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About the Book

Max Verstappen roared into F1 like a whirlwind, imposing himself as a would-be great barely before the racing world knew what was happening. The Dutch F1 sensation has already left an indelible mark on the sport.

If there could have been an experiment in how to create the perfect racing driver, it would probably have looked something like the making of Max Verstappen. The son of driver Jos, Max quickly stepped out of his father's shadow: his youthful charisma, ferocious speed, fearless driving style, burning focus and refusal to back down mark him out as a true champion.

On the very last lap of the final race of an unbelievably arduous and controversial 2021 season, Verstappen nervelessly overtook the seven-time World Champion Lewis Hamilton to clinch the first place that thrust the young prodigy to the narrowest of victories and to his first World Drivers' title. He followed that up by claiming the 2022 title for good measure.

Widely respected motorsport writer and F1 insider Mark Hughes has written the most authoritative account of Verstappen's incredible rise through the ranks to F1 glory. Unstoppable is full of fresh and fascinating insights, and paints a fully-rounded and richly-textured portrait of one of the most exciting young sportsmen on the planet.
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INTRODUCTION

Max Verstappen roared into F1 like a whirlwind, imposing himself as a would-be great barely before the racing world knew what was happening. For many fans, the Verstappen name was a throwback to the 1990s and early 2000s, when Max’s father, Jos ‘the Boss’, had brought colour and occasional controversy to the sport with his forthright personality and aggressive style, but had never played a part in the outcome of a race. It had never really happened for Jos in F1; his star faded before it had properly risen, and he ended up just making some noise to fill in the gaps as the crowd waited for the leaders.

But almost from the moment Jos disappeared from F1 view, the second Verstappen offensive was underway. If there could have been an experiment in how to create the perfect racing driver, it would probably have looked something like the making of Max Verstappen. Because Max wasn’t just the son of Jos: he was also the son of Sophie Kumpen, one of the very best kart racers in the world in her time. She raced against Jenson Button, Giancarlo Fisichella, Jarno Trulli and an able but slightly less stellar racer than those guys, Christian Horner. On her day, Sophie could beat the best of them. She was formidable, talented and smart.

But is there such a thing as a speed gene? Was Max to the world championship born? Was it that double dose of racing DNA that got all of his neurons and synapses firing just right from birth, bequeathing him not only the fiercely competitive personality but also the preternatural feel for the physical limits of tyres on tarmac necessary to turn him into a champion? Or was the real gift that Max was brought up at the kart track – raised, with the smell of burnt rubber and two-stroke fuel in his nostrils, by one of the toughest, most demanding and at times downright scariest Competitive Dads ever to stalk a race circuit?

Hundreds of thousands of hours of scientific study have gone into trying to figure out if sport genes exist at all, whether experts in any field are essentially born or made, and what mix of nature and nurture is required to bring any innate potential to full, world-beating fruition.

David Epstein, in his 2014 book The Sports Gene: Talent, Practice and the Truth About Success, did a landmark job of pulling together the available evidence. ‘The result of expertise study . . . can be summarised in a single phrase that played like a broken record in my interviews with psychologists who research expertise: “It’s software, not hardware.” That is, the perceptual sports skills that separate experts from dilettantes are learned or downloaded like software via practice.’

That research was based around field athletics; the equivalent research has not been made to determine whether it holds true in motorsport. But there has been some research made to aid the selection process of fighter pilots, much of which would seem to have parallels to the motor racing world. What was found there would seem to correlate more closely to the ‘hardware’ theory – that the skills are innate and there are considerable differences between individuals in natural aptitude even before the lifetime of training begins.

Both can, and probably are, true. There are differences in ‘natural’ ability and the ‘10,000-hour rule’ applies. A phrase popularised by journalist Malcolm Gladwell in his bestseller Outliers, the 10,000-hour rule was based on a 1993 paper by Florida State University psychologist Anders Ericsson and his team, studying world-class violinists in the Music Academy of West Berlin.

This ‘rule’ suggests that effortful, structured activity aimed at overcoming and eradicating weaknesses and mistakes, while regularly having your performance mercilessly scrutinised to find areas to improve on, for an accumulated 10,000 hours by the age of 20, is the difference between elite and non-elite.

This kind of graft is not enjoyable – it is sustained only by the most determined and motivated – but it is, according to Ericsson, essential to enable elite sportspeople to build up detailed, complex cognitive models that allow them not just to rely on raw reaction skills but to anticipate and respond to opponents’ moves in a pre-conscious way.

