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PROLOGUE
 JE NE REGRETTE RIEN

  

  Paris, summer 2008

Almost noon and the streets in the prosperous 16th arrondissement will soon be bustling with people seeking out a restaurant for lunch. But for now there is hardly a person in sight and no one within fifty yards of the address I have been given in a quiet road not far from the Place des Etats-Unis. The gigantic thick wooden double doors, guarding the building, look capable of delaying the progress of an invading army, but, fortunately, on closer inspection one is slightly ajar.

Once inside, there is a cobbled courtyard leading to a set of garages in the distance. On the left is an apartment belonging to the concierge of the building and beyond this there are double doors opened by an intercom situated on the facing wall. There is no obvious indication which apartment I am looking for – and so the wife of the concierge, deaf to my knocking, is startled to find a stranger in her home as she prepares
lunch. I explain in halting French that I am expected. Brusquely, she accepts my apology and walks to the intercom and pushes the button for the top floor apartment.

Silence.

An unwanted thought occurs: is this the right address . . .

Or, worse, have I come a day after our scheduled appointment?

Reluctantly, the woman tries the buzzer again. And this time a voice answers: another woman. Gratefully, I hear a click as the main doors open to grant access to the lift. On the fourth floor, a housekeeper waves me into the only apartment. In the high-ceilinged entrance hall there is a table displaying a golden miniature racing car with an inscription. It turns out to be the only piece of motor racing memorabilia on display in the home of Alain Prost, four times world champion.

'I was never close to the trophies anyway,' says Prost, after showing me into his drawing room. 'I have my four cups I received from the FIA for winning the world championship. I have four helmets I wore in those championship years – and that's it. The rest I gave away.'

Prost looks to have stepped from a time machine. Older looking, yes; but his dominant features from photographs of twenty or more years ago remain the same. His hair is still a shock of curls, if cut shorter and greying at the temples. His crooked nose still creates a prominent and easily caricatured profile, while his smile is warm and accommodating. His fingernails are bitten to the quick, just as they were when he was driving, and he is small enough not to look out of place in the weighing room at Longchamps, the Parisian racetrack to which thousands of English flock each year for the running of the Pny de l'Arc de Triomphe. 'It is true, I have not put on any weight,' he says, laughing.'I am fifty-seven and a half kilos, and if anything Malcolm Folley
I might be a little lighter than when I was in Formula One.' At fifty-three, it is an enviable trick.

Tony Jardine, who was team manager at McLaren when Prost first drove for the team in 1980, the year before Ron Dennis and John Barnard arrived to reshape the team's history, had called him 'Little Napper'. Teams were small and intimate then, and Prost was bright eyed and new to the game and watched in bemusement as Jardine, an art school graduate, caricatured him as Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte perched on a front wheel of his McLaren. Perhaps no one ever really improved on the imagery of that epithet, for Prost possessed an imperious superiority in a racing car that enabled him to conquer the world unchecked; at least until Ayrton Senna materialised. But it was not as 'Little Napper' that Prost was to be known, but rather by another nickname given to him by Pierre Dupasquier, from Michelin, which struck a universal chord and accurately described the elan and intelligence of his undramatic driving style. Prost became simply: Le Professeur.

As one of a small number of sportswriters who travelled the world with the Formula One circus writing for English newspapers, I had been acquainted with him throughout most of his career as a grand prix driver. He was media-savvy from the beginning, but he will tell you that he was an innocent abroad in comparison to Senna. Indeed, it was Senna who had a fulltime travelling press officer, Betise Assumpcao, a multi-lingual, effervescent Brazilian with a swift mind and a faster tongue, who later married Williams director Patrick Head, with whom she has two children. From 1990 Betise ensured that all of Brazil's media, print and broadcast had a daily bulletin on Senna's activities because he was coherent with the law of economics that prevented all but a handful of journalists from his South America Senna Versus Prost
heartland from following him in person. She was an invaluable ally to Senna, who also kept a large office and a substantial staff in São Paulo.

Prost was for the most part a lone agent, dependent on his team's publicity machine and a coterie of trusted journalists from France to spread his message. He had a pleasant and open relationship with those of us from the British media. He has always felt undervalued in France, and winning his four titles in British teams, three for McLaren and his last for Williams, did not elevate his status. 'Because the relations between the French and the English people are always a little tricky, it is perhaps difficult to be a French driver in an English team,' he suggests, drawing on centuries of turbulent Anglo-French history. 'But because I never had the French mentality, I always had a good relationship with the English people and English teams I drove for. I always said I don't like some French attitudes. Sometimes, to be honest, I never felt one hundred per cent French!' Prost was the first Frenchman to be Formula One world champion – and still the only one – but there is no residual sense of patriotism in his achievement. 'Being world champion for France was never my target,' he says.

His willingness to invite me to his home in Paris to discuss and answer questions on his relationship with Ayrton Senna for this book is an example of the man's generosity of spirit. But his collaboration is possibly motivated by another unspoken force. His invitation for me to be here with him is a reflection, perhaps, of his desire to ensure his voice is heard amid the clamour of testimony that he suspects, rightly, will be heard through these pages as a ringing endorsement of Senna's passion for driving on the limit; and sometimes beyond. No matter.

Prost's recollections and opinions convey in this modest
attempt to recreate a stormy, vibrant and wholly unpredictable chapter of Formula One an authenticity that cannot be denied. He never asked for a transcript of our interview, nor demanded any access to the words being ascribed to him. It is to be hoped that his trust is rewarded through the honesty and balance of this account of two compelling champions colliding with the inevitable, ugly consequences of two juggernauts coming together on an autobahn.

