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{ Luneh with the Fl

chairman of

creaming dowmn the home straight

of Ferrari’s test track at 200kmph

&n hour in a classic red 458 Malia, 1

¥ suddenly don’t feel like lunch. _The
Fiorano track near Bologna in ced-

tral Italy is, at 3km, not Jong. But, partly in
an attempt o impress the test driver next
to-me with some fast cornering, I feel as if

I have left part of my stomach on one of its

hau'pm bends, Matters fail to jraprove as,
in heavy fog untypical of early summer, I
take the ear off the trac]{ and, rather more

nearby Marane}lo.

I amn still spining slightty when we pull
into the car park just before the company’s
glegant and aristoeratic chairman, Luca
Cordero di Montezemolo, who somewhat
inéongruously arrives in a small Fiat. He
explains that his journey from Rome has
been a nightimare as fog diverted his hel-
copter and forced him to fake trains and
cars — hénce the Fiat, Nevertheless he
appears in -characteristically enthusiastic
mopd. “T've just been 0 a conference at the
Vatican {on. the finaneial -erisis] Fantas-
teg,” he explams “Fantastic” is a word
i uses a Iot. Febar s “fantas-
tie", Italiai food is “fantastic”, his new
high-speed {rain company, NTV,. is "fantas-
tie”, as is, the 458 Italia I have been driving.

‘The 82-yearold's profile in Jtaly hes
rarely heen higher. We meet just a few
days after he has stepped’ down as chair-
man of Fiat, Italy's Jargest industrial
group, after six years. But he remalins
chairman of XEfrari (which is 85 per eent
owned by Fiat), one of the country's most
famous brands-and 1t¢ Formula One team,
the revered Scuderta, the spert's most suc-
cessful. Indeed, so celebrated in Italy are
his achievements and passionate exploits
in Ferrari's cause — he once smashed a
television set at his house when a world

' Lunch with the FY

¥

Ferrarl

"With a good-looking worman
you €an have disappointment

because maybe she is stupid.

With a Eetratt you expect more’

champmnshlp was lost on the final ‘corner |

—that he is spoken of as a inture pnme
minister despite his lack of political experi-
ence. Although he continues to deny political
ambitions, the rumonrs are persistent and,
on the day we lunch, the Italian minister for
industry has res:g'ned. H]s bress officer
wams me not to ask Mhi about it
directly as he will aveld the guestion..

K is a gdifficult tnplc {0 ignore. The idea
of an F1 boss in politics might seem
strange n many countries. Bui, as shown
by the incumbent Ttalian prime minister,
wmetlia baron Silvio’ Berlusconi, -when it
comes to politics and business Italy is not
like other countries. Nor-has it passed
without comment that Berluseoni hias
récently iner eased his praise of Tl

tezeiholo, - a move seen by some as an'

attempt to neutralise a rival,

As’ 0 drives me through the
factory complex to Ferravi's casiteen, he is
focused on markefing matters, He is partl('—
ularly proud of the factory, which in 2007
was named by:ihe Financial Times as the
best place {o work in Europe. We'parki ina
hig spaes. marked “Reserved. ‘President”.
As we enter his pnvate dining room, the
walls ‘covered tures of past Scuderia
SUCCBSSES, ] zempln s greeted by the
waiter as “Avvorate”, meaning lawyer, the
same name used by legendary former Fiat
owner, Gianni Agnelll {(both men stwdied,
but didn’t practise, law).

With a p mall bruschetta in front
of us, | ezemalp immediately begins a
paean io “one of the faniastic elements of
Italy": its smaﬂ restaurants with good “food.
He cleayly. enjoys eating, saying: “1 don't
like nouvelle cuisine, too small bits.. I like
to have a nice wine, nice pasta, tormatoes,”
Having established my dislike of fish, he
orders for-both of us: two starters of mozza-
rella, tomato and aubergine lasagne, fol-

In the fast lane with |
sluca Cordero

lowed by veal and -asparagus for me and
veal with a marsala wine sauce for him.
As the foed arvives we discuss recent
g'rands prix. A ferce corpetitor, Maon:
; 14 clearly unbappy about. how the
geason hag gone so far {Kerrari are cur-
rently weli off the pace in third place m the
constructors’ standings; while its leading
driver s fifth). He talks and gesticulates
‘exvuberantly, at one point almost knocking

