft, was scrambling out of the rubble. His mother was dead. Cox did not hear the Ecclestones express any relief. 
         
 
         When the end of the war came, the Ecclestones had survived unscathed. No member of their family had been killed or even injured and in the house, Ecclestone knew, ‘We had a cupboard that was full of boxes of Black Magic chocolates and sugar and all other things you could not get.’ Ecclestone’s parents had been trading in the black market. On VE day their street was decorated with balloons and Union Jacks for a jubilant celebration. But the Ecclestones did not party. Instead, after careful saving, the family moved to a bigger house nearby in Marcet Road. Aged fifteen, Ecclestone took his matriculation exams and failed in all subjects except maths. He would dismiss his school years as irrelevant and never kept any school reports. Nevertheless, he was admitted in 1946 to the Woolwich Polytechnic to study physics and chemistry. Uninterested in the course, he spent Sunday mornings at Petticoat Lane market buying fountain pens to sell to other students and searching for a more interesting occupation.
 
         Cyril Clisby, a fellow student, was racing motorbikes at Brands Hatch in south London and suggested that Ecclestone join him on Saturday morning. Ecclestone was already enthralled by bikes. Throughout the war he had travelled in the sidecar of his father’s motorbike. Bikes were in the family’s genes. Although without a driving licence and hampered by near blindness in one eye, he joined locals in impromptu competitions, scrambling on a Velocette bike fuelled with alcohol to overcome petrol rationing, up hills and through woods across Kent’s countryside, and then to more organised competitions at Brands Hatch.
 
         Fiercely competitive, the by-product of being small and a target for mockery, he raced to win. ‘Show me a good loser,’ he would later say, ‘and I’ll show you a loser.’ Winning at any price became a virtue, probably the principal source of his happiness. Every weekend Sidney drove his son, the bike and equipment in a newly acquired van to Brands Hatch to compete. After the races the Ecclestones did not socialise in the local pub. They simply returned home, and in the kitchen Ecclestone and his mother cleaned the mud off the bike until it sparkled. 
         
 
         On Good Friday 1946, not wearing a crash helmet, he crashed and went to hospital at Fawkham with concussion. Lying in the accident ward he experienced an epiphany. Studying, he concluded, was a waste of time and, at sixteen, past the legal school-leaving age, he decided to leave the Poly. Reluctantly, Sidney agreed on condition that he worked in the laboratory of a friendly neighbour, Mr Richardson, a Gas Board chemist. Paid 15 shillings (75 pence) per week to check the purity of the gas, Ecclestone possessed no qualifications that promised a successful career. Uneducated and unsophisticated, his best attributes were his wits and a passion to become rich. The Gas Board was merely a convenient venue for his first office. He spent most of his time searching through the classified advertisements of local newspapers for sales of motorbikes and parts. Throughout the day he used the Gas Board’s telephone to arrange visits to sellers and prospective buyers. If he was away from the telephone, Richardson took the messages. After work Ecclestone scuttled around south-east London, riding the bikes from sellers to buyers, temporarily storing any unsold bikes in the garden shed. Without help from anyone, his trade was self-financing.
 
         In 1947 Ecclestone opened his front door to Jack Surtees, the pre-war British motorbike champion, responding to an advertisement for a 250cc Excelsior Manxman. The famous rider, a dealer in cars and bikes at his shop in Forest Hill, was surprised to discover Ecclestone repairing the spotless Manxman in the kitchen. Standing next to Surtees was John, his twelve-year-old son. Having agreed the price with the seventeen-year-old and paid in cash, Jack Surtees loaded the Excelsior into his van.
         
 
         By now Ecclestone’s expertise was established. Earning more money from his sideline than his Gas Board wages, he approached Les Crocker, the owner of Harcourt Motor Cycles in a shopping centre in Bexleyheath, near Dartford, for a job. To his father’s bewilderment, his son gave up the security of the Gas Board and began a daily routine with Crocker. After searching through classified advertisements in the newspapers, the two men drove across London in an estate car, returning to the showroom with five bikes for renovation and resale. Crocker was impressed by Ecclestone’s manners and methods but noticed his habit of frequently washing his hands, straightening his tie and then making sure that no speck of dust could be found on the bikes before positioning them in an impeccably straight line. He was so fastidious that even the labels on each bike were placed precisely in the same position.
         
 
         Jack Surtees was among the first to witness how Ecclestone had brought refinement to Crocker’s presentation of his goods. ‘That Ecclestone gets everyone bamboozled,’ he told his son on his return home one evening. ‘He’s buying whole showrooms. The sellers think they’re getting good prices but only later do they realise his trick. By offering a price for the whole lot they don’t see they’re getting much less than they think.’ Ecclestone was developing a party-piece of casually arriving in a showroom and nonchalantly offering a price. Not realising that he had spied on the shop in advance to calculate a price, the shopkeeper was won over by the impression of exaggerated values.
 
         After one year Ecclestone decided that Crocker’s business was too limited. Across the road was Compton & Fuller, a large garage selling second-hand cars. Ecclestone asked Fred Compton to lease the forecourt to sell second-hand motorbikes. ‘No,’ replied Compton, unwilling to have motorbikes contaminating his showroom and doubtful of Ecclestone’s credibility. Ecclestone was eighteen years old. His call-up papers had arrived for national service. ‘I had a decent sense of business and I didn’t see the point,’ Ecclestone would say. With bad eyesight, his potential in the military was limited but his exclusion was sealed when he complained of ‘bad stomach pains’. Soon after the medical examination, he told his mother, ‘They’ve decided they don’t want me.’ He walked back across the road to Fred Compton and persisted. The offer from the well-dressed teenager wearing a suit and tie became irresistible. Not only would Ecclestone pay rent, but Compton would receive a percentage of the profits. Ecclestone was given the forecourt and a dilapidated office. ‘I’m going over to Fred,’ Ecclestone told Crocker. There was no bitterness. ‘He probably thinks I’ll buy him out one day,’ thought Ecclestone as he established his first business. By the end of the year Compton was pleasantly surprised. The profits from Ecclestone’s motorbikes were sustaining the sluggish car business. Without any argument, Compton agreed that Ecclestone should move from the forecourt into the showroom. Days later Ecclestone’s area was immaculate and regularly filled with new bikes bought in bulk from other dealers. ‘His brain was like a calculator,’ Compton noted, equally impressed by Ecclestone’s innovation of telling customers, ‘No need for a test drive. The bikes are covered by my personal guarantee.’ There was a natural progression into Compton’s car trade.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Brands Hatch had become south London’s meeting place for those interested in cars and motorbikes – traders and racers. Among his new friends was Ron Shaw, a motorbike dealer who would become a business partner, and Jimmy Oliver, a Peckham car dealer. ‘I understand you’re in the car business,’ the youth dressed in brand new leathers for racing said to Oliver. ‘I’ve got a customer who wants an American car. Have you got anything?’ ‘Come to my showroom,’ replied Oliver. On the customary sale-or-return basis, without payment or anything written, Oliver watched Ecclestone drive a Hudson Straight Eight out of the showroom and return with cash.
         