'Ayrton was different, nobody really understands this,' says Prost, who is dressed in jeans and a brown, long-sleeved Lacoste sweater. 'You can say all good things about him, and he had lots of qualities, but you cannot compare him to a normal racing driver. Never. Ayrton was completely apart. You do not realise that immediately. It takes time. I don't know if I can remember one precise day, but, slowly, I realised that his motivation was not just to beat me, but it was to destroy me. I was not prepared to die in a racing car. Honestly, I never felt that another racing driver had any value to hurt me at all.'

Ironically, Prost had pressed for Senna to be appointed as his new team-mate ahead of another Brazilian, the vastly experienced and politically adroit Nelson Piquet, a three-times world champion and a couple of years older than the Frenchman. 'I had nothing against Nelson, nothing at all, but I thought it better for the team to have the younger driver,' says Prost. As a competitor, Senna had already assumed the way to the summit of Formula One was to target the man with his flag planted on the highest peak. With two world titles, as well as two near misses to his credit, Prost was the acknowledged master of all he surveyed when the Brazilian joined him at McLaren for the 1988 season.

The first season they were together, they were virtually invincible. McLaren won fifteen of the sixteen rounds of the world
championship, with Senna claiming eight victories to seven from Prost without a team order to be heard. There had been a moment or two of friction, notably in Portugal where Senna drove Prost to within inches of the pit wall at screaming full power, but peace was maintained. Just. Yet the writing, if not Prost's car, was on the wall. Senna's political acumen, on top of all his driving attributes, made him the most formidable F1 driver the world had encountered. The second year, uncivil war broke out between the two men. '1989 was really a nightmare,' admits Prost. By early summer, he felt obliged to tell McLaren team principal Ron Dennis that he was leaving the team. 'In effect, I was driven out by Senna . . . by Honda a little bit . . . and by Ron,' he claims.

'I realised in 1989, and even later on when I was driving for Ferrari, and then later still Williams, that Ayrton's motivation was much more than I thought. It was something you could not understand, you could not expect. When you want to be good in life, you need to be challenged. That is a good experience. But if I have learned anything it is this: it is forbidden to have enemies.

Life is short and you must be very careful with the relations you have with people.'

His lessons had been absorbed in a hard manner. Prost's older brother, Daniel, died of cancer in 1986; and he came from a time when men, tragically, still lost their lives in racing cars with an unhealthy frequency. 'You can have people challenging you, you can have rivals, but you can't have enemies,' says Prost. 'I felt from 1989 Ayrton made me an enemy. It was not correct. As I said, I was not prepared to lose my life against another driver.'

As he pours sparkling mineral water into two glasses, he concedes that his career, and his life, were informed by the calamitous events of Formula One's desperate summer of 1982.
He was stripped of his innocence – and cavalier attitude – in a matter of months during which Gilles Villeneuve and Riccardo Paletti were killed and Didier Pironi so badly crippled that he never drove a Formula One car again. Villeneuve and Pironi, both close friends of Prost, both Ferrari drivers, and once thick as thieves, were not speaking at the time of Gilles' death. Villeneuve justly accused Pironi of betraying a pact at the San Marino Grand Prix at Imola – an accusation Prost would level with similar justification at Senna at the same racetrack seven years later. 'After Imola, Gilles was calling me every day,' says Prost. 'He was angry with Pironi and Ferrari, absolutely furious. Later on I would fully understand his feelings because I had this with Ayrton. At the next race in Belgium, Gilles went too far in the car in practice. He killed himself because of that dispute with Didier.'

Pironi's career in Formula One lasted just three months longer. During practice for the German Grand Prix at Hockenheim, Pironi drove his Ferrari into the rear of Prost's Renault that was invisible to him because of blinding spray being flushed in his face. Pironi had been out in the heavy rain earlier than most other drivers. He was pushing his Ferrari near the limit for lap after lap. 'Didier was hot, the car was good,' recalls Prost. 'He had strong possibilities to be world champion and he had a new girlfriend. He was strong – at the top.' And then – disaster. Pironi became airborne after he hit the back of Prost's car. When his Ferrari thundered back to earth it broke around him like a balsawood model. Prost, rushing back to the wrecked Ferrari, heard the medics discussing the need to amputate one, or both, of Pironi's legs that had been mangled in the footwell of his car. Prost says he pleaded loudly with the doctors: 'NO . . . NO . . . NO.' Pironi was in agony, but, with or without Prost's protestations, his legs were spared.

As he came to terms with the latest catastrophe, Prost, a saddened and disillusioned man, took refuge in the tranquillity of Renault's motorhome. He had seen two men's lives stolen by accidents and now a third was being cared for by medics in terrible pain and facing an uncertain future. He wondered to himself if the risks were worth taking any more, no matter that driving a racing car was the most natural instinct in the world to him. He shared his anxieties with key figures in the Renault team and they granted him the space to come to his own decision.' I really thought about not going back in the car,' he admits.

An hour passed, maybe less, but Prost's mind had crystallised. He announced he would continue to drive, but with a rider. 'I told them that from now on I would do things my way,' he remembers.'From this point, I changed the way I drove. I realised this day that from now I had to be more careful.' He would later call his autobiography, written just three years afterwards with his friend Jean-Louis Moncet, Maître de Mon Destin: master of my own destiny. 'I remember 1982 as a defining moment. When Didier was in the hospital in Paris I went to see him many times. Every time, he liked to show me his leg. I felt sick.'

In later years, Prost chose to face ridicule by refusing to race in heavy rain, at Silverstone, then at Adelaide, rather than risk being party to another horrendous accident like the one which destroyed Pironi's career and reshaped his life. 'Everyone thinks I don't like driving in the wet, but it was almost my preference before this accident with Didier,' explains Prost. Four years after crashing at Hockenheim, Pironi died in a powerboat accident. 'He was still living the same way, you know, going over the top.'