So did Max have an inherent ‘natural’ ability? A kid of four who climbs into a kart, slides it around the track and is soon lapping faster than kids who have been doing it for years very much suggests that.

Did he put in his ‘10,000 hours’? Absolutely. And then some. With Jos for a father, it could never have been any other way. Though Jos had risen through the ranks all the way to F1, he remained fully immersed in the sport’s entry level of karting; he was one of the racing world’s biggest experts in that field with the deepest knowledge and making his living from that. So when four-year-old Max demanded that he be given his own kart (he threw such tantrums when he was told to wait for a year or two that Sophie insisted to Jos it would be easier for all concerned if it happened sooner, not later), Jos was happy to oblige.

But when, a couple of years later, Max asked to start racing, having already shown a clear aptitude for the sport, Jos insisted it had to be done properly. They were not going to play at it. In reality, being born into the heart of the sport’s entry level, Max would probably not have ever seen any other way than to be fully committed. Within this environment, both the desire to race and the approach drilled into him once he was doing so, could be taken for granted.
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How do we go about de-coupling the ambition of Jos playing out through his son, putting right the wrongs of his own career, and that of Max himself? There had, after all, been a certain buzz around Jos when he’d arrived in F1, this wild guy from the Dutch travelling and scrapyard community who had been something of a sensation in karts and the junior categories of car racing.

Even for the most gifted and ambitious of drivers, even those with the head start of family wealth, motor racing is an often-bemusing world which takes time to properly understand. Just buying your way in won’t grant you the knowledge and smarts needed to maximise opportunities: there are endless traps, landmines capable of derailing even the most promising of careers. The acquisition of that knowledge only begins once the kid is racing and even for quick, shrewd learners it can take years. But for Max the way would be prepared by someone who had been through it himself, someone who was ready to apply himself 100 per cent to managing his career, avoiding the mis-steps he’d made himself. It was a 10-year project that would make the Verstappens an inevitable, unstoppable force.

In the nitty-gritty of racing, the hard work and huge knowledge which must be acquired are informed not only by the essential craft but also the attitude. The racing attitude is not for everyone. It’s an obsession which allows only the smallest of spaces around the margins – for other interests, for relationships outside of racing, for understanding the world outside of the racing bubble. It’s a full-on performance attitude: responses to stimuli and solutions to problems have to be a) right and b) acted upon with no delay. Focused doesn’t even begin to describe it. It has to be all-consuming. Thinking of ways to be yet faster, stemming from yourself or your car, has to occupy your being pretty much all the time. There are layers and layers of discoveries to be made but they are not revealed without the compulsion and the graft. Coming away from a race track feeling that you left performance out there that could have been accessed is intolerable, totally unacceptable. That’s okay for hobby racers. It’s maybe okay for those kids indulged by their parents to just enjoy the racing and the kudos. But it’s not okay for those on the path.

‘I have worked with many great drivers,’ says Kees van der Grint, the Bridgestone tyre engineer who worked with Jos from karts to F1 and who witnessed at close hand the early rise of Max, ‘but the way they approached things was not normal, even by racing standards. It was extreme. The determination of these people not to compromise on anything was unbelievable. I don’t believe, at that age, that Max had much input in the decisions. This was all decided by Jos. But they give everything. Everything. Like back to the track after a test to get some rain running in case it rains on race day, the approach to making the engine or the kart faster, the hours they spend, the work involved. I have not seen anything like this.’

Even when Jos was an F1 driver his heart remained in karting. He ran teams, he prepared and sold engines. Giedo van der Garde won the 2002 karting world championship with a Jos Verstappen engine, for example. Even between grands prix he was to be found in the karting paddocks of Europe or his workshop, grafting still, as Van der Grint recalls: ‘Even when Jos was racing in F1, and before Max was racing, you could have a problem getting him to a test day if it clashed with an important kart meeting. His focus was always on karting.’ So from a competitive perspective, there could not have been a more perfect environment for young Max. Dad was already operating there and knew every nook and cranny of competitive advantage, so Max’s chances at racing’s starting point were immediately maximised.

Although Jos’ short fuse is occasionally evident in Max in moments of strain, his underlying character is more even-tempered and it takes more to stress him than it does his father. More Sophie than Jos. That sometimes made Jos believe Max wasn’t taking it as seriously as he demanded and was the cause of a few incidents between the father and the child. But beneath the relaxed, open demeanour with the ready smile and the easy quip, Max’s attitude is that of an unspoilt racer. Flip the visor down and he becomes, as his Red Bull team boss Christian Horner describes him, ‘A thoroughbred. He is strong-willed, he can be very sharp obviously when emotions are running high. He doesn’t hold back.