 
         In the post-war era, the centre for trading used cars in London was the network of side streets to the west of the Tottenham Court road. Parking their cars along the kerbs, the city’s sharpest dealers or ‘spivs’ stood on the bleak pavements of Warren Street even in the fog and snow with an air of conspiracy, their pockets stuffed with car logbooks and banknotes, expecting a touch of dishonesty to transform their lives. Shuffling between those characters mixing rackets and honest enterprise was a real-time education, transforming street fighters into elite traders. In an era of petrol rationing and smuggling of alcohol into the country, the honours were earned by those scooping profits in spite of drab socialist authoritarianism.
         
 
         Introduced by Derek Wheeler, a veteran trader, Ecclestone ambled along the street, avoiding hardened criminals and stolen cars, exuding deadpan ambivalence when buying or selling in a market notorious for bluff and brutalisation. Distinguishing between the good and the bad in a world where lies flourished, Ecclestone learned the crucial difference between price and value. His fundamental rule was to decide a value before starting negotiations and let the profit follow automatically. After listening to seasoned traders, he perfected a cunning style of ‘take it or leave it’ to put the other side at a disadvantage. A cardinal rule was to ignore the question, ‘What will you give?’, and put the burden on the other trader to name a price. The skill was timing, never flinching and ‘letting the other side blink first’. The image was of a man whose heart had turned into dust, for whom nostalgia was a burden. Temperamentally ice cold, his success depended on stifling his opponents’ will-power. No profit, no fun became his credo. Dubbed by rivals as ‘The Whippet’ for being fast, he enjoyed haggling and dangling the bait while sidestepping the latent aggression. Showing the slightest interest guaranteed less profit. Indifference was the shield to daily duplicity. In that murky world, trust was paramount. Cheques were written but never presented to a bank. Settlement was eventually in cash. Pockets stuffed with banknotes became a regular feature of Ecclestone’s life. ‘Folding doesn’t tell stories’ was the Street’s mantra. ‘Keep up with me, Fred,’ he shouted at Compton, the man with the money. Among the low-life Ecclestone encountered along the bomb-damaged streets was Stanley Setty, a trader of stolen cars whose corpse was dropped by his murderer in 1949 from a plane into the English Channel. Then there was Victor White and Harry O’Connor, two much older dealers from Blackpool who, while not particularly gifted, were reliable and introduced Ecclestone to a riskier, more profitable trade. 
         
 
         All-night car auctions were regularly held at the Midland Hotel in Manchester for horse traders who had graduated to become car dealers. ‘To beat them,’ O’Connor warned Ecclestone, ‘you’d have to wake up early in the morning.’ None of the occasional bidders attracted to the sales was aware that the auctions were rigged by twelve dealers. Ecclestone was introduced into the ring by O’Connor, who whispered to the others that his young friend from London was ‘a nutter who inherited a fortune after his father’s death and would be easy pickings’. Cars were not traded singly but in packages of three or four. Those outside the ring did not realise that the trade was contaminated by a ruse of including into the package non-existent cars which needed to be ‘bought back’ at the end of the session for less than the original selling price. To profit from that audacious game required a glacial expression, nerves of steel and a love of gambling. ‘You’re a car short,’ one canny dealer mumbled to Ecclestone at the end of a ferocious session. Ecclestone hated being caught out: it would expose any weakness. Survival meant showing no sympathy, especially for himself.
 
         Alternating between Bexleyheath, Warren Street and Manchester, Ecclestone graduated within months into a master dealer. Smartly dressed and sharp, he won respect as a trader who cared about his increasing wealth and his image as a hawk who could make trouble. ‘He’s the man at the top of the motor trade,’ a Warren Street dealer told Jimmy Oliver. Ecclestone had crafted his skills. He walked away from every deal satisfied about winning but never chortling.
 
         ‘I don’t like others to think I’m sharp,’ he explained, ‘then they’re more careful, and that’s a disadvantage. I want to buy from someone who thinks he’s smart and sell to someone who is not that smart. Most of all, I’m happy if the other side is happy – then it’s a good deal for both sides, but so long as it suits me I never care what others think.’ Few claimed to have scored against Ecclestone. The trader, whose favourite relaxation was watching black-and-white Hollywood westerns with sheriffs chasing outlaws, adopted the maxim, ‘Until someone is quicker on the draw, then I’m alive.’ Hailed as ‘ballsy’ for ‘giving all’, he mixed with men who had either avoided military service or were too young to fight in the war. Together they shrugged off bleak post-war austerity by embracing daredevil recklessness.
         
 
         Risking his life in competitive racing became Ecclestone’s search for the thrill of real danger. The high point was racing a Manx Norton on Brands Hatch’s new tarmac in 1950 against John Surtees, then fifteen years old and at the beginning of his career. In 1956 he would win the first of seven world motorcycle championships and become the Formula One world champion in 1964. Soon after Surtees defeated him in that race, Ecclestone decided to ‘upgrade’.
 
         The partnership with Compton had become one-sided. While Ecclestone transformed the business, Compton was playing golf. ‘That’s good for the partnership,’ said Ecclestone. ‘Means there’s no arguments.’ Ecclestone’s ambitions were profitable for Compton but the twenty-one-year-old demanded recognition. In late 1951 Ecclestone bought Derek Fuller’s share and, as a partner, modernised the showroom, renamed Compton & Ecclestone. At the same time, he bought derelict industrial premises in Greenwich, his first property deal, and joined the Ideal Endeavour Freemason’s lodge in Kent. His final ‘upgrade’ was to stop racing motorbikes and switch to racing motor cars.
 
