Palmer™* makes his
Formula 1 mark
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*Yes, another one!

A first Formula 1 test is always going to be something to remember
— especially when you’re the third in your family to experience it

By Scott Mitchell, Features Editor
¥ @ScottAutosport

t’s late in the year, on a chilly day at Silverstone.
Palmer straps himself into the McLaren and a grin
spreads across his face, the smile beaming out from
behind his visor. This really is one hell of a prize. He
fires up the engine and, for the first time, drives out in
a Formula 1 car. When everything’s finished, McLaren
expresses a great deal of satisfaction. “Quicker than
we expected and no mistakes at all,” is the word from the team.

“It’s such a genuinely excitedly and exhilarating experience to
be able to doit, particularly ina car like a McLaren,” says Jonathan.

Jonathan? Fire up the DeLorean! We’ve gone back 35 years by
mistake — this is supposed tobe a piece about Will: the 19-year-
old son of former grand prix driver Jonathan.But you’ll excuse
the error, for the similarities are astonishing, Solet’s try again.

It’s October 26, 2016. Overnight rain and a chilly start have
left the Silverstone Grand Prix circuit covered in damp patches.
Will Palmer is nervous, but excited — the smile is testimony to
that —and he’snot even gone on track yet. Intermediate tyres
are used for a quick installation run, but the main event will take
place with slick Pirelli tyres.
Now, 35 years after his father
was gifted his first F1 test —ina
McLaren, asa prize for winning
the 1981 British Formula 3 title
—it’s Will’s turn.

AMcLaren Formula 1 test
has awaited the winner of the
McLaren Autosport BRDC
Award since David Coulthard picked up the first gong back in
1989. Every year it’s the same, but the impact never diminishes.
For Will, on the same track and with the same team as his father
so many years ago, the chance to get behind the wheel of Jenson
Button’s 2011 Canadian Grand Prix-winning McLaren MP4-26
isobviously a special moment. And not because it meanshe’s
already driven amore competitive F1car than hisdad or his
brother, current Renault driver Jolyon.

“The nerves were pretty high,”Will admits.“There was a bit
of aworry over whether the track would be fully dry, but luckily
it wasbone dry”

There’sa popular Award story from 2011 winner Oliver
Rowland’s test, when helit up the rear tyres exiting the garage
for the first time. Willisn’t quite so dramatic, and trundles
downthe pitlane tentatively. But when the limiter comes off,
there’s nothing tentative about it.

“You could tell it was
someone driving a
Formula 1 car properly”

“Iwasted no time,”he jokes afterwards. “I thought I'd better
make themost of it!”

A trio of five-lap runs on Pirelli show tyres is not quite a full day
at Jerez, but there is still plenty tobe judged on — and plenty to get
wrong. Drive a Formula 1 car under the limitand under the limit
youwill stay. Achieving the right brake and tyre temperatures is
key, and comes from following instructions — then pushing
properly on track. And the feedback from McLaren is good.

“You want to see them start pushing on their first run,”explains
simulator engineer Alice Rowlands, whoisonhand to help the
Indy Lall-runMcLaren F1 team and also provides data analysis
throughout the remainder of the Award process.“He was
definitely going for it onhisfirstrun!

“He was making the car move. It s nice when you can see them
taking sensible lines and being disciplined with the brakes —
drivingit like an F1 car. And, looking at the data, it was definitely
someone driving an F1 car, not on alittle Sunday afternoon drive.”

Chairman of the judges Derek Warwick leads the throng of
supporters onthe sidelines, backed up by hisjudging panel
(including‘cameraman’Jason
Plato, who later tweets“How
lushisthat?”along witha
trackside video), Will’s family
and friends, and the four
watching 2016 finalists:

Ricky Collard, Sennan
Fielding, Lando Norris
and Toby Sowery.

Stood atop a small viewing gantry at the end of the pitlane,
there’sa collective‘ooh!’as Will gets a big wriggle exiting Club
onhis first run. And with each passing lap, the message the
onlookers try to channel through to the driver is‘Take Abbey flat!”

“Iwas trying to,”admits Will later.“But it wasjust a small
feather...It was absolutely incredible, like nothing I've ever
donebefore. The power, the brakes, the downforce...just
how together the car seemed.

“It’sunbelievable how much of astepitis.Thadabitofa
problem withblistering the tyres, they were in pieces abit!”

Part of the problem was Will’s eagerness. Or perhaps, more
fairly, it was his determinationtojust get on withit. “He built up
quicker than I was expecting,”admits Rowlands. That caused the
blistering on the first run, but there was still plenty of performance
toextract from the car, which had been driven in that trim on that
track by Buttonnot too much earlier in the year. >
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“You can see the smile
through his helmet.
He'll remember it

for the rest of his life”

“You can’t compare it to [the 2011] pole but he wasn’t far
off, genuinely,” says Rowlands.“You’d be happy if that was his
first proper F1run at a test. He just shut up and listened. It’s not
easy. He doesn’t know anyone, it’s a step up from before — five
engineersinstead of one. It’s quite different. He was happy to
listen towhat he was supposed to.”

