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MONACO: Poignant tributes to Niki Lauda, in-
cluding a solitary red baseball cap left hanging
on his earphones peg, were all around the Mer-
cedes team motorhome and their cars yesterday
morning as practice began for the Monaco
Grand Prix. On a dry and hazy morning in the
Mediterranean principality, the cramped har-
bourside paddock was in somber mood as For-
mula One honored the Austrian, who died
overnight Monday aged 70. Like Mercedes,
where he was a larger-than-life figure on the
pit-wall as the team’s plain-speaking non-exec-
utive chairman, and Ferrari, with whom he won
his first two championships, McLaren were also
honoring the memory of the man and where he
won his third drivers world title.

The Ferrari SF90 cars ran with a decal mark-
ing his time with them in the form of a replica
graphic of his name as used on the side of the
cars when he raced for the team from 1974 to
1977. It was underlined in black as a sign of
mourning. Sebastian Vettel, the four-time cham-
pion who is a keen historian of the sport and was
close to Lauda, wore a special helmet livery re-
flecting the famous red one the Austrian used in
his racing career. Mercedes marked the passing
of the man who was instrumental in persuading
Lewis Hamilton to join from McLaren with a red
star, Lauda’s signature and a message of thanks
‘Danke Niki’ on their cars.

“As you can imagine, this is a very difficult

time for the team, for all of us, and it is very dif-
ficult, most importantly, as a friend,” said team
boss and fellow-Austrian Toto Wolff. “It’s not an
easy situation to try to go back to racing espe-
cially not in Monaco with so much media atten-
tion. “I am trying to keep it together emotionally
in speaking about a friend. This is what matters
most and what hurts the most. It is one thing that
the world and the F1 community has lost the
biggest icon, but it is totally different, and more
difficult, to have lost a friend.”

‘Heart and soul’
Speaking to reporters ahead of yesterday’s

practice, Wolff asked the news media to respect
the team’s emotions as they continued racing “as
Niki would have wanted us to do nothing
else”.”It’s so hard to talk about Niki, the icon in
F1 that he was,” he added. “The biggest icon that
we had. My emotions are so overwhelming as a
friend. The 48 hours have been terrible. I feel like
a zombie - I keep looking at the pictures and
find myself with tears in my eyes every half hour
because he’s not here anymore. “This isn’t easy.
There’s a huge black cloud and there is someone
who is so dearly missed in this team and in F1. I
feel we’ve lost the heart and soul of Formula
One.” Vettel not only sported a near-replica
Lauda helmet, but revealed also that, after learn-
ing of his friend’s lung transplant operation last
year, he wrote a letter that he described as being

“a great pleasure” and “full of fine words. “Other
teams including Red Bull, Toro Rosso and Haas
carried tributes on their cars as championship
leader and defending five-time champion Lewis
Hamilton set the pace. The Briton was excused

from appearing at a routine pre-event news
conference on Wednesday due to his emotional
condition following Lauda’s death, his place
being taken by Silver Arrows team-mate Valt-
teri Bottas.  — AFP

Niki Lauda remembered in 
tributes at somber Monaco
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In this file photo taken on November 27, 2016, then Mercedes non-executive chairman and for-
mer multiple world champion Niki Lauda (L) and F1 supremo Bernie Ecclestone share a joke
ahead of the start of the Abu Dhabi Formula One Grand Prix at the Yas Marina circuit. — AFP

Hamilton edges 
Verstappen in 
Monaco practice
MONACO: Lewis Hamilton topped the times for Mercedes
ahead of Red Bull’s Max Verstappen in yesterday morning’s
opening free practice session at the Monaco Grand Prix. In
a somber atmosphere following the death of three-time
champion Niki Lauda, the championship leader and defend-
ing five-time champion clocked a fastest lap of the famous
Mediterranean street circuit in one minute and 12.106 sec-
onds to outpace the Dutchman by 0.059 seconds. Hamilton’s
Silver Arrows team-mate Valtteri Bottas was third, only 0.072
seconds adrift of the Englishman, ahead of Monegasque
Charles Leclerc of Ferrari and his team-mate Sebastian Vettel
and Pierre Gasly in the second Red Bull.

