
SAINT-LO: The landing beaches. The war
cemeteries. The museums. The first towns
that were liberated more than 70 years ago.
The D-Day and World War II history that is
embedded in the culture of Normandy is
earning extra spotlight this weekend when
the Tour de France opens with two stages in
the region.

Today’s opening leg starts at Mont-Saint-
Michel, a World Heritage Benedictine abbey
perched on a rock off the coast, and ends at
Utah Beach, one of the key landing sites for
Allied troops on June 6, 1944. The first stage
also passes through Sainte-Mere-Eglise,
where American paratrooper John Steele
dangled from a clock tower after his para-
chute got caught during the invasion, and
survived.  The town is now home to the
Airborne Museum.

Stage 2 on Sunday finishes in Cherbourg-
En-Cotentin, site of the Battle of Cherbourg.
Tejay van Garderen, the BMC rider who rep-
resents the United States’ best hope for over-
all victory in the Tour, was wide eyed as he
took a look around this week. “It really puts
into perspective what we’re doing here,” Van
Garderen said on Friday. “We always say that
we’re soldiers going to war and then you see
the real soldiers and you’re like, ‘OK, maybe
this is just bike racing.’”

Teams were driven into the official team

presentation in Sainte-Mere-Eglise on
World War I I -era jeeps and trucks on
Thursday. “I like the way organizers and the
local people here have put together the
appropriate historical  reminders,  that
teams have been accompanied on the
jeeps by the local people in costumes,” said
Brian Cookson, the British president of the
International Cycling Union.

Team diversity 
A legacy of the war was freedom, under-

lined by the diversity of the Tour teams. Van
Garderen, who was in third place when he
had to abandon last year’s Tour in tears due
to illness four stages from the end, shares the
BMC leadership with Australian standout
Richie Porte. They are backed by riders from
Germany, Italy, France, Switerzland, and
Belgium. “We’re such an international team,”
Van Garderen said. “It shows that the world
has come a long way.”

The top favorites for overall victory in the
three-week race are two-time winner Chris
Froome of Britain, two-time runner-up Nairo
Quintana of Colombia, and two-time cham-
pion Alberto Contador of Spain. After today’s
stage, American, British, Canadian, French,
and German riders will take part in a ceremo-
ny on Utah Beach to commemorate the
Allied landings. Amael Moinard, a French

member of BMC, was born in Cherbourg and
knows all about D-Day. “Growing up here,
I’ve been into it from an early age because all
our school trips were related to D-Day com-
memorations: Utah Beach, the Sainte-Mere-
Eglise museum, the Caen memorial,” 

Moinard said. “Then the 50th D-Day
anniversary was something big for me, with
all the presidents from countries across the
world coming to Normandy. It has always
been in the back of my mind, so it’s nice to
start here from a historical standpoint.” Like
the paratroopers before him, Moinard has a
deep understanding of the winds in La
Manche, as this area of Normandy is called.
The way he sees it, the seven kilometers of
open and exposed road along the coast with
30 kilometers to go in the opening stage will
create more damage from fear about the
wind - which has the potential to split the
peloton in two - than the wind itself.

“As soon as you see the sea on the map
each rider will say, ‘It’s going to be windy,
tricky,’” Moinard explained. “It’s going to
make everybody nervous and for sure a crash
will happen. So all of the leaders and sprint-
ers will want to be in the front.  “But then we
take a much more protected road for the last
25K,” Moinard added. “So it’s more telling
them, ‘Just be relaxed. Everything is going to
be OK, hopefully.’” — AP 

SPIELBERG BEI KNITTELFELD: Lewis Hamilton fears
his world championship defense is in danger of
being undermined by engine failures and grid penal-
ties as he seeks to cut Mercedes team-mate Nico
Rosberg’s 24-points lead. The three-time champion
yesterday went into opening free practice for this
weekend’s Austrian Grand Prix taking parts of his
fifth new power unit this year, leaving him facing cer-
tain to use further new parts, for which he will be
penalised, in the second half of the season.

