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Eddie Jordan

The race
of his life

By John Reynolds

E

ddie Jordan seems to
be negotiating some
sort of a deal on the
phone when I arrive at
his Monaco home. His
wife Marie, a tall, elegant
former basketball player, ushers me
into the living room, where a balcony
of the multimillion-euro apartment
looks out over the famous port. As we
chat, the father of four is stretched
out on a chaise longue across from
me, wearing fitness gear and natty
pink running shoes.
to page 2

Eddie Jordan on his 155-foot
superyacht Sunseeker
Picture: John Angerson/
Camera Press
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Eddie Jordan with his driver Ralf Schumacher in Brazil in 1997

Jordan jokingly throttles Damon Hill at the Italian Formula One Grand Prix in 1999
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Jordan with Eddie Irvine in Melbourne in 2000

Heinz-Harald Frentzen and Jordan celebrating victory at the 1999 French Grand Prix
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Fear has a bad eﬀect on the body.
If you have fear, your gear change
is going to be out. You’ll never see a
tennis player holding their racket too
tight. If a golfer holds their club too
tight, they’ll screw up

from page 1

South Dublin native Jordan turned 70
in March, and we meet after he’s spent
a birthday weekend in the ski resort of
Courchevel, partying with all of his family, along with former Ireland international Kevin Moran, former racing driver
Damon Hill, Mike Rutherford from Genesis and property tycoon Johnny Ronan,
among others.
Jordan spent a lot of his childhood in
Bray and attended the Christian Brothers school in Synge Street. He is a keen
cyclist, golfer and fitness enthusiast. Former racing driver Alain Prost is often his
companion on two wheels.
When he began presenting F1 on the
BBC some years ago, they asked him to
speak more slowly. He can be a bit of a
motormouth, but is always entertaining.
“Being Irish, most of us speak too quickly,” he says. “At the BBC I learned to take
my time, think ahead more and let the
words flow out. In real life that’s diﬃcult
for me, but they helped me become a
much more polished broadcaster.”
He has spoken in the past about having
mild dyslexia, but also talks about having
ADD (attention deficit disorder). “I sure
have it, I accept that, and I think a lot of
people perhaps have it, but they don’t
really own up to it, or they don’t know
about it. I don’t think you could ever call
either ADD or dyslexia a gift, and if you
had a choice, you’d certainly prefer not
to have either.
“I wasn’t as clever at school as I possibly should have been, but then applying
myself was a problem. I would sit, trying to study for a couple of hours every
night, partly to keep my parents happy.
But I was always planning something
outside of school, usually something that
had little to do with my books. I did my
homework as quickly as I possibly could,
in a fairly shabby way.
“My memory isn’t great, but it never
was. I have to write things down, or I
forget them. Some people I meet seem
to have the most unbelievable memory.
But then, if you ask me to plan ahead or
visualise something in the future, I can
see as clear as anything. I would say that I
probably learned that from [former head
of F1] Bernie Ecclestone. I think he was
the greatest visionary I’ve ever met.”
The prism through which Jordan views
a big chunk of his life is understandably
in terms of his time managing the Jordan
F1 team for 14 years between 1991 and
2005. The road to that point had begun
with go-kart racing in Jersey. He became
Irish national karting champion in 1972,
which put him on a road that led to Formula Ford and Formula 3, in which he
managed a team from 1980.
Motorsport was a drug for Jordan. His
harking back to it and his ongoing TV
work suggest he’s nowhere near ready
to go cold turkey yet.
“My passion for motor racing festered
when I was younger,” he says. “It got
more like a drug as life went on. It was
like sticking the needle in your arm and
getting high on motor racing. Sport is a
drug and it takes over your body, and
sometimes it might make you do stupid
things.”
He’s also a self-confessed wheeler-dealer. A qualified accountant, early in
his career he worked in a Bank of Ireland
branch in Mullingar, where customers
going in for a loan to buy a car might end
up buying the car from him too. Even
at school, trading marbles and conkers
with his classmates then led to buying
and selling schoolbooks.
At the helm of Jordan, he bought and
sold F1 drivers in the same way as a Premier League manager would.
“I made very little money out of the
race team,” he says. “I earned a salary,
of course, but where I did make money
was buying and selling the drivers. That
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was an entrepreneurial skill and I believe
I was the first to do that. When a driver
had one year left on his contract, I used
to sell him.
“In 1991, I had a ridiculous situation. I
had just finished fifth in the world championship, as a brand new team from Ireland that had never been a team before.
And that was an absolute miracle.
“But then the engine manufacturer,
Vickers, served us with a winding-up
petition. I went to Bernie – from whom
I’d already borrowed more than enough
money – to ask to borrow more, but although he wanted me to remain in F1, he
wasn’t going to give me any more. I had
only until midday the next day to pay a
million pounds. There was no mercy in it.
“At 10 minutes past 12, it’s too late, our
team would be dead, under the water.
Then I managed to get one of my oldest
and best friends from my schooldays to
loan me a million to tide us over.
“Two or three weeks later, I managed
to do an £18 million deal with the South
African oil firm Sasol. I paid back the
million to my friend straight away, and
suddenly, the team was alive again.
“In some ways, that kind of luck is
the story of my life. I honestly don’t
know anyone luckier. But I also believe
in making your own luck. And also, as
Gary Player said, the more I practice, the
luckier I get.”