         Italian, German and French manufacturers had revived the construction of sleek Formula One cars. In Britain, motor-car enthusiasts had converted the concrete runway at Silverstone, a wartime RAF base, into a racing track. In May 1950 they invited European car manufacturers to compete in Britain’s first world championship Grand Prix, watched by King George VI and the Queen, and 100,000 spectators. Alfa Romeo won. Passionate to join the crowd, Ecclestone persuaded Compton that his participation in Formula Three racing should be borne by their business as an advertising cost and headed to the Coopers’ factory in Surbiton, the Mecca for aspiring drivers. Watched by enthusiasts, Charles and John Cooper were fitting 500 cc motorbike engines on to metal chassis and beating postwar shortages by manufacturing vital parts. Ecclestone ordered the Coopers to install a Norton motorbike engine and cover it with a blue body. In 1951, dressed in a new leather suit, with his gel-slicked hair swept back from his thin face, Ecclestone arrived at Silverstone driving an American Ford and towing the car. Compton followed in a van bearing the company’s name painted on the side. ‘Going into racing’, Compton acknowledged, ‘was a way of getting our name known. It worked. Everyone in the south of England knew us. Everything about Bernard had to be that way – organised and professional.’ Mixing with Stirling Moss, Mike Hawthorn, the legendary Juan Fangio and other swashbucklers who had already completed the first world championship, Ecclestone’s persistent daring won several heats but he failed to beat Stirling Moss. There was also a cost.
         
 
         On 8 April 1951 Ecclestone won the Junior Brands Hatch Championship in a Cooper MK5/JAP driving at 62.03 miles an hour. Later that year he won his heat in the Brands Open Challenge Final. In the final Ecclestone was battling against three others as another car spun out in front of him: Ecclestone steered sharp right and, according to a local newspaper, ‘his Cooper climbed up the safety banking, jumping on to a spectator’s parked Riley car, unfortunately breaking a spectator’s leg as a result’. Others were also injured but, as the newspapers recorded, ‘The race continued uninterrupted. St John’s gallant ambulance men and the mechanics cleared up.’
 
         Ecclestone felt rich. Five years after leaving school, he was driving an expensive Austin Healey sports car around Bexleyheath and his pockets were stuffed with banknotes. Well dressed and good company among like-minded dealers, he was known as ‘the bravest man in the car business’. He now wanted his independence.
 
         Moving out of home was only possible by marriage. Through a racing friend and neighbour, he had met Ivy Bamford, a pleasant brunette, two years older than himself, employed at the local telephone exchange. Every day Ivy, the daughter of a carpenter and only faintly interested in motor racing, connected callers by pushing the plugs at the end of telephone lines into sockets. Although the two had little in common, Ecclestone was a virgin and liked the idea of moving into his own home. He also hoped that marrying Ivy, after a three year engagement, would stop their arguments. Ivy had every reason to grab the material advantages Ecclestone offered and to stop his affair with a local hairdresser. He had bought Fred Compton’s 1930s four-bedroomed semidetached family house in Pickford Close, Bexleyheath, for £1,000.
         
 
         The ceremony was planned for 5 September 1952 at the Dartford Registry Office. But a few days earlier, Ecclestone was plagued by uncertainty. ‘Let’s forget about this and do it another day,’ he suggested. Ivy was insistent. Disregarding his fluster, she arrived for the marriage with her mother and an aunt. All three, Ecclestone thought, were crying. ‘Sure you want to go through with this?’ he asked. ‘You don’t have to.’ Ecclestone was waiting with Fred Compton and his wife Jean, who had agreed to be the witnesses. Although he would later say that his parents were not present – ‘I didn’t tell them,’ he said – they were at the ceremony and noticed his irritation that the registrar was a woman. Once the formalities were over, Ecclestone turned to leave. Halfway out of the room, the registrar asked, ‘Haven’t you forgotten something Mr Ecclestone?’ ‘What?’ he replied. ‘Your bride.’ There was no photographer to record the moment, nor drinks or a meal after the ceremony. Even marriage celebrations were alien to the Ecclestones. They honeymooned for one week at Newquay with the Comptons.
 
         Ivy Ecclestone was unaware that his regular bouts at Brands Hatch were increasingly dangerous. Handicapped by poor eyesight and lacking the skills of Stirling Moss, he could not manoeuvre safely at high speeds around the crudely constructed bends. Eventually the inevitable happened. In 1953 he collided with Bill Whitehouse, a friend, and drove through a fence into the spectators. Whitehouse was the first to arrive, to find him dazed in the smashed car and drooped over the steering wheel. ‘Are you all right, Bernard?’ shouted Whitehouse. Ecclestone mumbled. ‘Good,’ said Whitehouse. ‘Now stay still because you’ve killed someone in the crowd and they’ll kill you.’ Ecclestone froze. Gradually Ecclestone realised that he was the victim of a prank like the many he himself had played. But after his arrival in a hospital ward, while gazing at the ceiling he considered his options. He was enjoying life, was earning serious money and realised that over the previous years he had ‘woken up four or five times in hospital but was lucky never to break anything nor even draw blood’. Harry Epps, a Ford dealer, had recently crashed and lost part of an arm. Deaths were quite common. ‘I realised that I didn’t want to risk lying in bed for the rest of my life looking up at the ceiling because I had a broken back, so I decided to concentrate on my business.’
         
 
         On his return to dealing, there was one score to be settled. The opportunity arose when, after speeding too fast around Bexleyheath in a silver Mercedes sports car, he crashed into a bus. Walking away with a wounded arm, he distanced himself from any responsibility. ‘That car’, he told the onlookers, ‘belongs to Bill Whitehouse. He’s run away.’ News about his accident quickly reached Whitehouse who owned an identical car. Rushing to his garage, he pulled open the doors. Everything fell into place.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Risk fed his hunger for serious wealth. He loved gambling. During evening visits to friends’ homes, he regularly played roulette, gin rummy and Monopoly for money. There was a bigger challenge. From older Warren Street dealers he heard about Crockfords, one of London’s few casinos. Membership in that era was not required. Having reserved a table for a gala show and wearing black tie, with Ivy in an expensive cocktail dress, Ecclestone arrived in Mayfair from Bexleyheath. Both were overwhelmed by the opulence. The dazzling show and dinner were a revelation to those still accustomed to food rationing and bomb sites. ‘Real glamour,’ Ecclestone told his wife. The principal attraction was the baize-covered tables. Clusters of men were playing chemin de fer, blackjack and roulette. Until then Ecclestone’s serious bets were on horses and greyhounds with Tony Morris, his friend and bookmaker. Crockfords was in a different class, not only for its style but also the scale of betting. Gambling became Ecclestone’s passion, not because he was compulsive or addicted but because chance, risk and weighing the odds matched his philosophy of life. Individuals, he believed, could not be protected from making mistakes or the consequences of their errors and should look after themselves. The underdog was discarded with an unnerving lack of sympathy. ‘I’m a gambler,’ he said, ‘and gamblers do it to prove they’re right.’ Gambling had much in common with dealing.
         