Prost was now being prudent, or as prudent as you can expect from a man piloting a racing car at speeds approaching 200mph. He explains his changed mentality like this: 'When you have a
child, and I already had a son before this terrible summer, okay motor racing is your passion, it's your job, but you want to come home at the end of the day.' He would retain this philosophy through his career, and you will hear through these pages from many drivers, and team personnel, how Prost won races as slowly as possible. 'I spoke to Frank Williams once and I said to him: "I want to drive all the time if I can at ninety-five per cent. Maybe for one lap I will use ninety-nine per cent, but that you must accept."' Prost releases a slow chuckle: 'Frank did not like this, perhaps.' But here is the strength of Prost's deception at the wheel: how slow is a man who wins fifty-one grands prix?

Senna, however, fooled no one. His style was to drive every lap as hard and uncompromisingly as the last one. Prost says now, just as he did all those times when he was feeling the heat from the Brazilian, 'Ayrton went maybe too far in the way he was thinking and driving and competing,' he sighs, and his voice carries a sombre note.

I had offered to take Prost to lunch, but generously he arranged for his housekeeper to prepare a meal in order that we should not be disturbed. The dining room, along the entrance hall in the opposite direction from the drawing room, was sprinkled with original pieces of art, subtle and tasteful, as you would expect. Nothing about Prost, then or now, has ever been ostentatious. We talked as we worked our way through mozzarella and tomatoes, followed by haricot beans, thinly sliced pork, with a dessert of strawberries before finishing with coffee, all brought to the table by his housekeeper silently at work in the adjacent kitchen. An impeccably mannered man, Prost is the perfect host.

After all these years, he remains puzzled by the memory of Senna's lack of respect for his own safety; or that of others.'You know, Ayrton was prepared to be in a crash and maybe kill
himself, or hurt himself,' he suggests. 'It was always his rules. If they are your rules, it follows you believe they are right.'

By dying young, Senna lacquered his life with a romantic veneer that has protected him from ageing or from being accountable for his past, or his future. Others have manifested this subterfuge: did James Dean ever make a bad movie? Is Princess Diana ever going to be seen grey or wrinkled?

Prost knows he cannot compete with the ghost of Senna. He accepts and understands this as the inevitable consequence of being the survivor of the deadly duel they once waged. In most eyes, Senna's daring, commitment and mystique will leave him always revered ahead of Prost. One powerful example: Lewis Hamilton, now the chosen one at McLaren-Mercedes, and the youngest world champion in Formula One history with endless possibilities stretching before him, grew up in Hertfordshire idolising Senna, not Prost. 'I recognise that and I find that normal,' says Prost.'I don't want to challenge it. What I didn't find normal was that at one stage people around us were not very objective. I was hurt quite a lot. Ayrton has never been hurt in his career, never. I mean, psychologically. He has been hurt only once – and that is terrible, of course. But I had many, many tough moments. That is what I learned in this part of life, the part that is over.'

Yet after his retirement at the end of 1993, Prost started to receive innumerable telephone calls from Senna.'Clearly Ayrton asked someone who knew me for my number, because he never had it before!' laughs Prost. 'He told me he was not motivated against the other drivers and pleaded with me to come out of retirement. I told him that he was unbelievable.'

But there were more meaningful strands to the conversation, offering an insight into his mood and mind in those final weeks of his life. Senna told Prost he was intensely worried about safety
issues because of the new regulations, and he was bothered by his switch to an unfamiliar Williams team, and an uncomfortable car that only the previous season had been driven to the world title by the Frenchman before Senna staked a claim to it. 'Okay, we had one page of a book, Ayrton and me,' says Prost, sombrely.'Obviously, I had some tough moments, but it was part of our history. If he wanted a new page, this was something that I could understand. After all, I was retired. And I would no longer be a threat on the racetrack. I really had some sympathy because Ayrton was feeling so bad. He seemed to be troubled by many things, professionally and personally. It's important to know he was a completely different man – and a completely different driver.'

Neither Prost – nor the world – would ever discover to what extent Senna had changed or the truth behind his downbeat mood. On 1 May 1994, Senna was killed when he was leading the San Marino Grand Prix, with Prost describing the scene for French television station TF1 from a trackside commentary booth. 'You have no judgement any more, you are not in a rational state,' he recalls. 'It's an unbelievable destiny.'

Three years later, Prost came back to Formula One, only this time there was to be failure and perhaps a degree of humiliation. His ill-fated attempt at running his own Formula One team was, by his account, little more than a French farce. 'It was not a good idea,' he admits. 'The day before I signed an engine deal with Peugeot I didn't want to do it any more. We were having a strategy for five years, but every day they were changing the deal.' Only a call from Jacques Chirac, the President of the Republic, persuaded Prost to go ahead with the announcement.

'The President said, "Please, Alain, do it for France. Be sure, that we will be behind, we will do our best." This was not the case.
The president of Peugeot changed – and the company decided to go rallying. Then the National Assembly changed to the other side.' At the end of the Peugeot deal, he admits to having to pay Ferrari $30 million dollars a season for engines. 'We had no more help,' he says.'I had a big experience of how France works.'

How much did Prost lose? 'A little, for sure; but I don't care or think about the money.' It is the boldest of statements, as sources in France suggest that Prost's losses ran into millions of dollars. Instead of dwelling on the financial hit he took, Prost is embittered by the politics that conspired to hasten the downfall of his team. The return to Formula One by Renault in 2001 signalled the end for him as a team proprietor; their clout within the French Establishment meant his vision could no longer be sustained.