Near-death
experience
As well as charity and TV work, these
days Jordan co-invests in London properties with his sons. He and his youngest
son Kyle are currently raﬄing a £750,000
apartment in south-west London. ‘EJ’,
as his kids sometimes call him, also sits
on the boards of a London hedge fund,
Clareville Capital and Oyster Yachts, a
British yacht manufacturer and occasionally invests in bigger deals as well.
One rich list estimates Jordan’s wealth
at €65 million, and his success over the
years has brought many rewards. There’s
a striking Louis Le Brocquy painting on
the wall, and other art and sculptures
throughout the apartment. On a shelf
in a corner of the kitchen is a model of
a yellow E-type Jaguar (often said to be
the best-looking car ever made) that
Jordan owns.
A custom-made Jordan F1-themed
Monopoly board game is in a corner of
the living room. A big glass table dominates the middle of the room; on it are
a brochure for the latest Ferrari, an art
exhibition brochure and a number of
coﬀee table books. One is all about his
late friend, Ayrton Senna.
Should that raise a hint of begrudgery
in any readers, Jordan has a message for
them. He lifts his watch strap to reveal
a tattoo of the letters “FTB.” It stands
for “fuck the begrudgers”, a message of
defiance that he says is a family motto.
“My sons have the same tattoo as well.
I’m not a tattoo person, but it’s only a
tiny thing and you can’t see it under the
watch strap. It’s not just in Ireland that
you can find people who are begrudgers
sometimes, but the world is full of them.”
TV and box set fans on Twitter have
noted that Jordan bears an uncanny resemblance to US actor David Strathairn,
the star of hit shows Billions, McMafia
and The Blacklist. Perhaps the two of
them should star in a Top Gear episode.
Jordan only appeared in one episode of
the most recent series of the car show, but
he plays a greater role in the next series.
His last outing nearly ended in tragedy
for him and fellow presenter Chris Harris.
They had done one run, zooming down
a hill above Monaco in an Alpine sports
car and were driving back up it, when a
warning light came on. Harris told him to

get out of the car, and they both jumped
out of it, only to see it burst into flames.
How did he react to what was a neardeath experience? “As you can see in the
footage, we had to jump out of the car
like crazy, because the fire went up in
an instant when we opened our doors.
You don’t pause to think in a situation
like that. But it was only afterwards that I
thought: ‘If I had had the slightest problem with the seat belt, if I had fastened it
incorrectly or it didn’t release as instantly
as you expect, I was toast.’ We just got
out and we ran away. We had to get the
hell out of the car.”
Did he and Harris dwell on it afterwards?
“No. we were busy trying to figure out
how we could rescue the episode. The
BBC and Renault, who had supplied the
car, tried everything they could so the
show could go on. But it was logistically
going to be a nightmare. Roads had been
closed and there were security, firefighters and medical people on the site. It was
an awful pity, but we couldn’t re-do the
run. C’est la vie.”
It sounds like they moved on pretty
quickly from what could have otherwise
been a horrific tragedy?
“I’ve had too many disappointments
with cars throughout my career in terms
of driving and racing. Over time, you
become immune to it in one respect.
You don’t become immune to the disappointment, because that is just there.
“I never asked Chris if he was in shock.
But I’ve had more severe accidents than
him, because he’s younger, and I’d been
had a lot of crashes through my racing
career, in the early days when I raced. I’ve
had so many ridiculous crashes, broken
bones and all sorts of problems, mainly
with my legs.
“I don’t think I was in shock. I was
pleased to get out of the car, obviously.
But it was a disappointment for us trying
to make the programme, and we had let
down the viewers in that respect, not
being able to complete the drive we had
planned.”