 
         ‘With cars’, he explained, ‘I could add up in my head the value of all the cars in a showroom without writing it down. It was not back-of-the envelope stuff. At Crockfords, I weighed up the probabilities. I had no system. I’d love to be the banker when somebody believes he has a system. I realised that the best chance was by looking for players who were unlucky. I like playing against unlucky people.’ Frequently he lost £2,000 and ordered Ivy, ‘Get me out of trouble.’ As he brushed with that society, Ecclestone’s taste for money as a passport out of his childhood poverty grew. While the guest of Jimmy Oliver for lunch at the Poole Yacht Club in Dorset in 1954, Ecclestone spotted Sir Bernard and Lady Docker, famous high-living millionaires. ‘I suppose if you’ve only got a hundred thousand you’d be regarded as a pauper here?’ he asked with slight envy.
 
         That year he gave his semi-detached house to his parents and bought a detached home nearby in Danson Road. After builders had gutted and renovated the building to his meticulous design, he searched for his next home. Dealing in houses was akin to dealing in cars. He had no need for permanence. The following September, Deborah Anne, his daughter, was born. Regularly the ecstatic father returned home with clothes and toys – giving presents instead of emotion – but the sense of a contented family life was missing. Rows erupted if he discovered breakages, dirt or any disorder. His meticulousness at work extended to his home. Ivy disliked his long working hours; he disliked her lack of interest in his business. He was irritated by her demand that he stop working and even celebrate Christmas. Nevertheless, his parents were invited on Christmas Day for turkey and presents, and he was pleased that Debbie stayed overnight regularly with his parents while he, brushing aside Ivy’s complaints, took off for the cinemas and Crockfords in London. His wife was the unwitting passenger in his dash to become a millionaire.
         
 
         Fred Compton was the first obstacle – and the first casualty. Arguments became frequent. ‘I couldn’t live with Ecclestone and his methods of business,’ admitted Compton. ‘I wasn’t doing any business at all in the end. It wasn’t his fault, but I had become a useless object.’ Ecclestone wanted to be rid of his partner. His approach was intentionally casual. ‘Either I’ll buy you out or you can buy me out,’ said Ecclestone. ‘You decide.’ Although Compton was, like Ecclestone, a used-car dealer, he was caught short when his partner suggested, ‘Just write your price down.’ Compton, Ecclestone shrewdly guessed, would assume his inability to pay a high price. Just as Ecclestone planned, Compton’s price was lower than he wanted but, he assumed, beyond Ecclestone’s means. Instead, Ecclestone instantly accepted and shepherded his surprised partner to conclude the purchase at the solicitor next door. ‘It’s the price of freedom,’ said Ecclestone after bidding Compton farewell.
 
         As the sole owner of the business Ecclestone traded more aggressively. He bought the Barnhurst garage in Bexleyheath from Ron Frost and signed for an option on the premises of the Strood Motor Company in Kent which was later resold for a profit. Even Compton was impressed: ‘It was a major property on a plum location but it took a lot of nerve to pull it off.’ He made an offer with Ron Shaw to buy Brands Hatch for £46,000 but at the last moment they were double-crossed. In 1956 he sold his house, a car in the garage and some adjacent property for development to move into Barn Cottage, a five-bedroomed house in Parkwood Road, Bexley. As with the previous houses, the family lived among builders during the house’s reconstruction. He had not bought the latest house because it was ‘nicer’ but because ‘it was cheap and a good deal’. The sharply dressed car dealer walking around Bexleyheath with his British bulldog was always happy to deal: ‘Buying and selling is a state of mind. People usually buy what they don’t need; and you need to convince people you are a real buyer. I don’t like the Arab way of dealing – asking for 100 and expecting to get 60. You can’t insult people. Everything has a value, but no one really knows the value of anything. Everything has a different price for different people. I assess the price and then ask for it. When buying, I always wait for the owner to state the price. I say, “It’s your property not mine.” If you offer blind you’ll offer too much.’
         
 
         Among the fraternity of rival dealers in Bexleyheath socialising in the local pubs and at Brands Hatch was Lewis ‘Pop’ Evans and his son Stuart Lewis-Evans, the same age and height as Ecclestone. In the early 1950s, he had raced Cooper cars against Ecclestone and won. By 1957 Stuart had graduated to drive a Connaught Formula One car at Monaco against the legendary Fangio. Excited by his friend’s success, Ecclestone offered to manage the commercial side of his driving career. After Lewis-Evans beat Stirling Moss that year at Goodwood, Ecclestone negotiated with Tony Vandervell for Lewis-Evans to switch from the unreliable Connaughts to join Moss at the Vanwall team. Ecclestone, Vandervell also agreed, could negotiate Lewis-Evans’s appearance fees with each of the circuits where he raced.
         
 
         The racing business enjoyed by rich enthusiasts, businessmen and some minor aristocrats was financially primitive. Each driver and team negotiated separately with individual circuit owners for the appearance fee and the prize money. To attract spectators, the circuit owners or promoters paid more for Ferrari’s and Fangio’s appearance than to the unknown drivers and their lack-lustre cars. Rightly, the promoters calculated that the less qualified owners and drivers cared less about money than enjoying a nonstop party embracing thrill and risk. In that hectic world cars regularly crashed and burst into flames; and every week motor sport magazines featured obituary notices alongside frenzied descriptions of gladiatorial contests. Passionate about racing, Ecclestone seized the opportunity to join the party when the Connaught team went bankrupt in 1958.
         