These days he is an avid cyclist and he races cars on ice ovals during the winter, and he has looked into proposals that one day could bring the French Grand Prix, ousted from the 2009 world championship calendar, to the streets of Paris. He is available to his three children, Nicolas, twenty-six, Sacha, eighteen, and twelve-year-old Victoria.'Being in Formula One, you are a mono-maniac,' he says, and there is a real validity to his argument. 'When you are involved, there is a lot of money and there is feeling from inside the paddock that this is the centre of the world. I would advise those in F1 to take a step back, look outside.

'I never considered myself a star. I never had a full-time manager. I always took care of my own contract. Today, I take care of my business. I suppose I could have gained much more money in my career, but I cannot complain. Was Ayrton a star? He was living in a country where that decision was taken away from him. He was a star; and also, he had the entourage. In France,
Michel Platini, Yannick Noah and Bernard Hinault were not stars. We are living in a country where we do not have stars . . . well, Johnny Halliday is a star!' His point is this: the French public's affections are more easily seduced by the exploits of an ageing rock star in leather trousers than by the performance and sporting heroics of the nation's most successful sons.

All these years on, Prost regards Ron Dennis as a respected friend, having long ago repaired his differences.'I defended Ron through last year's spying scandal with Ferrari as I did not think it was fair how he and his team were treated by the FIA,' says Prost.'But as you saw with Fernando Alonso and Lewis Hamilton in 2007, Ron still thinks he can handle two strong personalities. But he can't. Always, he takes sides. Apart from that he is fantastic.'

Prost's world is now one without public controversy or intrusion, and he rides anonymously through the Parisian traffic on a motor scooter without worrying about a past life as one of the fastest men ever seen behind the wheel of a car. An afternoon has passed, old arguments and broken promises between himself and Senna have been relived. Two highly controversial crashes between them at Suzuka in Japan have been dissected and blame apportioned; and as you will discover these debates are not ones easily resolved. Two litres and more of water have been consumed during our rendezvous. Yet even after all that has been discussed it would have been a dereliction of a reporter's duty not to ask Prost one final time:'Do you ever wish you had not supported Senna's appointment at McLaren?'

He looks me in the eye and, silently, begins to try to make some sense of those times. Those faraway battles that ripped at his emotions, but yet took him to a place of sustained excellence. Those fast and dangerous moments that introduced him
to ecstasy and agony in extreme measures. And when he had sifted his memories, Alain Prost spoke words that must be taken for the truth. 'Maybe I am strange,' he says. 'But I never said to myself: "Shit, I have done a mistake." Never, never. Even today. I don't regret anything.

'If you ask who was the best between Ayrton and myself, I am sure there would be more people saying Ayrton. At the time, you also remember how Gilles Villeneuve was so exceptional in his attitude; and spectacular to watch at work. Keke Rosberg and Jean Alesi sometimes had this attitude, this attitude that everyone remembers in Ayrton. But Ayrton was closer to me than people think. In the way he drove, he was much more precise than people suppose. He had a charisma that attracted him to others – I was more normal. On the track, there were times when he could do something more and the people liked that. I understand. But this is also part of decision-making, part of a way of life and a way of driving.

'I am here – and that is all I can say.

'Many times I considered myself lucky to finish a race because it was so dangerous. There is always a story behind the story.

You know, the fact that Ayrton could be considered a better driver than me is something, to be honest, I really don't care about. It is not going to change my life.'

It is an unpalatable realism, perhaps; but it is no less a reality for that. As I left Prost, smiling warmly, I returned to the street through the huge doors and in need of a taxi to take me to the Gare du Nord for the Eurostar to London. On my mind were the words he delivered almost as a postscript. 'After everything that happened, it was still a fantastic story, wasn't it?'

It was – and it is.





1
 DEATH IN THE AFTERNOON

  

  As Roland Ratzenberger feathered the throttle on his 
    Simtek Ford and edged into the pit lane at Imola, the 
    clock on the wall of the team garage read 1.18 p.m. How was anyone to suspect 
    that, in reality, it was actually just minutes to midnight for Formula One?

At thirty-three, Ratzenberger was a late entrant to grand prix racing, yet from adolescence his entire life had been an apprenticeship for this moment. Probably, because most recognised the hard road he had travelled, he had been readily accepted in the pit lane after gaining his precious seat with the fledgling British Simtek team. Ratzenberger's easy manner and unpretentious attitude counted towards his popularity as well. The Simtek team had evolved from Simtek Research, a company established in 1989 by Nick Wirth and Max Mosley, later to become the president of the FIA, and a power broker with influence secondary only to that of Formula One ringmaster Bernie Ecclestone. Simtek aimed to deliver a cost-effective design, research and
development service, and their clients included the FIA, the Ligier F1 team and various F3000 and IndyCar teams. In August 1993, Wirth took the decision to enter Formula One with his own team. Australia's triple world champion Sir Jack Brabham became a shareholder and his son, David, was swiftly recruited to drive. Wirth secured Ford HB V8 engines from Ford, and he enticed MTV Europe onboard as sponsors. Ratzenberger was the last piece in the jigsaw for the 1994 debut season.

Yet as the Austrian drove out of the pits on Saturday 30 April 1994 he knew success for him would be judged on a different level to most drivers fighting for grid position in that afternoon's qualifying session for the next day's San Marino Grand Prix, the third round of the world championship. For Ratzenberger, just making the twenty-six-car grid would be a triumph, as the two slowest drivers in qualifying would be eliminated from racing in the grand prix. The stakes, then, were just as high for him as championship leader Michael Schumacher and Ayrton Senna, the favourite for the title who had yet to score a point for his new team, Williams.