‘But you know you get 100 per cent from him and his mental resilience is the strongest I have ever seen. His ability under pressure is phenomenal. And the more pressure you put on, the better he delivers. Just phenomenal.’

Despite the head start in life, Max has the gift of hunger and application. He has the council estate grit because that’s what Jos put into him, by example and occasionally more directly. The way he did that won’t be found in any parental guidebook and could occasionally stray into what has been criticised as abuse.

Take the incident, now racing folklore, at Naples in 2012 when a silly error by Max on track led to Jos being so furious that he left his 15-year-old son at a service station. There was also the time Jos made him walk the several miles from the circuit back to the hotel after another incident on track. Walking in his race suit and carrying his helmet, Max was picked up by a passer-by and given a lift back to the hotel. Upon seeing him arrive earlier than expected, Jos asked how he’d done it so quickly. When Max told him, Jos insisted on taking him back to where he’d been picked up, dropping him off there and making him complete the punishment. Jos’ way of making his points wasn’t gentle, quiet or subtle. Max was enlisted to the cause – the cause of making him the best racing driver he could possibly be – and Jos knew only one way. Compromise or bruised feelings didn’t come into it.

But for that to work, Max needed to be more than only vastly talented. It also demanded a very special personality, combining the assertiveness and drive required to be a successful racer but not the often-associated rebellious qualities. It required the resilience to withstand the extremity of Jos’ approach but without replicating his faults.

For Jos’ heavy hand to have the desired effect required Max’s complete buy-in, but that part wasn’t necessarily so extraordinary given that he never knew anything else. The extraordinary part was how Max retained his own distinct identity, despite the 24/7 tutelage of so extreme a character as his father.

‘Max is the diplomat,’ said his mother Sophie on RTL Boulevard. ‘He always wants to make things right.’ Given Jos’ dominant personality and Sophie’s feisty intelligence, it’s easy to imagine there might have been quite a lot for young Max to try to make right for the first 11 years of his life before his parents separated.

Talk to him today and there’s no apparent damage; he’s relaxed and sociable, with a ready smile. The most special part of his personality, the most critical part, is that he is not cowed by anything. He fears no one and reputations mean nothing to him and never have. He’s straight-talking and on track he’s always the dominant one in any tango. But there’s been zero rebellion. Not as far as anyone knows. Just wide-eyed, straightforward, matter-of-fact openness, very characteristically Dutch in that way, taking forward the life and career Jos helped to shape. He hasn’t left his dad behind and floated away on a sea of dollars and fame. Jos is still right there by his side, a partner in his success, maybe even an equal one, though the separation of the boy from the father away from the track seems to have been completed quite seamlessly.

Jos and Raymond Vermeulen, the manager Jos found for his own career years ago and still his trusted consigliere, quietly take care of business while Max is out there taking the opposition apart, only then to return to normality which for Max, since late-2020, is partner Kelly Piquet and Penelope, her daughter from a previous relationship.

‘Kelly is of course a little bit older,’ said Sophie on RTL Boulevard in 2021. ‘She has a little child. They have created some sort of a little family and I think that Max maybe missed that when he was young and I think such stability has also helped him this year as he knows that someone is waiting for him at home. She also comes from a race family so she understands everything. When you see how sweet he is to her child but also for his sister, for me, he has his heart in the right place.’

Max has seemingly created the serene home life he never had as a child but surely craved, given how tempestuous his parents’ marriage was. Some idea of just how bad things got can be gained from the fact that Sophie had a restraining order placed upon Jos in the wake of their break-up in 2008. In the post-marriage arrangement, Max stayed with Jos – not least because they were by then locked together in their karting endeavours anyway – while Max’s sister Victoria stayed with Sophie. Max has remained close to them all, a loving son and brother.

His sincerity was quite obvious when he said in an interview a few hours after winning his first world title that he viewed it as a family success. ‘You achieve your life goal and it feels really incredible, not just for me but my whole family. They also had to live for me. My dad was away a lot; it probably cost the marriage. Also, my sister; she missed me, she missed her dad because he was always with me. All of this now, it brings back a lot of . . . it hasn’t been for nothing. That’s something which is very special.’

‘I think Max knows how sad I’ve been that I had to miss him when he was younger,’ said Sophie in the Verstappen’s own Whatever It Takes documentary series of 2020, ‘and I think he wants to make up for lost time.’

Victoria lived through this split too and while Max’s successes have enabled her to pursue her own interests – which have included kart racing – they have, as Max suggests, also come at a cost to her. She talked of that in Whatever It Takes: ‘I understand why Dad spent all his time with Max. It’s incredible that they’ve made it to F1. But it has been difficult for me sometimes. I had times when I didn’t feel important, when Max was the only one they talked about.’