 
         Abroad when the receiver announced the auction to sell three Connaught cars and spares, Ecclestone ordered an employee at his showroom in Bexleyheath to buy everything. ‘What price?’ he was asked. ‘I don’t care,’ Ecclestone replied, ‘just go and buy.’ Merely owning the obsolete cars would be his passport into the elite club. Nostalgia played no part in his venture. A profit, he hoped, would follow victory for the two Connaughts entered to race in the New Zealand Grand Prix. Stuart Lewis-Evans and Roy Salvadori were persuaded to fly around the world and ordered to sell the cars after the race. After a miserable performance in the Grand Prix, however, there were few buyers. Salvadori telephoned Ecclestone with the news that the best offer for the Connaughts was a stamp album. Ecclestone lambasted the driver and the deal was off. The cars were shipped back to Europe in time for Ecclestone to enter the Monaco Grand Prix. Arriving in the town, Ecclestone was intoxicated by the atmosphere. Unlike other circuits, the race through the principality’s streets, under the prince’s palace and along the quay for millionaire’s yachts was unforgettable. Unimpressed by the driver he had hired, he pushed the hapless man aside to drive the car himself. Competing against thirty entries, he failed to qualify but enjoyed the glory in what was officially described as ‘not a serious attempt’. Worse, he lost in the casino.
 
         Defeat rarely dampened Ecclestone’s spirit. Any anger or desperation was concealed by the comfort that his business was growing. Travelling across the country, his challengers were outwitted. Rivals hailed the younger man as ‘pretty fantastic, a genius in finance and organisation, and a miracle’. His poker face concealed his mastery of mathematics. Typically he would buy the best cars with high mileage from sellers blind to potential profits. Inevitably the trade was lubricated by tricks. ‘Clocking’ or falsifying mileage meters was common. In the pre-electronic era, a car’s mileage was recorded by numbers engraved on small mechanical wheels. To increase a car’s value, dealers turned the wheels backwards to reduce a car’s apparent mileage. In south London John Young, the owner of a large franchise of Mercedes and Jaguars, was especially wary of ‘Bernard’ who, he noticed, had ‘a knack of knocking back the mileage’. Usually the customer was fooled but a complaint sparked an official investigation. Ecclestone told the inspector in a jocular quip, ‘All my cars are “clocked”.’ Then, in a serious tone, he added, ‘If you prosecute me, you’ll put a lot of people out of work.’ Tricking authority with fast talk, a smile and a good story was an escape from ‘a tight corner’. Ecclestone eventually avoided conviction by persuading the court that the car’s milometer had been doctored while on loan to another dealer.
         
 
         His sales operation in Bexleyheath grew inexorably. In 1956 he bought Hills Garage, a rival selling Mercedes, and two years later he merged his business with James Spencer Ltd, the biggest dealer in the area with the franchise to sell new Morris, Austin, MG and Wolseley cars. Ecclestone now owned a money machine. The demand for new cars, especially from the suburban middle classes, was insatiable. Since the war, they had stashed huge sums of cash to avoid punitive income tax and were hungry to spend their savings. But dealers faced an obstacle: the limited number of new cars available from the manufacturers. To beat the shortage and rival dealers, ‘back-handers’ were given to the manufacturer’s sales managers. Ecclestone was proud to be ahead of the game. For those unable to buy new cars, he offered top-quality second-hand cars renovated by six mechanics employed behind the showroom. To expand the business, he designed a massive conversion of the James Spencer garage into an ultramodern showroom. 
         
 
         In the midst of that reconstruction, he flew in October 1958 with Stuart Lewis-Evans to Casablanca to compete in the Moroccan Grand Prix. His friend was battling in a Vanwall against Stirling Moss and Mike Hawthorn, both British stars. Standing in the pits beside the dusty circuit with a stopwatch in each hand, Ecclestone monitored his friend’s progress until, in the second half of the race, a huge flash of flame and smoke erupted on the far side. Running across the track, Ecclestone discovered that Lewis-Evans’s car engine had seized up and, after losing control, he had crashed through the barriers. The driver was taken to the local hospital suffering seventy per cent burns. Sitting beside his friend, wrapped with a blanket while he waited endlessly for a doctor, Ecclestone was racked by anguish. To spare Stuart further pain and possible death from the primitive medicine, Tony Vandervell chartered a plane and they returned to England. Six days after the crash, Ecclestone was sitting with his friend while he died, an account disputed by Stuart’s widow. Lewis-Evans’s obituarists, brushing aside the risks as ‘the throttle works both ways’, praised ‘the little man with a big heart’ joining the long list of Formula One’s fatalities. A few days later Ecclestone had his twenty-eighth birthday. Watching a close friend die so painfully had been excruciating. His appetite for the sport was spent. The Connaught cars were sold and he turned his back on all Formula racing. He would focus exclusively on selling cars, dealing in property – and becoming richer.
 
         
            *

         
 
         The James Spencer showroom on Bexleyheath Broadway had been transformed into a futuristic emporium. Fastidious about design, Ecclestone had devoted an inordinate amount of time to every detail, aiming for perfection. The sheet-glass exterior and the gleaming white interior was an unprecedented spectacle for car showrooms in the post-austerity era. Obsessively Ecclestone ordered that the shining cars were lined up exactly straight on white tiles, illuminated by beams of light and surrounded by thick carpets. Sliding doors in the rear led into a showroom for specialist second-hand cars – Rolls-Royces, Maseratis and Jaguars. Access was possible only by Ecclestone’s personal invitation. ‘I don’t like the customers coming in here,’ he told a salesman. ‘They’re bloody pests. They make the place dirty.’ Comfortable sofas were placed in recesses near an unusual spiral staircase leading to Ecclestone’s glass-walled office. On his desk were three telephones – yellow, cream and red. Constantly adjusting the cords and straightening papers, he would walk across to Ann Jones, his secretary, and, like a mother hen, remove flecks of dust from her desk and square her papers. ‘Everyone’s tucked under the Governor’s wing,’ thought Jones until the uneasy peace cracked. ‘I’m a secretary, not a cleaner,’ she spluttered after Ecclestone complained that her desk was untidy. Ecclestone was deaf to complaints. He was a one-man band, micro-managing his business and demanding unquestioned loyalty. Allegiances were tested with explosive curses against suppliers failing to fulfil their promises or by cutting telephone connections. Frustrated by the primitive telephone system and racked by stress, Ecclestone flung telephones at a wall or on to the floor, expecting secretaries in a nearby office to dodge the flying plastic and ignore his outbursts. Telephone engineers were frequently summoned to replace the smashed instruments while Ann Jones faithfully cleared up the mess for a man she admired. Then, watching another tearful secretary flee his lacerating curses, she patiently called an employment agency for a replacement.
         