With Gerhard Berger, in his second spell with Ferrari, and Karl Wendlinger, driving for Sauber Mercedes, Ratzenberger's arrival meant Austria could boast three drivers in the world championship. This was a story of sufficient news value for Gerhard Kuntschik, the much-respected deputy sports editor for the Salzburger Nachrichten newspaper, and veteran of the Formula One paddock, to attend Ratzenberger's first test in Imola, in Italy, three weeks before the opening race in Brazil. Kuntschik drove from Salzburg to the Italian border where he met with two Austrian photographers and another writer to travel as a quartet to be at Imola, a thirty-minute drive south of Bologna, for the start of the test at 9 a.m. on 8 March.

Kuntschik recalled how the first man he encountered in the pit lane was Senna.'The first garage belonged to Williams, as Alain Prost had won the world championship for the team the year before, and as practice hadn't started I found Senna just staring at the sun. He was obviously bored. He saw me – we knew each other as I had interviewed him on several occasions – and he came across and shook my hand. We had a five-minute-long conversation. You know the kind: "How are things, how is life?" I asked him about his car, but it was just small talk. What I wanted most at this point was to arrange for a photograph of Roland with Gerhard and Karl. The Ferrari pit and the Sauber pit were not too far apart – but the Simtek garage was all the way down the far end. Almost in another country.

'Wendlinger and Berger had private difficulties at the time, so I had to be a diplomat. Gerhard said, "No problem, the others should come to my pit." Wendlinger said, "Tell them to come to my pit." Ratzenberger simply said, "Tell me where I should go, I'll go anywhere for that picture." In the end, it took me an hour and a half to get the three Austrian drivers together for the photo we wanted.'

Austria has a proud record in Formula One: Jochen Rindt became the sport's first and, mercifully, only posthumous world champion in 1970, when he was killed in his Lotus during practice for the Italian Grand Prix at Monza four races before the end of the season; and Niki Lauda won the title three times having been given the last rites after being rescued from his blazing Ferrari at the Nürburgring in 1976.

Kuntschik – a man who easily wins friends and respect in the paddock – recalled with patriotic fervour being at Monza in 1984.'Lauda won, on the way to his third championship, and his only one with McLaren, Jo Gartner was fifth and Berger was
sixth – the best-ever result for Austria in F1,' he said. 'So, you can see that for Roland coming into Formula One was always going to be difficult. Expectations in Austria are extremely high.'

He had been closely involved with Ratzenberger's career from the beginning.'I knew him from the age of twenty-one, but later he tried to make himself two years younger by claiming he was born in July 1962,' explained Kuntschik. 'He thought this would be better for his career opportunities as a late developer, but Roland was actually born in Salzburg in 1960, making him the same age as Damon Hill. I met Roland in 1981, when he was a spectator with a friend at a local car rally in a ski resort. He introduced himself to me at a service point – and asked if I was from the newspaper. The two of them asked me how they should go about becoming racing drivers.' Kuntschik advised Ratzenberger and his friend to enrol at the racing school of Walter Lechner, who had competed against Prost in Formula Three, and ran an established driving academy at the old Osterreichring in Austria. Ratzenberger clearly listened as he left technical school one year before his graduation to devote himself to racing.

'He had no sponsors, no family money,' said Kuntschik. His father, Rudolf, was a manager in the federal-administered health insurance system in Salzburg without any interest in motorsport. 'Roland managed to drive by working part-time as a mechanic with Walter Lechner. His breakthrough, as such, came in 1986 when he won the world-renowned Formula Ford Festival at Brands Hatch, in England. That led to Roland getting a works contract with BMW for the 1987 World Touring Car Championship. But Roland's only target was Formula One.'

Kuntschik kept in close contact with Ratzenberger, who had by now become a friend. After the touring car championship ended, Ratzenberger drove for two seasons in the British F3 series,
and lived in rented accommodation near Silverstone. He always went to the British Grand Prix, when the paddock was on a lawn behind the pits and the smell of chicken and sausages being barbecued drifted across the old wartime airfield in the years before gourmand chefs took over the kitchens of Formula One. Kuntschik remembered his friend telling him in that same paddock, 'I will get here sometime.' Remarkably, Ratzenberger had by now acquired a cult following in Britain as a guest on breakfast television. A puppet called Roland Rat featured regularly on GMTV's morning show – and Ratzenberger's good nature meant that he was more than willing to be a foil for the rodent with the preposterous baritone laugh; and, anyway, like the man said, there's no such thing as bad publicity.

But Ratzenberger had to move to Japan to make a real impact, and a decent living, from driving in a variety of cars from 1989 until 1993. In this period, he drove in the Le Mans 24-Hour race with his mentor, Lechner. All the time, Kuntschik recorded his career in his home-town newspaper in Salzburg. 'It was in the days before mobile phones, and Roland usually called me to tell me his results, and the story of his race weekend,' said Kuntschik. 'I also had numbers for him, in England, Japan and later, Monte Carlo. One day I rang his family because I just could not get hold of Roland. One of his sisters answered the telephone and after I asked if she knew where he was, she replied: "Listen, if you don't know where he is, how should we know? We only read in the paper where he is."'

In Japan, Ratzenberger formed a kind of ex-pats' club with men like Johnny Herbert, Eddie Irvine, Heinz-Harald Frentzen and Mika Salo, who, at varying times, all made the transformation to Formula One. According to Kuntschik, Ratzenberger was close to getting a seat in one of Eddie Jordan's cars when
the Irish entrepreneur entered F1 in 1991, but the finance fell through. Instead, he stayed in Japan and continued to be paid a high premium for his services. So much so that Ratzenberger felt a need for a home in a tax shelter.

'With his earnings, Roland bought a flat in Monte Carlo and became a resident sometime in the winter of 1991–2,' said Kuntschik. 'He also bought a luxury apartment in Salzburg, on the fifth and sixth floor of a building with enviable views, which at the time cost five or six million Austrian Schillings, I don't quite remember; but it was the equivalent of about €400,000.' Sadly, Ratzenberger would never be granted a single night's sleep in the apartment.

