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The Weekend Big Read

| went from sleeping rough to interviewing Lewis Hamilton'

Despite an
unpromising start,
Jersey-born Kris o
Henley forged a e

successful —and, at s s

)

time, chaotic — career | - O ‘
asa TV producerin ({3

the action-packed
world of Formula

One. He spoke to
Tom Ogg about his
many unforgettable
experiences and about
the no-holds-barred
book he has written
detailing his behind-
the-scenes exploits

ACTION. Drama. Comedy. Fast cars. A-list
celebrities. Supermodels.

No, I'm not describing a typical edition
of the JEP Weekend supplement, but
rather the contents of a new book by Kris
Henley.

Titled Starting from the Back of the
Grid: Misadventures Inside Formula
One’s Flying Circus, the 320-page
autobiographical hardback — which is
currently available on Amazon UK -
sees the former Victoria College student
detailing how his “prodigious talent for “The book is mainly about three
getting into embarrassing situations” led  things,” says Jersey-born Kris, chatting
to a freewheeling career as a freelance via Zoom alongside his co-author and
TV producer and cameraman in the wild  older brother, Ian.
world of Formula One racing. “There is the story of how I forged a

B Kris with camera in hand in Monte Carlo. Below: Kris interviewing Bernie Ecclestone

career as a TV producer, there is the story
of what it is actually like to be producing
TV programmes down in the paddock at
Formula One, and there is the story of all
the interesting scandals and stories from

the world of F1.

“I went from leaving school without
any qualifications and sleeping rough in
Hong Kong to working in Monte Carlo
and interviewing Lewis Hamilton, Max
Verstappen, Bernie Ecclestone — all kinds
of big names.”

Impressively, Starting from the Back of
the Grid comes with an endorsement from
Sky Sports UK reporter Craig Slater on
the cover (“An exhaustive compendium of
how not to makes sports television”) and
includes a foreword by motorsport legend
and Drive to Survive star Guenther
Steiner, all of which is a testament to both
the page-turning quality of the book and
the admiration and affection felt towards
Kris by many in the F1 industry.

“I have worked as a freelancer for most
of my career,” he says. “It is typically
quite a small crew: just me as producer,
then a presenter and a cameraman, and
if either of them aren’t available then I'l1l
usually do their jobs as well. There is no
official company, I just take on contracts
as and when I can.

“I worked for ESPN Disney this year
and last, and I worked for Fox Sports
Latam for several years. The first time
I worked in F1 was with Star TV Asia’s
Prime Sports back in the 1990s.”

The manner in which Kris came to be
hired — and fired - by the latter is but one
of the many hilarious true-life anecdotes
recounted in Starting from the Back of
the Grid.

“I had an interview for MTV, which is
the sister channel of Prime Sports, and
which I had applied for previously,” he
recalls. “And it was an absolute fiasco
—the worst disaster in the history of
interviews.

“The interviewer held up my CV, which
I’d embellished with a few fictional
jobs, and then she held up the CV I had
submitted previously, the non-fictional
version. And then she tore me to shreds.”

Perhaps secretly impressed by his bare-
faced bravado, the interviewer directed
Kris not out of the nearest exit but rather
to Prime Sports, whereupon he was
hired by manager Vince Freidman - who
promptly fired him shortly thereafter.

“He wrote ‘F!” in big red letters beside
my name in the Rolodex,” says Kris.
“When Vince then left Prime Sports,
the new manager — Samantha Hague -
misread ‘F!’ as ‘F1’ and assumed I was a
Formula One expert. She called me up
and offered me a job.

“In reality, I had never seen a race in
my life, but Samantha and I have been
good friends ever since.”

The first Formula One race covered by
Kris was also the first to take place in the
aftermath of the death of Ayrton Senna
at the 1994 San Marino Grand Prix — and
it was here that Kris, then in his late 20s,
developed his passion for F1.

“I had sort of messed around before
then but I started to take it very
seriously,” he says. “One of my main jobs
was to edit together a tribute to Senna. I
knew who he was, obviously, but I didn’t
know much about the guy. But, looking
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I was interviewing
Claire Williams, who
is the daughter of the
founder of the whole
Williams dynasty,
when suddenly

there was this huge
explosion and the
Williams Garage
burst into flames

HKris interviewing Lewis Hamilton: “An individual has to be a really strong character in order to make it as a Formula One driver”

through the footage, I started to learn
about his personality, his passion. I
remember just sitting in the editing suite
and crying. The guy had such intensity,
which is how he had reached the level
that he did. From then on, I really got into
it.”

Throughout his ensuing career, Kris
has encountered multiple household
names from the world of Formula One,
film and music: some friendly, others less
S0.

“You go to F1 in Miami and, well,
everyone is there,” he says. “We often try
to interview people on camera, live, and it
is sometimes a case of just grabbing their
attention.

“Brad Pitt was very nice — he posed for
a selfie. Stormzy, Will.I.Am, Tom Cruise
—they’re always at these kind of events,
promoting their films or albums, and you
try and get as many little interviews with
them as you can.