- my BlackBerry off the table ag he distcusses

the drawbacks of Menaco’s famously tight

- cirewit, “Monaep is wnique. 1 can accept

one- Monaco but ‘not two: because some-

- ‘times it-can be ridiculons when you- cannof

overtake” [ mention that 1 chee diove
around the Ninburgring; a German cirenit
1'egarded g8 one of the toughest in the
world, in & 14-Jitré Volkswagen Colf diesel,
Montezémols, a former rally driver, locks
pityingly-at me as he recounts a three-day
race he ook part in on the 'same cireuit, It
makes my one lap sound particulayly
timid. “This 14 4 track that I love,” he says,
"not only for romantic. reasons, but
‘becanse things are really tough and a chal:
lenge ” ]
I look up and notice that N
has already managed to wolf down balf his

- Tasdgne using only :a fork. He also has a

habit of getting distracted by a te]aws;on I
hadn’t noticed behind me. “Look, " #t's
Greece,” he says, pointing at images of
rioters in the streeie. Before T can register
iy frostration with him breaking the flow
of the conversailon, he resumes where we

b; the aristocratic
- mﬂ.,s to Rulrmd M u‘m' m‘)ou( Ifomwlu Om' fns polmur! rzmbmous fmd zc*]z,y unbfﬂdmg enthusiosm is key
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left off, taking-a good swig of white wine
while nibbling on a thick bread stick.

I ask him abont the differences between
his work at Fiat and Fenwrl He took over
at Fiat after the deaths in 2003 of its head
Gianni Agnelli, and, a year later, Glarmi's
brother Umberto, left the group leaderless.

3 had long been close io
Apmnelit and answered the family’s plea for
him to de the job until John Elkann,
Agnelll ] grandson, was ready to take over.
became chairman buf it was
Sergio Marchionne, the siraight-talking
chief executive, who steered the company
away from bankrupicy and into a @aring
bet on Chrysler, the struggling US car-
maker, Unused 1o belng in the shadows, it
is clear that i was happy fic
hand over Fiat’s chalrmanship to Elkann,

I ask him if # would be accurate to say
that he enjoys his work at Esirari more
than he did at Fiat. The wailter arrives o
iake his plate but with some food still left
on it, immediately swoops in
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with his fork, while. starting to answer
YFérrart; together with my family, is the
owner of my heart. Next year 1 will cele-
brate 20 years as HEemari chairman and
there are no car manufacturing chalrmen

in the world that have been for such a long

time on the job. Nobody in Formula One
hag won so many titles, 50 many races as I

Hid. So Fariari for me is crucml if i5 more

than important.”
Mahtazemoln has been mvolved with the
sports car maker for almost 40 vears but

{ell into it by pure chance. When he was a

rally driver, he appeared on a radio
phone-in and took part.if-a fierce debate

-with a lstener over' whether car racing

should be allowed.” Enzo Ferr s‘the com-
pany's founder, was hsteniug in, “He wag
impressed,” says; ““So ‘he
called up and said: ‘“Who is this young guy
that has the balls to answer in such a
strohg way? 1 want to meet-him. [ want to
know him.™ The rslationship. developed
quickly and he- ‘tock over the Fl feam -
then struggling — in the 13705, leadmg it to
three world champiénships: © -

Following the death of Enzo Eenaﬁ,,m
1988,

he revived its sports car business and, at the
beginning of the last decade, retui"ned the F1
team, led by the German. driver hichael
ehumacher; to winhing ways with ﬁve
straight drivers' championships. -
Becomiing increasingly -ahimated, ‘he
compares Ferrari's allure to that of a
"good-looking woman: fivst of all, you have
to desire her. ‘Then if you g0 out with a
good-looking woinan, sometimes you can
have a disappointment becanse maybe

she’s stupld, maybe she is ot 25 good as I

expect. With Fefrari itself, you need o
expect when you start the engine you have
even more.” L

* This kind of spiel is classu: ontezemplin:

took over-as chabfman .
three years Jater, In the period that followed;

“He is a marketing guy,” another leading
Ifalian industrialist tells me a few days

latér. “He has created a fabulous image of

himself. But I don't think he has really

. ma.naged -anything in his life.” Though this

is rather unfair given his. turuamumi of
Ferrari; it s troe that i
for self-promotion means he is rarsly out of
the newspapers.