Jordan with former Friends star Matt LeBlanc in Top Gear

The music man: Eddie Jordan with his wife Marie and their granddaughters Eden, Dylan and Inez at his 70th birthday party

Decent skins: Jordan on the drums at his birthday bash

Getting over the line
Some months later, having now turned
70, is he winding down at all, or living
any more reflectively? Not a bit of it.
“There was no reflection,” he says. “I
ensure that I stay very fit with what I
eat, with a training regime, and the exercise that I do, including cycling. Having
known Bernie Ecclestone for a long time,
I’ve seen that he has a very clear attitude
and he perhaps thinks he’s immortal. I
don’t think I could think the same way. I
can’t be that ambitious, as to feel like that.
I wouldn’t think that way for any particular reason other than self-satisfaction.
“I said very little about turning 70 at my
birthday weekend, to be honest. Though
other people did it for me, perhaps. What
I did do was, I asked everyone to save the
date in their diaries ten years from then,
so we could go back there to celebrate
my 80th. We’ve had three celebrations
now, there in Courchevel, my 50th, 60th
and 70th.
“I do find that, as I grow older, I’m
less willing to put in the time into meeting lots of new people, even though it’s
possible, of course, and naturally I meet
new people all the time. But I had people
there because of my band [Eddie and
the Robbers], some are people I know
through cycling, others through F1, and
others through my charity work.
“I think there’s a responsibility on all
of us to make sure that we give our body
the very best chance of getting over the
line. During the weekend, I skied every
day. Admittedly, I partied every night
and every day. I take about one day a
week just to recharge everything and
get myself together.

Jordan in 1992; in the background is Italian driver Stefano Modena

I haven’t any
real plans at the
moment to slow
down and just pull
down the shutters
and order up a
funeral director
“But if I wound down, I think I’d be
dead within six months, and I’m not
prepared to take that risk. I haven’t any
real plans at the moment to slow down
and just pull down the shutters and order
up a funeral director.”
Referring back to his and Harris’s neardeath escape from the burning car, I ask
Jordan if the fear ever loomed in his mind
that one of his drivers might lose their
life in a crash while he was running the
Jordan F1 team. It’s something that fellow
former racing driver Nigel Mansell has
spoken about in the past in interviews,
saying that the head of your team was

asking you to get in a car, and if a driver
pushed it too much over the line, there
was always the risk that a driver could
lose his life. The risks were greater in the
1970s and 1980s, in particular, when cars
were not as safe. This was the tragic fate
that Jordan’s friend Senna met in 1994.
Jordan previously spoke about his reaction to Senna’s death, about how he
was numb with shock and he couldn’t
speak to anyone initially. But after several days he took what he believed were
positives from it. “He had been pursuing
everything that he wanted. He was killed
in a moment. There was no suﬀering. He
was out like a light, having been doing
what he wanted to do most in life,” he
said previously.
Jordan initially swerves my question
to talk about his admiration for Mansell,
concluding: “I don’t believe I know
someone who had more total belief in his
own ability and what he could achieve.” I
press him again for an answer. He replies:
“That risk was just something that you
totally put out of your mind.”
He just got on with the job?
“You mean was there an element of
fear? I would never use the word fear.
Of course you’re apprehensive, as are the
drivers. But fear has a bad eﬀect on the
body. It makes you tense. Apprehension is
slightly diﬀerent. A driver will be on the
start line with 20 other cars. They’ll be
thinking about how to get the best start.
But if you have fear, your gear change is
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going to be out, for example. You’ll never
see a tennis player holding their racket
too tight. If a golfer holds their club too
tight, they’ll screw up.
“In any sport, tension is your biggest
enemy. Fear is tension. Inside the world
of F1, I don’t think I’ve ever heard the
word ‘fear’ being talked about. It’s not
a word that’s used. No one would use it.
“People might talk about being anxious. Well, anxiety is another form of
fear, isn’t it? A driver might be anxious
to get the best start. I don’t even know
how to answer your question, because
fear is not something that comes into it.”
The risks – and the possibility of death
– were never really spoken about, he
admits. Amid the stress of managing the
Jordan F1 team – and all the travel and
being away from his family that went
with that life – it was an environment
of supreme self-belief and, in particular,
dealing with and managing both his egos
and those of his drivers.
Speaking about his own self-belief, he
veers oﬀ-track, taking a detour to speak
about financial stress, in the context of
his not having been afraid to borrow
money, and close calls such as when
he had to borrow a million from his old
school friend.
“I’ve never been afraid to borrow money. But there is nothing quite as painful
as financial stress. For me it outstrips
any physical injuries, or mental stress.
I’ve been through too many winding