The two Ferraris were three-tenths and seven-tenths
slower than Hamilton respectively. It was the first time a Mer-
cedes car had led a Monaco session since 2017, boosting their
hopes of extending their dominant season-opening streak of
an unprecedented five one-two triumphs. Nico Hulkenberg
was seventh for Renault ahead of Kevin Magnussen of Haas,
Kimi Raikkonen of Alfa Romeo, who is due to start his 300th
race on Sunday, and Romain Grosjean, in the second Haas. The
two Haas cars missed much of the session after being black
flagged to return to the pit lane due to communication prob-
lems that were resolved, permitting them to rejoin the action.
Carlos Sainz of McLaren was unable to clock a lap time after
suffering technical problems with his car. — AFP

India’s first openly 
gay athlete 
wants right to wed
BHUBANESWAR: Sprinter Dutee Chand - India’s first openly gay
athlete - says she will fight for the right to marry her “soulmate”
days after revealing her sexuality to a deeply conservative country.
The 23-year-old caused shockwaves when she told an English-
language daily she was dating a woman from her village in eastern
Odisha state. Chand was praised for her courage after Sunday’s
article but the revelation soured ties with her family. “They should
know that everyone just wants to live happily,” Chand told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “People oppose many things in the
name of culture and religion ... (but) India is a democratic country
and many things change frequently,” Chand said.

Dubbed “India’s fastest woman” with a national record over
100 metres, Chand said she found the strength to go public after
the Supreme Court scrapped a colonial-era ban on gay sex last
September - and after her family threatened to out her. Now, she
wants the right to marry her partner in a country where same-sex
marriage is illegal and homophobia is rife. “I am confident we will
also be legally allowed to marry. 

I will appeal and seek permission,” she said at her small two-
bedroom home in Odisha’s capital city of Bhubaneswar. Gay sex
is considered taboo by many in India, and while it no longer car-
ries a punishment of up to 10 years in prison, rights such as gay
marriage are likely to prove elusive. 

But Chand is also a woman who fights for what she wants. Like
South African Olympic athlete Caster Semenya, Chand has hyper-
androgenism - a condition that boosts natural testosterone levels
- which saw her barred from competing under International As-

sociation of Athletics Federa-
tions (IAAF) rules. She was sub-
jected to tests and abuse for
being “unfeminine”. But she took
the IAAF to court and won a
landmark victory in 2015 that
paved the way for hyperandro-
genic athletes to compete in
100m and 200m races. The de-
cision allowed her to run in the
2018 Asian Games, where she
won two silver medals.

Her latest resolve to tackle
tradition came nearly a week

after Taiwan became the first country in Asia to legalize same-sex
marriage, sparking expectation for change across the region.
Chand said that even if she does not now succeed in her bid to
marry, she and her partner would remain “soulmates for life.” “As
long as we are united in our hearts and our minds, nothing can
prevent us,” she said. Chand declined to name her “very caring”
girlfriend and said they shared a “mental relationship” rather than
a sexual one. Her revelation was cheered as a brave act - U.S. talk
show host Ellen DeGeneres says she is proud - but Chand said
she came out because her sister had threatened to expose her
sexuality. Her sister and mother said they could not accept her re-
lationship, said Chand, something she was “shocked to see”, while
her partner’s family had been more supportive. 

“We would have announced this at an appropriate time, maybe
after four or five years,” she said. Yet Chand said she felt relieved
the secret was out and wants to be a role model for the millions
of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT+) people in India.
LGBT+ rights activists say much needs to be done to win equality,
including the right to marry and adopt, and also better access to
jobs, healthcare, education and housing. “Any rule which deprives
someone of happiness is wrong,” Chand said. — Reuters

‘I feel we’ve lost the heart and soul of Formula One’
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