
 
 
 

 
 

SPORTING LEGENDS: AYRTON SENNA 
 

 
SPORT: FORMULA 1 

 
COMPETITIVE ERA: 1984 - 1994 

 
Ayrton Senna da Silva, better known as Ayrton Senna, was a Brazilian racing driver 
who won the Formula One world championship three times. He is regarded by many as 
the greatest driver ever.  
 
His death in 1994 is still mourned by Brazilians and he remains one of the most beloved 
Formula One personalities, although during his career he was a rather more 
controversial figure than subsequent accounts have tended to por tray. 

  

        
 

Ayrton Senna (March 21, 1960 - May 1, 1994) 
 

Senna was born in São Paulo. As the son of a wealthy Brazilian landowner, he quickly 
developed an interest in motor racing. Encouraged by his father, a racing enthusiast, 
Senna got behind the wheel of his first kart at the age of four.  
 
He entered karting competition at the legal age of 13. In 1977, he won the South 
American Kart Championship, and was runner up several times in the World 
Championship but never won. Heading for Europe in 1981, he entered the British 
Formula Ford 1600 competition, which he won. He also adopted his mother's maiden 
name, Senna, as da Silva is a very common name in Brazil.  
 
In 1982 Senna combined the British and European Formula Ford 2000 Championships, 
winning both. In addition to winning the prestigious and high-profile Macau Grand Prix, 
Ayrton saw off the challenges of Martin Brundle in the 1983 British F3 championship 
and secured a seat with the Toleman-Hart F1 team in 1984. 
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Ayrton Senna; a real driver’s driver… 
 

In 1988 Senna joined the McLaren team with Alain Prost as his team mate. The 
foundation for a fierce competition between Senna and Prost was laid, culminating in a 
number of dramatic race incidents between the two. The pair won 15 of 16 races in 
1988 with Senna coming out on top, achieving his first World Drivers Championship.  
 
The following year their rivalry intensified into battles on the track and psychological war 
off it. Prost took the championship after the infamous Suzuka chicane incident. For the 
following year, 1990, Prost moved to Ferrari, but their rivalry continued, culminating in 
the notorious 'professional foul' committed at the beginning of the title-deciding 
Japanese Grand Prix.  
 
For this race pole position had incorrectly been designated on the 'dirty' side of the 
track. Senna made a request to officials that it be repositioned, but after achieving pole 
position he found the placement unchanged. At the start of the race Prost pulled ahead 
but when attempting to take the first right-handed corner he found Senna plowing into 
him. Telemetry showed Senna made no attempt to decelerate as the corner 
approached.  
 
Both drivers were removed from the race, meaning that Senna won the championship. 
Senna later hinted that it was payback for Prost taking them both out the year before in 
the 1989 Suzuka chicane incident.  
 
For many, however, it was an act of breathtaking cynicism and one for which Senna 
received much criticism. He was accused of introducing a ‘video game’ mentality of ‘win 
at all costs’ into the sport, an accusation later repeated against his successor Michael 
Schumacher. 
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Ayrton Senna’s finest achievements were with the dominant  
McLaren team of the late 80’s. 

 
After Senna's death it was discovered that he had donated millions of dollars to 
childrens charities, a fact that he during his life, had kept very secret. 

 
In 1994, Senna finally left the ailing McLaren team for the top team at the time, 
Williams-Renault. He failed to finish his first two races, despite taking pole position at 
both events. On May 1st 1994, he took part in his third race for the team, the San Marino 
GP. Senna took pole position yet again, but would not finish the race. 

 
He was leading the race on Lap 6, after an early accident had caused the safety car to 
go out. On his second lap after the safety car retired, Senna's car left the track in the 
Tamburello curve and struck the concrete wall. Telemetry shows he left the track at 186 
mph and managed to slow the car to 135 mph in less than two seconds but it was not 
enough.  
 
The FIA and Italian authorities still maintain that Senna was not killed instantly, but 
rather died in hospital, to where he had been rushed by helicopter, although the medics 
had performed an emergency tracheotomy before moving him.  
 
Many believe, however, that this was not the case, and the only reason why Senna was 
not declared dead on the scene is because this would have caused the race to be 
cancelled. The FIA dismisses that conception as an unfounded conspiracy theory. 
Senna was 34 years old. 
 
The lack of information on the cause of death led to much speculation. At first it was 
said that one of the car's tyres had become loose on impact and had hit him on the 
head, which would have caused the fatal trauma.  
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                                                                     Scott Burton’s Final Thought 
 

                                            Ayrton Senna is a true Sporting Legend. On the track Senna 
                                            could be ruthless, showing extreme determination and 
                                            precision.  
 
                                            This was especially so in qualifying, a discipline he  
                                            mastered like no one before to produce a record 65 poles.  
 
                                            Senna also won the Monaco GP six times, a record in itself  
                                            and a tr ibute to his skills which earned him the title ‘Master  
                                            of  Monaco’. 
 
Examples of wet weather car control such as this gained Senna the title ‘The Rain 
man’ in numerous F1 publications in the early 90's. 
 
Starkly contrasting to Senna's intense and unyielding will to win on the track, his 
exploits off it were humane and compassionate. In 1992 at Spa-Francorchamps in 
Belgium when during Friday free practise Erik Comas had crashed heavily on the back 
straight. While other drivers drove past the wreckage at high speed.  

 
Senna could be seen jumping out of his car and while endangering his own life, 
sprinting across the track to the wrecked car to reach inside and hit the electrics kill 
switch, to prevent a possible fire.  
 
In 1993 again at Spa-Francorchamps when Alex Zanardi crashed his Lotus heavily at 
Eau Rouge corner, Senna could again be seen jumping out of his car to help the injured 
driver. These actions are a hallmark of a true Sporting Legend. 

 

 
 

Ayrton Senna - a champion of champions… 
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