Women played a part in his life, as they did in the lives of all racing drivers. Ratzenberger can be said to have mixed success in romance. In 1991, he married a divorcee at a fairytale ceremony in Mirabell Castle in Salzburg, but he soon realised that they had made a mistake and they divorced within weeks. His next serious liaison was with a model from Somalia, known as Kadishya. 'She was extremely beautiful, but it turned out she was just after Roland's money,' said Kuntschik. Ratzenberger split from her in early 1994, just as he was on the brink of becoming an F1 driver.

For this development he had much to be grateful to a woman called Barbara Behlau. 'She was divorced and probably twenty years older than Roland and we never did find found out if there was a romance or not,' chuckled Kuntschik.'But she was a wealthy woman, originally from Germany, but, like Roland, living in Monte Carlo. She ran a successful agency promoting artists, concerts and the like and had a daughter almost the same age as Roland who was an international showjumper. Barbara paid $500,000 to Simtek for the first half of the season and that was enough to get Roland into the car.' In modern times in Formula
One, talent alone has not always assured a driver access to the grand prix grid; and impoverished teams at the rear of the field have always required drivers to bring with them a bag of gold.

Ratzenberger went to the first race in Brazil, at the end of March, as a proud man, but with a precise understanding of the daunting job ahead of him in the Simtek team. The Austrian driver knew that he was being thrown into the sport at the deep end. Hardly surprisingly, Ratzenberger failed to qualify for the grid at Interlagos, a suburb of the sprawling, densely populated city of São Paulo. More surprisingly, Senna left Brazil without a point after an accident as victory fell to Schumacher's Benetton. Two weeks later, back in Japan, Ratzenberger qualified for his first-ever F1 race, the Pacific Grand Prix at Aida. For Ratzenberger the weekend improved further on race afternoon. He finished eleventh – albeit last of the cars still running. This still represented a small but significant triumph for him and his impoverished team.

For Senna, the weekend was another pointless exercise. His race ended at the first corner, when his Williams was tapped by Mika Hakkinen's McLaren, then struck more solidly by Nicola Larini, an Italian making his debut for Ferrari. Senna had climbed out of his damaged Williams, removed his helmet and walked back to the pits an angry man. En route, he visited the stewards to express his displeasure that his work, and that of the Williams team, had been destroyed within seconds of the grand prix through the negligence of others. Senna was aware, and concerned, that the average age of the drivers on the grid had never been younger in the history of the world championship.

Of course, Ratzenberger was one of the older drivers, but still inexperienced in F1 terms. At least he arrived at Imola heartened by events in Japan; Senna came to the Italian track with the cares of the world on his shoulders, according to those who
knew him best. He had not settled into the Williams car, and he had made it apparent in phone calls over the winter to Alain Prost, of all people, that he had concerns over safety within the sport. His mood became more pensive when, in the first practice session on Friday, Rubens Barrichello, a twenty-one-year-old Brazilian in his second season with Jordan, lost control of his car in the 140mph fourth-gear corner, Variante Bassa.

Barrichello's car was launched by the kerbing and cleared a tyre barrier one metre high before hitting a debris fence. Barrichello was knocked unconscious by the ferocity of the impact. Jordan's chief engineer Gary Anderson said, sharply: 'The kerbing at that point acts as a launching ramp and Rubens missed the tyres, which are there to absorb an impact. He flew into the fence at an undiminished speed and it was only a matter of luck that he did not hit one of the metal retaining posts.'

Barrichello came round in the medical centre, nursing a broken nose and bruises, to find Senna at his bedside. At first Senna could not gain access to where the young Brazilian driver was being cared for as security staff had orders to block all visitors. Undeterred, Senna jumped a fence. 'The first face I saw was Ayrton's with tears in his eyes,' said Barrichello. 'I had never seen that with Ayrton before. I just had the impression that he felt as if my accident was like one of his own.' In truth, Barrichello's colossal accident shook Senna in his current state of mind. 'I thought he had been killed,' admitted Murray Walker, the voice of motorsport to millions of fans in Britain and Australia. 'It was a monumental crash. The Variante Bassa is a right-left corner, and he lost his car coming out. He went along the top of the safety barrier, and at one point was travelling upside down. It was sort of like Robert Kubica's crash in Montreal in 2007, but not quite as dramatic as Rubens' car didn't disintegrate as Kubica's did.
On the Saturday morning, I interviewed Rubens for BBC as he had come out of hospital after being kept overnight for observation. He was not allowed to drive again that weekend, though.'

Before Barrichello's accident, Senna had coincidentally bumped into Ratzenberger after they had made a visit to race headquarters at the same time. As he was a newcomer, the Brazilian deliberately engaged him in conversation, if only briefly as is the manner of racing drivers at a grand prix. A race weekend is no time for socialising. 'Roland was very unassuming and totally in awe of Ayrton, and so happy to meet him,' recalled Jo Ramirez, team coordinator for McLaren, and a man who had established a strong friendship with Senna during the Brazilian's six years with the team.'We'd all met in the offices at the track. At Imola, they always gave the drivers a nice gift; you know, things like helmet bags, leather wallets, a Swiss knife, all personally named. Alain Prost gave me his knife – I still have it.'

  Senna had another reason for wanting to establish an acquaintance 
    with Ratzenberger. Josef Leberer, his fitness trainer, 
    masseur, nutritionist and most trusted friend in Formula One, was Austrian. 
    'Ayrton said to Josef that he thought Roland seemed to be an interesting and 
    nice guy and wanted to know him better,' explained Kuntschik, whose own friendship 
    with Leberer cemented his good relationship with Senna.

