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Let’s say a few words about a young New Zealander driver who managed to caught my 

attention in the past few years, I mean Earl Bamber. 

 

This week end was held the 55
th

 edition of the New Zealand Grand Prix. This used to be 

prestigious: it was a time when Formula One drivers came to challenge each other on single-

seaters derived from either F1 or F5000 in a relaxed mood during the European winter. On 

Pukekohe’s track, several well-known drivers or unknown ones thus succeeded throughout 

the years – Prince Bira, Stirling Moss, Jack Brabham, John Surtees, Bruce McLaren, Graham 

Hill, Jackie Stewart, Chris Amon, Keke Rosberg, Teo Fabi, Roberto Moreno to name but a 

few. The New Zealand GP has left Pukekohe since 1992 and at the same time, the single-

seaters’ power has lowered for a few decades – the Ferrari and McLaren Chevrolet were 

replaced by Tatuus-Toyota, especially in this 2010 season. The level of drivers attending the 

meeting has decreased a lot with the fact that they are way younger than the ones who used to 

attend. 

 

Even though he will be tough for him to clinch the Toyota Racing Series title in which it only 

remains a three-race meeting – and even though I remain mainly happy for him, it doesn’t 

prevent me from wondering about these so-called mythic events – let’s not exaggerate, shall 

we? – coming from way back in time, i.e. heirs from races that used to held outside the 

official championship. You probably well know that there only remain two national Grand 

Prix – as they are officially called – which do not take part in the official F1 calendar: 

obviously the New Zealand GP and Macao. 

 

Here and there I usually hear about how much the level was lowering as years went by. Or the 

fact that great names were missing – just like I already mentioned it for the New Zealand GP. 

Worse, we even succeed in talking about it for Open events which are more recent than these 

GPs, I’m thinking of Masters F3. Yet there are some nuances to put on the table. Formula One 

drivers coming to relax in New Zealand were not that much contractually submitted than they 

are today, so it was easier for them to train in a return ticket. But dealing with Macao and 

Masters, the story is different. Great names that used to attend were not great names, as a 

matter of fact. A proof, if ever there was one, the first great name was Ricardo Patrese, the 

first back to back winner in 1977 and 1978. Even though he was known in F1, he was still a 

rookie among this elite in 1977. So he wasn’t among the great names already. The same 

occurred with Moreno: winner in 1982 and rookie in F1 the same year; also with Senna a year 

later; also with Schumacher and Coulthard a few years later; and also with several names 

which, although known in F1, were not that successful. So, despite what many people in the 

masses may think or want to believe, Macao has never been the challenge those people think 

it is. Rather, it has been a challenge which suited young drivers eager to do something great 

and not something made for great and already well-known champions; hence the fact that lots 

of challengers found themselves sent to Formula One. So failing in Macao doesn’t mean you 



fail in F1. The track is to blame, for it is so special and delightful – or so it is: do you really 

imagine a Barcelona-like Macao? I don’t think so. Hill, Villeneuve, Hakkinen and Hamilton 

but to name a few have been relevant examples of this. Teams from any formula look as if 

they’ve got it. Besides, apart from Sato and di Grassi, none of the ten last winners have 

already run in a Formula 1 Grand Prix, whereas twenty drivers out of twenty-six from last 

year have already attended the Macao GP. 

 

Now, let’s talk about Masters. Even though it’s something much more recent, 1991, and even 

though Zandvoort or Zolder are less glamour than Macao, if we may call “the living hell of 

game” glamour; it seems that Masters F3 drivers coming to F1 are more numerous than 

Macao attendants. In the last decade, among the ten GP winners, there were two ex-drivers 

(Sato and Klien), a world champion (Hamilton), a future rookie (Hülkenberg) and two test 

drivers (Bottas and di Resta), without forgetting others already under contract (Bianchi). If we 

look at podium finishers, there are 18 drivers out of 30 that have already been linked to F1 at 

some point, i.e. 60%. 

 

In short, the so-called lowering level isn’t decreasing at all. He has just homogenised. The 

worst that we can face now is that the drivers there are not as mature as they were in the past, 

which doesn’t mean that they are less-skilled. The two factors don’t always go together. 

Recruiters have to deal with many series and very few events so as to select people. Events 

such as New Zealand GP seemed to have paid for it. However, this is not the case for Macao 

and Masters. More than two-thirds of current F1 drivers have attended Macao GP. More than 

half of Masters podium finishers end up in F1. Don’t check where new drivers are, they 

mainly come from there. There’s no point talking about any decrease of level. Other days, 

other ways. Machines have changed, but the need to achieve something and to be remembered 

aside from regular seasons is remaining essential. We’d better blame the level of those 

unchanged single-seaters than the drivers’ rage in itself. Machines have been the same for 

more than 20 years. However, between ourselves, it wouldn’t be reasonable to put other cars 

than F3 on this track on such tracks, especially Macao. Let’s be realistic, if we add green 

ayatollahs to this, what would motorsport be if it had to please crazy mothers and widows at 

any event? The race for safety has saved us from it. Besides, this race has finally reached F1. 

So they come full circle. 