Max also talks of leisure time spent with his mother and sister at kart tracks. ‘We race together in karts sometimes. With my mum and my sister there’s always competition. They’re within a tenth [of a second] of each other and my sister gets angry because she thinks she’s better. I last raced my dad when I was 13 and we were doing similar lap times. I enjoyed it.’

‘When they were kids, Max always gave Victoria the sticker or colour book to keep the peace,’ Sophie told RTL. ‘He always thinks of her. That’s two hands on one stomach. It typifies his character: that good, that sweet. Max will always want to solve things first by talking, he is a sensitive person. He gets that fierce racing from Jos. The gentle lake of me. But make no mistake, eh. Under the helmet, he is a tiger.’

Sensitive enough to engender a good atmosphere around him but not particularly reflective, Max doesn’t give the impression of devoting much time to contemplation. So the deep psychological questions about his childhood relationship with his father just wouldn’t resonate. There would be no deeper answers within him than the ‘it is what it is’ shoulder shrug ‘and I’m very appreciative for it’. His reality. Which is all that matters. His story is that he saw the racing going on around him and demanded he join in. Jos met that ‘urgent request’ (as he later phrased it) but in so doing drilled and coached him like no one has ever been drilled and coached before. Not in this sport, anyway. There are perhaps parallels with the Williams sisters or Andre Agassi in tennis.

The boy born into the circus, he’s the one up there now on the high wire, putting into practice all the lessons he was taught by the ringmaster across the karting paddocks of Europe. The ringmaster looks up with obvious pride, knowing his son walks the rope better than he ever did, but taking satisfaction from having given him what – in his eyes – were all the tools necessary to fully succeed, a schooling way better than his own could ever have been.

But what sort of guy has a life spent in the racing laboratory made? Despite his incredible talent, he appears down-to-earth, maybe even a little vanilla in his attitudes and interests. Gen-Z’s preoccupation with the mores of social justice seems to have passed him by; he doesn’t give the impression of knowing or caring what is going on in the world around his bubble. He’s a nice guy, a caring guy, a reasonable guy, but not one seemingly troubled by things beyond his immediate orbit. There is always this pull towards equilibrium. Not in the car, obviously. But everything outside of it is about making things as stress-free as possible, including for the important people around him. From a racing perspective, it’s actually a perfect combination: fire and aggression in the car, easy-going balance outside of it. Perhaps this, even more than the raw material of racing talent, is the crucial genetic inheritance: the combination of Jos’ fire and Sophie’s calm. ‘That’s scientifically, maybe, the best mix there could be,’ says Frits van Amersfoort, whose team ran both Jos and Max. ‘You know, the sheer eagerness and animal side of Max comes from Jos, and the social side from Sophie. It’s the perfect mix. I don’t think in a laboratory they could have achieved the same, what these two people did!’

There’s a burning focus to maximise himself every time he is in the car which, in Max’s early days of F1, would sometimes spill over into moves that were not within the code of racing etiquette. Forcing Kimi Raikkonen to brake at 200 mph on the straight at Spa to avoid what would have been an aircraft-scale accident was the most extreme example. ‘He needs to see a psychiatrist,’ said legendary triple world champion Niki Lauda of the incident.

‘Great, we can go together,’ laughed Max when he was told of Lauda’s criticism. Not aggressive or defensive. Simply not bothered what anyone outside his circle thought, because he’s totally secure in his own.

The usual rules were often rendered meaningless by his mercurial talent and the shrewd way it was marshalled by Jos. New sporting regulations had to be written as a result of some of Verstappen’s more exuberant moves, just as they had been a generation earlier for Michael Schumacher’s. One was a new sporting regulation stipulating a minimum age for an F1 driver of 18, imposed after Max had made his debut as the youngest ever at 17 years and 166 days. He was a veteran of 14 grands prix before he was even allowed to drive on the roads in Europe.

Max has no time for the way F1 has transformed itself in the social media age, for he is old-school despite being a digital native. He can do things with a car others can only dream of, he can race wheel-to-wheel in a way which makes him almost impossible to beat on equal terms. But he is defined within the terms of the sport, and is not the sort of character who will transcend it in the way Lewis Hamilton has or Ayrton Senna did. He’s too straightforward for that, too uninterested in the world outside of racing. Because it’s a world in which he’s never lived. But within the bubble in which he has spent his entire existence, very few in history have ever flown so high.
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