 
         Amid the constant drama, the most fearful was the showroom manager, Sidney Ecclestone. The first to arrive every morning, Sidney was alerted to his son’s appearance by a succession of warning telephone calls, ‘He’s here.’ At night Sidney locked up and was the last to leave. During the day he served customers, acutely vulnerable to Bernard’s reprimand. ‘You shouldn’t have let that customer go. You should have got that deal.’ To find calm, Sidney would go out on to the forecourt and wipe a leather over the cars. Some visitors, including Ron Shaw, who were counted among Ecclestone’s close circle, thought that their friend appeared to outsiders to be ill at ease with his father. After all, Sidney and his son seemed to have little in common. In Ecclestone’s opinion that judgement would be mistaken. ‘I didn’t terrorise my father,’ he explained. ‘I just had an opinion.’ Eventually, they forged a convenient system. Sidney would greet customers and signal to his son the possibility of a sale, and Ecclestone would descend the spiral staircase. With awe Sidney watched his son persuade a walk-in customer enquiring about a Morris to buy a more expensive MG. In an undemonstrative way, the father was proud of his son’s achievements, grateful to have a respectable job and, in that uniquely English manner, showed no obvious affection. Whenever Ann Jones was provoked to storm out of the building, Sidney was dispatched to her house with a gift – flowers, chocolates and even an embroidered handkerchief from Ecclestone’s mother – beseeching her to return. The cycle was repeated and loyalties were continually tested. Spotting a bunch of flowers for Jones with a card signed, ‘from a secret admirer’, Ecclestone disparaged the gift as ‘probably from a competitor trying to find out our secrets’.
         
 
         Mastering the tight control of his staff, costs and the presentation of the cars was the bedrock of Ecclestone’s business style. In 1960, at the beginning of the Swinging Sixties, all the elements came together. The all-white James Spencer showroom was cool, the cars were sparkling – especially the new MG sports series – and in the suburbs husbands started buying second cars for their wives and children. To finance the boom the Conservative government introduced ‘hire purchase’, allowing Ecclestone to lend customers the purchase money. To earn profits as the borrower in March 1961 he established Arvin Securities, taking a hefty profit from the interest payments. Unlike in other areas in Britain, the middle-class inhabitants of Kent rarely defaulted on their monthly repayments. The few who fell into arrears were visited by Ron Smith, his bulky debt collector, driving a green TR3, who as a last resort reclaimed the cars. ‘We had very little trouble,’ Ecclestone volunteered. 
         
 
         Beyond the glitz, a hint of Warren Street’s atmosphere was still present. Customers occasionally noticed that well-built men were hanging around the premises, not least Jack ‘Spot’ Cromer, a familiar East End criminal. Dealing with criminals was not unusual for Ecclestone. When a well-known gangster appeared in his showroom to sell a car, Ecclestone handed the man a cheque for the agreed price. Later that day Ann Jones discovered a hire-purchase loan was charged against the car. ‘Stop the cheque,’ ordered Ecclestone. A few days later the criminal reappeared. ‘You shouldn’t have stopped the cheque,’ he growled, pulling out a gun. ‘If you don’t pay up I’ll shoot you.’ ‘If you shoot me I can’t pay you,’ snapped back Ecclestone. Both broke out laughing. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ said Ecclestone. ‘I’ll pay off the finance and give you the rest in cash.’ ‘Right,’ replied the gangster still holding the revolver as Ecclestone peeled off the banknotes. To Ecclestone’s amusement, a few weeks later the gangster returned to buy one of the newly launched Austin A40s. ‘As good as gold,’ laughed Ecclestone, waving goodbye. Shortly after driving the bright red car out of the showroom, the gangster stopped at traffic lights. As the lights changed to green, he found the new gears difficult to shift and was honked at by the car behind. He got out of his car, opened the boot and snatched the metal lever used to change tyres; he walked to the noisy offender, pulled the driver on to the street and split the man’s head open with a single blow. Arrested, he was taken to Bexley police station. Pulling the gun from his pocket, he told the police officer, ‘I don’t like being arrested,’ and walked out. He was subsequently prosecuted for murder.
         
 
         Ecclestone’s reputation for dealing with criminals became common gossip among south London’s car dealers. At their regular lunch at the George pub, Bill Whitehouse and his employees at the Westmount garage regarded Ecclestone with measured respect. Peter Rix, one of those employees, asked Ecclestone over a pint, ‘Have you got a good second-hand MG?’ ‘Yes,’ replied Ecclestone. ‘A bright red one.’ ‘Has it got a heater?’ asked Rix about the optional extra. ‘Yes,’ replied Ecclestone. The car was bought and delivered, and Rix discovered there was no heater. He telephoned Ecclestone and complained. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’ Ecclestone murmured. ‘You want to be careful, boy. I’ve had fingers cut off.’ Rix apologised. ‘I got the message,’ he would later say. ‘You didn’t cross Bernard. He didn’t care about tucking me up.’
         
 
         Ecclestone’s fearlessness attracted many admirers. Speeding around Bexleyheath and London in the new Mini rather than status symbol cars, his love of racing had been revived. Recklessly, he competed in an American car at stock car tracks in West Ham and Essex, becoming notorious as ‘Mind the Paint Ecclestone’ for avoiding crashing into his rivals. ‘I hate my car being damaged,’ he grumbled. After completing a pilot’s course at Biggin Hill, he frequently swooped across Kent in his own four-seater Beagle. ‘I can’t see,’ he admitted after failing the test for a licence. Unwilling to be beaten, he applied for a licence in America but, after contemplating the transatlantic trips, the plan was abandoned. As consolation he bought twelve Beagle aircraft from an insolvent company at Biggin Hill which were promptly resold.
 
         Compared with profits at this level, those in the motorbike trade palled. In 1959 he sold Harcourt Motor Cycles to Robert Rowe, a successful racing competitor. During their negotiations, Rowe persuaded Ecclestone to organise his sponsorship and start-up money. As Rowe’s agent, Ecclestone supplied a 500 cc Norton for the Isle of Man TT race, obtained sponsorship money from Shell and even loaned Rowe the leather overalls. Rowe had some success, although Ecclestone missed his victory at Brands Hatch when he left early to avoid the rain ruining his clothes and Italian shoes.
 