Drivers are permitted a maximum of five changes

to the six designated parts of an engine before they
are penalized. “I’m starting with my last engine this
weekend,” Hamilton told reporters. “And so, I will
have at least one race where I start dead last, most
likely two, with two more new engines I have to take,
the sixth and seventh. “The worst thing is that I’m the
only Mercedes driver to have that. “For sure, it’s diffi-
cult for us as a team and it’s difficult considering that
we are the Mercedes team.

“If there were 40 engines, you would hope that
we would have the best of the 40, but that’s just the

way it goes... “I have to do the best I can with the one
I have no and then hopefully the next one or two
beyond that.”Rosberg, who topped opening practice
yesterday morning at the Red Bull Ring, is using only
his second power unit of the season. “For sure, it’s
not easy,” said Hamilton. “When you look at the table
and you see the eight Mercedes drivers and every-
one else is on the normal plan, on their second
engine. They have four left - and I have one left! “For
sure, it doesn’t feel great, but there’s nothing I can
do about it.” — AFP 

Hamilton fears penalties will wreck title defense
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Tour de France 1st leg

kicks off in Normandy

COUTANCES: Riders with team Tinkoff ride along the Normandy coastline during a training ahead the start of the Tour de France
cycling race. — AP 

Thongchai and

Ilonen share

French Open lead 

SAINT-QUENTIN-EN-YVELINES: Thongchai
Jaidee and Finn Mikko Ilonen both carded
under-par second rounds yesterday to take a
share of the lead in the 100th French Open at
Golf National. The experienced Thongchai had
a topsy-turvy day with three bogeys and four
birdies for a 70, while Ilonen joined him at the
top of the leaderboard after firing an excellent
three-under-par 68.

Earl ier ,  defending champion Bernd
Wiesberger, starting on the back nine, soared
into a four-shot lead with five birdies in his first
eight holes, only for a triple bogey at the 18th
to halt his momentum. Two closing bogeys left
him a stroke behind Thongchai, Ilonen and
afternoon starter  Lucas Bjerregaard of
Denmark. It was another bad day for Masters
champion Danny Willett, who looks set to miss
the cut ,  a lthough playing partner Lee
Westwood was three under par for his second
nine holes to secure a place for the weekend.

Thongchai backed up his opening 67 with a
solid second day. A fine iron shot into the ninth
green, his last hole, set up a simple birdie to
reach five under par for the tournament. The
world number 262 Ilonen, who was ranked in
the top 50 less than two years ago but has
struggled with injury and loss of form, looked
back to his  best  in France.  The f ive-t ime
European Tour winner had five birdies in his
round, with an excellent par save at 17 helping
him stay on five under.

Dane Anders Hansen, who only came out of
retirement last week at the BMW International
Open, carded a three-under-par 68 to move
into a tie for fourth place alongside Wiesberger
and big-hitting Belgian Nicolas Colsaerts.
Westwood fought back from a difficult start
with three consecutive birdies on the back nine
en route to a second-round 70. After starting on
the 10th, the 43-year-old was five over par for
the tournament through nine holes, but a good
downhill birdie putt on the par-three second
hole got his week belatedly up and running.

The Englishman, who collapsed in the final
round of the US Open at Oakmont less than a
fortnight ago, now looks all but certain to
make the cut on two over par. There was no
such luck for Willett, as the world number nine
struggled to find any consistency with his
swing and missed a succession of birdie efforts
on the greens. A second round score of 72
leaves him on five over, three strokes below
the projected cut line and needing plenty of
favors from the afternoon starters to make the
weekend. The 2013 and 2014 winner Graeme
McDowell will miss the cut by a distance. The
2010 US Open champion endured a nightmare
first-round 80 on Thursday, and followed that
up with another over-par effort to end up on
11 over par. — AFP 