  

Senna had arrived in Italy on Thursday morning to launch his own branded mountain bike – an exclusive model, naturally – in Padua. In late afternoon he travelled to the Imola circuit by helicopter with the president of Ducati, the manufacturers making a Senna-named motorbike, and the chief executive of TAGHeuer, the company marketing a Senna-edition watch. He was becoming an ever larger corporation. Senna's plane, an eight-seat British Aerospace HS125, had been taken by Owen O'Mahony, his personal pilot, to Forlì, a small town with an airfield closest to the circuit for ease of departure after the grand prix.

At 5 p.m., or thereabouts, Senna checked into the Castello, an intimate hotel run by Valentino Tosoni at Castel San Pietro, a spa town roughly ten kilometres west of Imola. McLaren had used the hotel as their base for years and Senna always had the same junior suite, room number 200, which cost £150 a night. He saw no reason to change habits, merely because he had transferred teams. Besides, Frank Williams, his new boss, had the room below. Senna's small band of friends at Imola included Leberer, of course. Also with him was his brother, Leonardo, his business manager, Julian Jakobi, an old friend from Brazil, Antonio Braga, the manager of Senna Licencing in Brazil, Celso Lemos, and Brazil's most celebrated broadcaster, Galvao Bueno, from TV Globo. Senna dined in the hotel that night, and returned to his room at around ten o'clock, the time he liked to be readying for bed at a race weekend.

On Friday, Murray Walker was granted his usual time with Senna for preview material to be broadcast during the countdown to the grand prix. Walker remembers this particular interview as if it took place yesterday. 'Over the winter, I'd got out some tapes of the 1983 Formula Three duel between Senna and Martin Brundle just to amuse myself,' he said. 'And I realised as I was watching them that I had been correctly calling him I-Air-Ton Senna. And I realised that I had become sloppy and had been calling him Ayrton at the grand prix races. So, at the Brazilian Grand Prix in 1994 I started to call him I-Air-Ton again. Well, I got a torrent of abuse from the British public along the lines of who is this bloke, I-Air-Ton? Why can't you call him Ayrton like the rest of us? During the Pacific Grand Prix I reverted to calling him Ayrton and thought no more about it.

'At Imola, I sat down with him to do my usual pre-race interview in the Williams motorhome. "Well, Ayrton," I said. "You lost out to Schumacher in Brazil, you went off the track. You lost out to Schumacher in Aida when Larini drove you off the track. You are twenty points behind, what are your feelings?"'

Senna replied: 'What happened to I-Air-Ton?'

'How could you possibly know about that, you are in the car?' asked an incredulous Walker.

'I keep in touch, Murray.'

  Walker said: 'I thought that incredible. With everything in 
    his life, he could be troubled to raise such an insignificant detail. But, 
    then, no detail was ever insignificant to him.'

  

On Saturday lunchtime Kuntschik was in the Simtek motorhome. 'I had done my story for that day and my newspaper doesn't publish on Sundays,' he said.'I had been with Roland on Thursday afternoon and he was relaxed – but he was so ambitious. He set his targets so high, he constantly put himself under pressure. And, for sure, David Brabham had a better car than Roland. If the team had new parts, they were on David's car. Roland never complained publicly, but I knew from some remarks he was not happy. Anyhow, on Saturday I was just listening as Roland conducted an interview with a colleague from Austria. Qualifying then was between 1 and 2 p.m. At twenty to one, Roland stood up and said, "Let's finish this in the evening, I have no more time."' Kuntschik cannot forget those words: I have no more time.

Ratzenberger went to the Simtek garage to prepare for qualifying. His first attempt at securing a time was without incident. Let Kuntschik take up the story: 'I was watching qualifying in the Press Room on a television in front of my desk. Someone I knew casually was in the pits and he took a picture of Roland
as he put on his balaclava for his second qualifying attempt. If you look at the picture, you'd believe he was already in another world. His eyes were focused on something in the far distance. He was looking into nowhere. Right behind him was a clock. It was the last picture ever taken of him. He has this glazed look on his face. If you see it now, you would say it was destiny. It was eighteen minutes past the hour.'

Ratzenberger drove out of the pit lane and joined the circuit. On that first lap, his car rode a kerb hard, but that's what drivers did at Imola. But this generation of Formula One cars had been stripped of electronic aids, and no longer had active suspension or traction control which was meant to make them more dependent on the skills of the drivers. It definitely made them more unpredictable to drive – but none of this was to contribute to what happened to Ratzenberger as he started his second lap in search of a time to ensure him a place on the grid.

At the fastest part of the track, heading towards the right-hand curve named after the late Gilles Villeneuve – who survived an accident at this corner – Ratzenberger's car inexplicably made a ninety-degree left turn and crashed into a concrete wall. He was travelling at almost 200mph. Ferrari's Jean Alesi, not driving that weekend as he recovered from neck injuries sustained in a recent testing accident, had been a spectator at this area of the track and later said that he believed the front wing of Ratzenberger's Simtek had come off. This deprived the Simtek of downforce – and made Ratzenberger a passenger in his own car.

The left-hand side of his Simtek was ripped apart, and a wheel was sent spinning back across the circuit as Ratzenberger's car made a violent pirouette beside the perimeter wall. A hole had been gouged in his cockpit – and eventually the Simtek reversed back on to the circuit at Tosa hairpin. And as the car spun slowly,
and for the last time, Ratzenberger's head slumped on to the left-hand side of his cockpit. After that, he was motionless. And an unnerving silence fell over the circuit, as it always does when a session is stopped under a red flag. All anyone can do is wait – and if so inclined pray for the man at the wheel. After all, Barrichello had escaped serious injury just the previous day and how many other drivers had walked away from huge accidents in recent years?