         The same year Ecclestone sold Compton & Ecclestone to Les Crocker, his original employer. Within months Crocker was failing. Ecclestone agreed to pay off Crocker’s £25,000 overdraft in return for a debenture giving Ecclestone the first claim on all the company’s assets. Three months later a receiver was appointed. By June 1961 Ecclestone discovered his mistake. The company owed £9,700 to the Inland Revenue and the debt would, according to the law, be paid before Ecclestone could recover his own £25,000. He reversed his strategy. After arranging with Crocker to become the legal owner of all the properties and any cash, he dismissed the receiver and sold the showroom on to his old friends, Victor White and Harry O’Connor. The two were equally unsuccessful and now not only Ecclestone but other creditors were owed money. Ecclestone swiftly pocketed over £6,000 by selling the buildings and stock before BSA Motorcycles, a major supplier, petitioned to have Compton & Ecclestone wound up. At the bankruptcy hearing in Carey Street, Ecclestone learned another lesson. To the receiver’s irritation, Victor White, wearing a vicuña suit, arrived late for the afternoon hearing. His excuse was honest. ‘I had some money on the two o’clock,’ said White blowing the smoke of a large cigar, ‘and I’ve got to leave soon because I’m catching a plane to get to St Moritz.’ Left to negotiate with a new receiver, Ecclestone was asked to pay £9,700 owed to the Inland Revenue. ‘Would you like to make an offer?’ asked the receiver. ‘Yes, one third of what I owe,’ replied Ecclestone. ‘You don’t understand, Mr Ecclestone. You’ve got to pay the whole lot plus a fine. It’s tax plus.’ Ecclestone offered less than previously. ‘You play poker, don’t you?’ the receiver asked. Ecclestone nodded. ‘Well,’ replied the receiver, ‘I don’t want to play with you.’ Ecclestone was satisfied. The receiver, he thought, had been outsmarted and the debt would be forgotten. ‘Most successful businessmen’, he reassured himself, ‘have luck and take opportunities.’
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         One sign of emboldened self-confidence was his change of tailor. Previously Reg Cox, his school friend’s brother, had cut his suits. He switched to Edward Saxton in Savile Row, and ordered tailored shirts by Frank Foster. Perfectly dressed, most Saturdays he took Ivy for dinner at a Park Lane hotel and then headed for Crockfords to play chemmy not only against rival car dealers but also against Otto Preminger, Cubby Broccoli, Lord Beaverbrook and once Lord Lucan. By then he had become famous at Crockfords – for spotting two flies climbing up the wall and taking a bet which would reach the ceiling first. If, just before dawn on a Sunday, he was down £10,000, he would take over the bank, risking to double his losses or swing the other way to double his stakes and walk out with a profit. ‘If you’re the richest man at the table,’ he would say, ‘you can’t lose; and if you can’t afford to lose, it’s not gambling.’
         
 
         Among those attracted to the amusing, sharp-talking gambler at Crockfords was Eve Taylor, a show business agent and pop star manager. Taylor’s clients, the trailblazers of the Swinging Sixties, were advised to rely on Bernard, her new friend, for an honest deal in cars. James Spencer in Bexleyheath became the destination for Lulu, Sandie Shaw, John Barry, the composer, and Twiggy who arrived with Justin de Villeneuve, her boyfriend, and a large Afghan dog. Twiggy departed in a light green Lamborghini. None of Taylor’s clients was more important than Adam Faith, enriched by his 1959 hit song, ‘What do you want, if you don’t want money?’ The pop idol drove out of Ecclestone’s showroom in a pale blue Rolls-Royce.
 
         Selling those cars was Ecclestone’s introduction to the new aristocracy: they often met in San Lorenzo, a new Italian restaurant in Knightsbridge. Mara and Lorenzo, the generous owners, welcomed Ecclestone along with Princess Margaret, Tony Snowdon and a galaxy of world-famous film stars, musicians and writers. Ecclestone changed his appearance. Instead of wearing his hair Brylcreemed back, he let his locks fall over his ears and brow like the Beatles, the emerging pop group who also appeared at the restaurant. At weekends he adopted a new clothes style: a white shirt, dark trousers and moccasin shoes. Unlike other car salesmen known as the ‘laughing boys’, Ecclestone’s quick, dry humour and straight-laced jokes appealed to San Lorenzo’s habitués.
 
         Social success encouraged his gambling, and he headed – but now without his wife Ivy – for a second regular session at Crockfords on Thursdays until nearly dawn. Gambling had become a passion, although he would never risk his business or his home. Punctually at nine o’clock on a Friday morning, as he arrived at work, he could not disguise his fortunes from Ann Jones. If his face was taut, by midday Jones knew she would be told by the club the amount required to settle his losses. While she wrote out cheques for amounts sufficient to buy a large house, she could hear Ecclestone in the showroom below arguing with a customer about the last £5 of a deal which would usually end with Ecclestone’s challenge, ‘Right, I’ll toss you for it.’ As he climbed the spiral staircase to order Jones to settle the paperwork, he whispered, ‘It’s not the money but the deal.’ Then, to prevent another argument, he would buy Ivy a mink, jewellery or a new wig. Overall, Ecclestone covered his losses at Crockfords by a succession of property deals of derelict land in Greenwich and the purchase of Jennings, a bankrupt store on Bexleyheath High Street. Breaking it down into small units, he resold the site for a hefty profit. The business technique never changed. Hours after buying the Strood Motor Company, the biggest distributor of Leyland cars in Kent, he inspected his new acquisition. No one was working. ‘Fire them,’ he ordered, pointing at the staff playing darts. Cutting costs and improving the building, he traded out within one year.
         
 
         Flush with money, he travelled with Adam Faith to Monte Carlo. ‘I met this geezer who sold me a Roller,’ Faith told John Bloom, famous for selling the first cheap washing machines to England’s middle classes. ‘Can I bring him down?’ In 1962 Bloom was enjoying his new millions on his yacht, Arienne 3. Ecclestone arrived without Ivy and enjoyed the weekend with Max Bygraves, the entertainer, playing chemin de fer at the casino. He lost. With men Ecclestone’s banter cemented strong relationships, forging new business opportunities. On his return to England, he began negotiations to buy Faith a cabin cruiser but decided the price was too high. No deal was done.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         There were no sharp frontiers between business and friendship. Walking into the Alfa Romeo showroom in Surrey owned by Roy Salvadori, the former racing driver, Ecclestone asked whether all the cars were for sale. ‘Yes,’ replied Salvadori. ‘I’ll give you £52,000 for the lot.’ Salvadori was surprised and became unsettled as Ecclestone pushed hard for an answer. ‘Will a cheque do?’ asked Ecclestone. Salvadori was on the verge of agreeing when he remembered Ecclestone’s business methods. Clearly, he had assessed the value before entering and conjured up a sum which seemed enormous but allowed himself a sizeable profit. Salvadori declined the offer. After Ecclestone left, he painstakingly calculated his cars’ value. Ecclestone’s profits would have been enormous.
         