Jordan celebrates receiving an OBE at the Toucan Bar in London in 2012

up petitions in the past. I won’t say that
it became the norm, but you can tell
something from the fact that early in my
career, I knew the bailiﬀ in Northampton
[where he and his family lived in the
1980s] by his first name.
“He would phone me on a Friday to
tell me not to answer the door of our
team factory at a certain time, and have
all the lights oﬀ and the door bolted so
that he couldn’t get in and serve me with
bankruptcy papers.”

Tough love
If Jordan had an inside track with his
local bailiﬀ, it’s also a trait that he had
found helpful earlier in life, during his
school days in Dublin’s Synge Street. “I
was only a small guy, but fortunately I
was in a gang, and my gang was looked
after better than anyone else’s gang. As
ridiculous as it may sound, that meant
that I had to be protected [both from other
gangs, and from the Christian Brothers,
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who ran the school and had a reputation
for dishing out corporal punishment].”
One little-known fact about Jordan
is that if things had gone diﬀerently, he
might have become a priest. Alternatively, his parents hoped he would become a
dentist. While his mother – to whom he
was closest – ran the home, his father, an
engineer with the ESB, was particularly
religious, and Jordan accompanied him
on a number of retreats.
“I did a lot of them. You were always
aware that when the calling came, you
gave your full attention to it. At one stage,
I thought I had a calling. It was as a result
of being in a Rathfarnham retreat house,
which my dad used to attend every six
months. It was the sort of place where
you had to take your shoes oﬀ, and they
wanted you to concentrate a lot. Perhaps
there was some merit in the concentration part of it. But anyway, whatever sort
of calling I thought I had, it evaporated
very quickly.
What are his views on religion today?

“I do believe there’s a God, and I’m
probably the only one in the family that
does,” he says. “They all think I’m a bit
mad, in the sense that somebody was
supposedly created without any form of
intercourse and it only happened once.
If you actually analyse it as a sensible
person, religion is very hard to justify.
“Blind devotion, religion or religious
education can be good, but it can be
horrifically bad as well, as we all know
only too well. However, it can also give
great peace of mind and if it makes some
people better people than they might be
if they didn’t believe, it has some merit.”
Does he go to Mass? “I haven’t done
it on a regular basis for some time. Very
odd times I’ll go. But I don’t go because
I feel it’s a mortal sin not to go. I go to
experience the tranquility and the peace
of it. When I’m on my travels for whatever reason, I’ll always try and take a
moment to go into a church – or at least
some place of worship. It doesn’t have
to be a Catholic one, or even a Christian
one – I’ll just as easily visit a synagogue.
“For me, the most positive thing is the
peace of it. Because everything I do tends
to be so full-on and flat out, every now
and again I find that I just need to take a
moment and say to myself: ‘Christ, isn’t
this unbelievable? Isn’t this nice?’, and
I might light a few candles.
“One thing I do find is that the more intellectual people I meet, the less religious
they are. Explain that to me? It’s because
they can see beyond the bullshit, I guess.”
Does he think he would have made
a good priest?
“Would I? Jesus, who knows?”