“I'll never forget approaching Matthew
McConaughey for an interview and he
said [perfect Matthew McConaughey
impression] ‘Why, I'm just gonna keep on
walkin’, alright’, and off he went.”

Born and raised in St Helier, Kris was
one of three children of William and
Stella Henley, although his siblings, Ian
and Lisa, were close to a decade older. As
aresult, Kris grew up “in my own little
world”.

“My mum thought I was going to be a
bus conductor, at best,” he says with a
laugh.

“At school, I would just sit at the back of
the class talking to my best friend. It was
only when he was expelled that I finally
looked up and saw the teacher for the first
time. Academically, it wasn’t for me. As 1
write in the book, my A-level results were
0, O, F-oof!”

Undeterred, Kris left Jersey aged 19 and
spent five years journeying around the
world (“travelling, drinking, lazing about
—the usual stuff guys at that age like
to do”), before returning to the UK and
embarking upon a part-time BTEC course
in TV Production and Design in London.

“I had known from a young age that I

wanted to work in TV but I had no real
idea of how to do it,” he says. “I did the
BTEC course for two years and thought:
‘Right, that’s that done — now I'll get into
the business’. But when I applied for the
BBC, they told me there was no way they
would employ me. They basically told
me I was wasting my time. It was a giant
portion of tough love.

“I went through all the proper channels,
I did all the things you’re supposed to do,
but I just got rejected.”

Decamping to Hong Kong, Kris spent
six months working in a bar, and even
experienced a period of homelessness,
before the aforementioned Star TV Asia
provided a much-needed foot in the door.

Within two years, he would be
covering Formula One races in Monaco,
an achievement that is all the more
impressive precisely because Kris
lacked many of the supposedly essential
connections and qualifications.

“Let’s not exaggerate — I'm a freelancer
working in TV in F1. There are far more
successful people than me in the world.
I'm just happy that I have been able to
write this book with Ian and give a copy
to my mum, who is 94 now. We have
dedicated the book to her. It makes her
very proud, and she has loved seeing
two of her kids doing this thing together,
although I'm sure some of the more
outrageous stories in the book will have
raised her eyebrows.”

It is unlikely Mrs Henley will be
alone in that regard. Take this anecdote
involving Venezuelan one-time F1
champion Pastor Maldonado, which
appears in the book, and which Kris
relays to me as follows: “Maldonado is a
notoriously risky driver. He raced in F1
for about five years and he always pushed
things to the limit. There was even a
website created by his fans that would
count down the number of days, hours
and minutes since his last crash.

“But then he won the 2012 Spanish
Grand Prix, the one and only time he ever
won, and afterwards there was this huge
celebration. I had got to know him really
well and so I went along to this party at

the famous Williams Garage. I remember
I was interviewing Claire Williams, who
is the daughter of the founder of the whole
Williams dynasty, when suddenly there
was this huge explosion and the place
burst into flames.”

It was later revealed that the explosion
occurred due to a failed Kers unit
creating a fuel fire on the retired car
of Bruno Senna, the nephew of the late
Ayrton Senna.

“The spark went into the petrol tanks
and - ka-boom!” recalls Kris.

“Here was Pastor, an amazing
personality, who had finally scored this
big win against all the odds, and then the
whole thing goes up in flames. People
were shouting ‘run for your lives’, there
was smoke pouring out into the pits,
and there is the presenter trying todo a
news piece as me and the cameraman are
legging it.”

In addition to such attention-grabbing
tales, Starting from the Back of the
Grid also includes a dazzling selection
of photographs, taken by some of the
best professional photographers in the
business, and used in the book with
their kind permission. Perhaps even
more than the surrounding text, the
photos demonstrate the extreme level
of commitment required to become a
professional Formula One driver.

“There is a reason why most people
can’t be F1 drivers,” says Kris. “Think
about football: you can play it anywhere
in the world, there are all kinds of
different leagues, and there are countless
opportunities for people who are good at
football. But with F1, there are 20 seats —
and that’s it.

“An individual has to be a really quite
exceptional character in order to make
it as an F1 driver. And it has been been
areal privilege to meet these characters
and watch them in action right there in
the paddock.”

u Starting from the Back of the Grid: Mis-
adventures Inside Formula One’s Flying
Circus by Kris Henley is available now on

Amazon UK

Competition

KRIS and Ian are kindly offering
two copies of Starting from the Grid
as competition prizes for two lucky
JEP winners.

Each book will come with a
bookmark signed by the authors.

To enter, simply answer the
following question:

What is the name of the popular
Netflix documentary series about
Formula One?

a) Dive to Thrive

b) Drive to Survive

c¢) Jive to Deprive

Send your answer by email to togg@
jerseyeveningpost.com, or by post F1
Competition, Jersey Evening Post,

PO Box 582, JE4 8XQ. Closing date for
entries is Thursday 21 December.

“This book is an exhaustive compendium of how not to
make sports television. Read it at your peril.”
Craig Slater F1 News reporter, Sky Sports UK
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