 
         In 1965, driving home at night ‘with someone I shouldn’t have been with’, recalled Ecclestone – Colleen, an ‘Indian girlfriend’, according to a friend who smiled about Ecclestone’s frequent infidelities – Ecclestone spotted flames bursting out of the James Spencer showroom. The building and the cars inside were destroyed. ‘The fire brigade was already there and they had called the fire assessor,’ Ecclestone remembers. What followed entered folklore. Ecclestone’s rivals would later paint a scenario of the ruins cleared by eight o’clock in the morning with Ecclestone operating his telephones from a Portacabin delivered at the forecourt before dawn to sell a new range of cars which had been stored outside the building overnight. In their scenario, Ecclestone’s insurance policy paid for the reconstruction of a dowdy pre-war building as a modern, gleaming, white emporium. The cynics forgot that the building had been modernised five years earlier. In reality Ann Jones and other eyewitnesses saw Ecclestone ‘choking up’ as he scrambled over the smoking debris and climbed the metal stairs to his office to spot three pools of plastic – yellow, cream, red – the remnants of his telephones. His insurance broker revealed that the cover was inadequate to replace the used cars in the rear, gutted by the flames sparked by an electrical fault. ‘Insurance is a big con,’ Ecclestone told Ann Jones, who rescued the undamaged logbooks from the safe. For the first four days Ecclestone and his staff moved into an empty house adjoining the showroom, using orange boxes as tables and chairs. Then a Portacabin was delivered, the area was cleared and business restarted. But the reconstruction, with identical design and materials, took several months. The latest Trimline telephones replaced his previous ones. ‘If you throw these new ones around, Mr Ecclestone,’ warned the engineer, ‘they can’t be replaced. There’s a shortage.’
         
 
         That Christmas Ecclestone was particularly antagonistic towards the idea of festive celebrations. Irritated that his staff had organised a meal at the local pub, he remained in the showroom waiting for their return. ‘You’re no good for work,’ he told Jones as she wobbled up the spiral staircase. He would have preferred to open the showroom on Christmas Day. There was little joy at Melcot Road, his latest rebuilt house with his ‘suburban’ housewife. He had outgrown Ivy. Unable to keep up with his lifestyle and with no shared interests, she spent her time shopping and complaining about his perfectionism at home – some would say his obsession – and his need to control women. She was, he suspected, having a relationship with a local electrician.
 
         ‘This Chinese girl keeps giving me the eye,’ Ecclestone mentioned to Ann Jones on a Friday morning in 1967. At a Crockfords dinner for regular gamblers the previous night, he had met Tuana Tan, a pleasant Singaporean, and her American husband. Born on 7 December 1941, the day the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, the attractive woman had grown up in a wealthy family which funded her father’s professional gambling. While Tuana’s husband stood by the crap table, she and Ecclestone played chemin de fer. Tuana, he discovered, arrived in London in 1961 to study art and was dissatisfied with her one-year marriage. To some, Tuana was quiet. Others remarked on her obedience.
 
         Tuana Tan suited Ecclestone. Intelligent, caring and undemanding, she was refined compared with Ivy and was uncomplaining about his prime interest – business and accumulating money. Nor was she troubled by his unemotional relationships and perfectionism. For a year they met secretly in London until one evening Ecclestone returned home to be told by Ivy that Tuana’s husband had telephoned. Ivy and the American agreed that neither knew the whereabouts of their spouses. ‘Bernie’s having an affair with Tuana,’ the husband revealed.
         
 
         As Ecclestone walked into the house, Engelbert Humperdinck was singing ‘Please Release Me’ on BBC TV’s Top of the Pops. ‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ said Ecclestone as they sat on their rocking chairs in front of the television. ‘I’m going to leave you.’ Ivy was not shocked. His recent affair with a local waitress while she was in hospital had horrified even a wife accustomed to her husband’s unfaithfulness. His recent ‘business’ trip to Jersey, she accused him, was ‘dirty business’ with Tuana. ‘But don’t let’s divorce,’ said Ecclestone. ‘You want to have your cake and eat it,’ replied Ivy, conscious of his jealousy and unwillingness to be humiliated. ‘Let’s go to bed together,’ said Ecclestone. ‘Get off,’ snapped Ivy, and moved into another room to plan what became a protracted and difficult divorce. The principal issue was the fate of their twelve-year-old daughter Debbie, and, in return for adequate alimony, the arrangements were speedily agreed. Carrying a single suitcase, he departed.
         
 
         His new life with Tuana caused few waves. Attentive and subservient in the Oriental manner, the demure woman happily acquiesced to Ecclestone as the master and cared for him and their new home in Chislehurst. Once again, he gutted and rebuilt a house, and added a waterfall in the garden. Without a fuss she cooked his meals, laid out his clothes and even squeezed the toothpaste on to the brush in the morning. ‘I’m like a mouse,’ she cheerfully admitted. ‘I make everything perfect for him.’ The only imperfection was her messages. The telephone rang ceaselessly and rather than admit not understanding the caller, she wrote gibberish. ‘Featherhead,’ Ecclestone cursed when he returned. For a man who adored the unpredictability of work, his routine at home never changed. After entering their home, he first cleaned his shoes, then straightened the curtains, next, he moved any ornaments which were not properly squared, and finally he sat down, content that every part of his world was perfect. Whatever the stress, he never discussed any problems. There was little demonstrative love other than presents – and embarrassment if the gifts were reciprocated. He would be the strong one but sentiments were concealed except towards Debbie, who became a frequent visitor and forged a close relationship with Tuana.
         
 
         His lifestyle had become enjoyable. He would take a car from the showroom, often a Rolls-Royce, and, barely able to peer above the steering wheel, race up to Crockfords with Tuana, cutting up any competing car in frequent outbursts of road rage. Or, after an evening at the greyhound races or watching ice hockey, they might head for Beaverwood on the A20, an expensive nightclub with dinner and dancing. On the first floor, Johnny Humphries, a bookmaker whose business partner Tony Morris was Ecclestone’s closest friend, had opened a casino. In contrast to Ivy, the gang liked Tuana and noticed how Ecclestone had relaxed. His relationships with men were intense, none more so than with Jochen Rindt, a German racing driver, and a frequent visitor to his new home.
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