Brutally fair
I draw a tenuous, but hopefully provocative comparison between some aspects
of being a priest and managing an F1
team: hearing confessions perhaps being similar to listening to racing drivers’
feedback and concerns, but also being
a mentor to some of them.
But Jordan swerves away from the
question again: “All of the drivers I was
dealing with had massive egos. But I always had to make them believe that my
ego was bigger than theirs. So I might
have said to Michael Schumacher: ‘Michael, you are a hired hand. I’m the boss.
So you do what I fucking say! Do you
understand?’
“And I’m sure that sounds very aggressive. But if I showed any form of weakness, that would have resonated through
the rest of the team – the pit crew, the
engineers. They had to know that they
had my support against any driver if he
ever tried to get a bit above his station.
“I used to say: ‘I own you.’ They knew
that I was deadly serious, but also I was

Getty

Jordan with F1 boss Bernie Ecclestone at Silverstone in 2016

saying it to have a bit of craic. I believe in
tough love, but I did believe in caring and
aﬀection for the people who were part of
the team, at every level. But sometimes I
had to tell them not to read about themselves in the press, which could inflate
their egos. ‘You’re getting high on your
own supply,’ I’d say. I might have thought
I was being pretty cruel, but at the same
time I had to make sure their feet stayed
on the ground.”
In their early days, some of the drivers
lived with him and Marie. “With Jean
Alesi, however, he needed a father figure.
I needed to be strong, but not all the time.
It was a case of gently, gently, then if a
big problem arose from something he’d
done wrong, I’d have a rant.
“I believed in being brutally fair. It’s
a style of management that I found I
had in common with Alex Ferguson.
And it was necessary because some of
my drivers – Eddie Irvine, Jean Alesi,
Schumacher, for example – were very
diﬃcult at times, and had very strange
egos and ideas sometimes.
“At the same time, I learned a lot from
their mindsets. These were single-minded people, all very diﬀerent characters,
but they had steely determination and
total self-belief. They had another gear
that they could shift into when they

needed to.
“But, as a comparison, Michael Schumacher and Ayrton Senna were aggressive
in their approach, with the cars and with
themselves. Whereas someone like Jim
Clark [a winner of 25 races, and believed
by some to have been the greatest ever F1
driver], driving with worse technology
than they had, had an unbelievable ability to put the car where he wanted it to
be. It was like he was dancing on glass.”

Ambition and drive
While Jordan might have been a father
figure to some of the drivers, it was his
own mother who he says was his key
inspiration.
“Beyond a doubt, my mother was a
matriarch. She was a massive inspiration.
She gave me a will and the ability to have
total self-belief, ambition and drive. That
came primarily from her. She helped to
light that fire.”
Jordan’s ambition and drive is something that his wife Marie – because she’d
competed in basketball at an international level – keenly understood in the
early days when they met in 1977, Jordan
recalls.
They will celebrate their 40th anniversary next year, and he tells the story

of when he first asked her out. Having
found out she was about to go on holiday
to Greece, he drove from Stepaside to
Dublin Airport, and used an Irish Times
press card to “use the entrepreneurial and
Irish skill of blagging” to be let through
to the boarding gate, where he asked her
if she’d go out with him when she got
back. She said yes, though initially he
wasn’t sure if that was just so he’d leave.
“I’d only had about three serious, all
very lovely girlfriends before that, at the
age of 28. I hadn’t been out with very
many because I’d been so dedicated to
motorsport. But once I met Marie, I was
absolutely smitten. I said to myself: ‘I’ve
got a chance with this girl, she’s interested in sport and understands my passion
for it, and she’s just sensational.”
He reflects again on how fortunate
he’s been in life. “If you’re lucky in life,
then you have a responsibility to give
back in some way [as he does with a
number of charity organisations, that are
partly supported by the Jordan Family
Foundation], because otherwise you’re
giving luck massive discredit. I say the
same thing to my kids, and they support
a number of charities as well.”
Jordan and the former boxing world
champion Barry McGuigan were previously involved with an integrated education project in the North, he explains.
Over the years, he’s been involved with
Clic, a children’s cancer charity, and a
number of other children’s charities.
He recalls helping one child whose
hero was F1 driver Lewis Hamilton. “I
organised race tickets for him and his
family, and they had an incredible time
meeting Lewis.”
He’s also a patron of Amber, a charity
that helps 17 to 30-year-olds who are
unemployed, homeless or experiencing
other problems find work, education
and opportunities, as well as address
health concerns.
The organisation has three residential
and training centres in the south of England, and Jordan is keen for it to establish
one here in Ireland, he says. With his
drive behind it, we might see a bit more
of him on these shores soon, as well as
on our TV screens.
Eddie Jordan stars in the next series of Top
Gear, on BBC Two this winter. The episode mentioned is available to view on the RTÉ Player
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