Andthenput itinto action. So, all smiles and a big thumbs-up.
None more so than from Warwick. The purpose of the McLaren
Autosport BRDC Award s to find the next British star,and making
apositive impressionin this short runis always a good sign.

“Iwant to see them make the most of the opportunity,”says
Warwick.“I'want to see them get sideways out of the garage!

But Iwant four wheels to come back, obviously.

“Iremember every detail of my first test — everyone
remembers it. You can see him smiling through his helmet.
He’ll remember it for the rest of hislife.”

Will agrees: “It’s an incredible thing to have done, a massive
memory. A McLaren at Silverstone is an amazing combination.”

The prize test is always afamily affair — Warwick talks with
sincerity of how “incredible”and emotional it is“to see family and
friends almost in tears and the excitement as their son or brother
drive it out”.For Will’s father Jonathan, who has now watched both
his sons sample F1 machinery, and follow in his wheeltracksina
grand prix car at Silverstone noless, it is particularly moving.

“I've never seen Will grin from ear to ear like this,” says
Jonathan.“He was nervous thismorning, but he’sloved it.

“Willhas wonin F4, wonarace in Eurocup and to have this
opportunity and have done a good job, I'm very proud. There’salot
of disappointment in motor racing and it’s very important when
you get good times that youreally enjoy it — that’s what fuels it.

“On another level, any time you get in acar people are looking
at how you get on and I'm absolutely delighted that he’sdone a
very professional job. He’s been quick, and not made any mistakes.
It’snot been totally straightforward, but he’s demonstrated his
intelligence. He’s come away from this having had ahuge amount
of fun and made a very professional impression.

“It’s afantastic contribution that McLaren makes as part of a
great scheme.I can’t praise it enough.It’s a great opportunity.”#'

Warwick and 2016
finalists enjoy
the spectacle
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SOMETIMES THINGS
justdon’tgoyourway.
That’sasapplicableto
oneofthebestyoung
Britishdriversoftheyear
asitisanyoneelse. SoWill
Palmerwould havebeen
forgiven for getting to the
endofthe2016 season
and feeling likethings
couldhave gonebetter.
Steppinginto the
FormulaRenaultEurocup
asthewinnerofthe
McLaren Autosport
BRDCAward and BRDC
Formula4champion
meantmuch was
expected from Palmer
thisyear. Butbefore the
season finale atEstoril, he

was lookingat awinless
season forthefirsttime
sincehisfirstfullcampaign
incarracingin2012.

Intheend, victoryin
thefirstraceinPortugal
boosted himtoseventh
inthe points afterayear
inwhich his pacewas not
inquestionbut hisraces
were often compromised
byincidents. Hisbit-part
FormulaRenaultNEC
campaign, whichranin
parallelintheearly part
oftheyear,wasmore
encouraging-including
adoublepodiumat
Silverstone - butsuffered
fromfundamentally the
sameissue.

FAR XX

#BESPOKE MOTORSPORT

School of hard knocks

Butthese are Palmer’s
learningyears,andit’s
easiertomakeafast
driverreliablethanit
isareliable driverfast.
He wentthrough asimilar
processin BRDCF4,when
afterarapid butrough-
edged rookie season
heblossomedinto
anall-conquering
2015 champion.

Asecondyearin
two-litre Renaultracing
looks unlikely, with
Formula3 calling. Palmer,
abrightyoung manwith
adefttouch behind the
wheel, couldfindit suits
himalmostaswellas
the McLaren.




HIGH-ACHIEVING
AWARD WINNERS

BELLANCAJLAT

SETTING THE BAR HIGH

David Coulthard was the first recipient of the McLaren
Autosport BRDC Award. The 13-time GP winner was
chosen afterimpressing in Formula Ford in 1989.

WILLIAMS/LAT

ANOTHER STELLAR SCOT

More than two decades after his 1992 Award triumph,
one too many crashes forced Dario Franchitti to end his
career after four IndyCar titles and three Indy 500 wins.

ETHERINGTON/LAT

THE POSTER BOY

More than 300 grand prix starts and the 2009 Formula 1
title make Jenson Button the grande fromage. His run
in the Nissan Primera Super Tourer is Award legend.

FERRARO/LAT.

DTM KINGS

Gary Paffett was a McLaren test driver (and won the
2005 DTM title) after his 1999 triumph; 2004 winner Paul
di Resta also has a DTM title (2010) and made it to F1.
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