He falks abont how mueh more free time

.he has now, having given np nof only Fiat

but also, in 2008, his powerful job as head

- of Confindustria, the Tealian business lobby

group, which gave him an almost daily
opportunity to' criticise the government.
(He is soon to end his chairmanship of the
second-largest Itallan private university,
LUISS). To many observers, all these resig-
nations suggest that he is gearing up for a
political career.

Recalling the press officer's advice not to
ask directly -about pelitics, T say instead:
"Aren't you preparing for something elae?”
Just at that moment his mobile phone rings.
He answers it and 1ooks irritated, speaking
tersely. Breaking off; he tells ine! “it was a

Journalist saying that Berlusconi hag just

said I wonld be the best person o hecome
mmister of ndustry.” This being Italy, a
land of permanent intrigus, T could almost
imagine he arranged the call himgeif,

As 8 greensalad arrives for me after niy
veal, he falks about his ew high-speed
train company, due to launch next year. He
is convinced there is a big busineas oppor-
tunity in fighting the state.owned monap-
oly, Trenitalia, and the airlines on the
lucrative Milan-Rome route, But he is
upset that Trenitalia also owns the infra-
structure, “It 18 as if Chelsea play Arsenal
and the Chelsea trainer is the trainer aid
yveferee at the same time,” he explains,
reaching for an English ps.rallal for my
benefit. “Ti's - unbelievable... It is typical
of Ttaly and I'will domy best to- fight this.”

Couldn't he do this better by being in
politics‘? Hiz answer iz to emphasise that
he is giill, despite his retirements, very
busy.. AIthough-'he does concede soine-
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thing: *I am a person that when'T go.in the
‘stréef everybody knews me and goes: ‘Oh,’
you are entering politics.’ I want fo do
something positive for the future It doesn’t.
mean to become a leader of a party At
least for the moment™ . :

I ask whether he would be mare tempted
to enter politics mice RBerlusconi.has left
the stage. He turns his chair to face me
more fully. But barely has he started:his
answar, than he breaks off to point at a
Picagso pamtmg on the television and the
record price it has sold for. Then, withont
migsing a beat, he.is back: “We heed jmpor-
tant reform; we. need also-to have a coun-
try with clear rules, we need a country
with ethical responsibilities, a lot of thmgs
We will sep.” ;

‘His fobile goes agam Ttis E]kasm, fhe
néw Piat chairman, and T gather- they are-
talkmg about Berlusconi’s comiments. Mait:
azEmold ends the. call and says langhingly: -
"’He gives me a promotion *1n fact, Eftann .
1s meérely checking Montézemolo wili be in
“Turin Jater in the weelk so- that the Agnelli
family can thank’ him in persnn for his

© work at Fiat,'

certamly has the
,background to 'be & pohtxc:an
- Borni-ih 1847 'in Bologma to &

- Piedmiontese avistoerat . whoge
_-family had served the Homge of
Savoy, which roled vnified Haly
“inv the late 19th and eaily 20th .

-wgpturies, his. formal tifle s

Marchesi di Maidezemols. 1 -am.

‘from ‘one-of £he cldest “Tarnilies

in the country. There is a very

nice village in Pzedmant
called untezemolo” heA
says.

Last year hﬂ started
‘his own . think-tank,
-called Ifalls Fufines

Monieseiiols  says

ihis is part of whet

be gees ds his civie
responsibitity in an.

* era- whén scandais

have caused harm to
* Raly's image. I 'get'
Alie impression he is
.deeply iempted by
K pohtms. ‘whether he

- cal reach ihe top is more “debatable,’
though, it & couniry’ so preoccupied by
image, he is well qna}ified in at 1east one
Tespect.

As we get up tu leave, a telephon ings
in the corner of the room and Montezsemolo
starts to get animated: B {s Marchionne. If
he-wanted 1o show he is still busy -after
stepping ‘downat Fiat; if strikes e again
that - short of Berlusconi himseli calling
he couldn’t have- orgamsed the three calls
he has received any better 4f he had tried,
On’ 1oy way out he hands me a white post-
‘card.. “this is what 1 give to all new
employees at. s » he says. Looking at
it"in a Ferrar 599 on- fhe way -back 1o
Mﬂan it looks to ine Tiké the perl‘ect creile
for It staris: " The' veal secret
-of sticcess 18 enthinsiasm. You can do-any-
thing if you have enthusiasm: .. -With it
‘there is  accomplishment. Wlthout it’ there
_are unIy ahbls :

Rschmd lene s tke FT’s Eumpean
businéss correspondent
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