Damon Hill, driving an identical Williams Renault to Senna, had crossed the start-line by the time the red flags had been waved at marshal posts around the circuit to recall the cars to the pits. 'I went past Roland's car, it was a big wreck,' he recalled, when we met for coffee at a pavement table at a bistro in Godalming in the spring of 2008. 'You normally go through Tamburello at 180mph and you would be doing around 200mph when you brake for Tosa. So, that's the kind of speed Roland would have been doing when he went off the circuit. I thought Ratzenberger's accident was going to be serious, but it didn't strike me just how serious. After all, Gerhard Berger had been off at Tamburello in the past; Nelson Piquet had gone off in the air and hit the wall at Tamburello. Drivers had been walking away from big accidents for a long time. Carbon fibre [the material used to construct the monocoque] really was an amazing invention. It saved a lot of lives. But what it meant, I think, was that people felt safer. Among drivers there had grown perhaps a sense of complacency; a lot had gone through the sport without encountering a fatality.'

In Salzburg, Rudolf Ratzenberger and his wife, Margit, had just that morning returned to their home from a holiday in Mexico. Ratzenberger had not long switched on his television, tuned to Eurosport for the Formula One qualifying, when he called to Margit: 'There is a big crash in Imola.' She arrived in the room
to catch the replay being shown. That was when they realised it was their son's car that had been so hideously disfigured – and that they would never see him alive again.

'I still have this vision in my eyes,' said Kuntschik. 'His car spun ten times, twenty times, I don't know. When the camera showed his head lowered and motionless, Roland looked lifeless like a dummy.' Professor Sid Watkins, the chief medical officer for Formula One, an eminent neurosurgeon, a champion of safety and a genial, wise man, arrived at the crash scene with minimal delay.'It was clear things were pretty bad,' he said.'There was a very good team at that corner and Roland had been already ventilated when I arrived.' Screens were erected as the medical staff went about their grim business – but not before drivers waiting to go out on the track had born witness to the terrible crash. Berger was one. 'I was in my car, watching the TV monitor when the accident happened,' he said. 'I knew how bad it was when I could see Professor Watkins doing heart massage on Roland. For the first time, I found myself shaking after an accident. I had just been with him that week on my boat in Monaco. I know you shouldn't differentiate between drivers you know, and those you don't, but this affects you in a different way. I went to the motorhome. I felt sick.'

In the Williams garage, Senna, clearly distressed, removed his distinctive yellow helmet and waited for news. Ratzenberger was brought by ambulance to the medical centre close to the paddock – but Watkins admitted: 'It was clear that he wasn't going to survive.'

Kuntschik was among the throng of journalists who converged on the building to await a bulletin. 'I feared right away Roland was dead,' he said. 'But no one confirmed this and Roland was sent to hospital in Bologna by ambulance. It would have been
meaningless to use a helicopter.' Ratzenberger was brought into the anaesthesia and resuscitation unit at the Maggiore Hospital at 2.07 p.m. His death was confirmed eight minutes later.

For the first time in twelve years, Formula One had to learn how to deal with death at a race weekend. Some handled it worse than others; and Senna seemed the worst affected of all. After a decade in Formula One without intentionally yielding an inch of road; after waging a feud against Alain Prost; and after a decade of driving at breakneck speed without acknowledging a weakness in his mind, Senna was now confronted by an event beyond his experience.

Death.

He was not prepared for this moment. A man he had spoken with just twenty-four hours earlier now sat lifeless in a racing car. He had tried to convince us – himself? – through all those years that the risks of his business were something that he had considered, calculated and could be accommodated without a downturn in commitment. Had not Senna once proclaimed: 'There is a certain amount of danger in motor racing, so any time you go racing or testing you are exposed to some risks. There are calculated risks – and there are uncalculated things that can happen. And you can be gone in a fraction of a second. You realise you are nobody. And your life can have an end. You either face it in a professional, cool manner; or you just drop it and don't do it any more. I happen to like too much what I do to just drop it. I can't drop it.'

But those were words spoken before Ratzenberger's life vanished when he hit a concrete wall in front of Senna's eyes.

For the first time in his adult life, Senna instinctively looked for somewhere to hide. He left the Williams garage, ignored all those who tried to catch a word, and disappeared inside the Williams
motorhome with his grief. At thirty-four years old, he had met his match on a racetrack.

Betise Assumpcao, the Brazilian press attaché to Senna's Formula One ministry, recalls precisely how he went into emotional meltdown. 'After he had seen the accident, Ayrton handed me his helmet and said, "That's it, I'm leaving." He went to the Williams motorhome. I remember to this day someone from the Williams team said as he watched Ayrton disappear: "Why is he upset? Is the guy a friend of his?" I didn't even answer. You had to be a friend . . . to feel sadness about a man killed?' Perhaps people within the sport had been anaesthetised for too long to comprehend the loss of life.

The last man to die during a grand prix weekend was Riccardo Paletti in Canada in 1982. He drove from the rear of the grid headlong into the stalled Ferrari of Didier Pironi, who was stranded in the place reserved for him after claiming pole position.

The last man to lose his life in a Formula One car had been Elio de Angelis, who was killed during a test at Le Castellet in the South of France in 1986.

Martin Brundle, now an award-winning broadcaster, had been driving that day in May when De Angelis' life was stolen prematurely; and he was a McLaren driver at Imola as the sport came to terms with Ratzenberger's death. 'At the test in France, there were no helicopters or sophisticated medical facilities,' he said. 'Stupidly, I suppose, we never expected it in those times. There would have been an ambulance, but you never thought about it.' De Angelis came from a wealthy family in Rome – and he was a convivial, charming and well-educated man. When the drivers staged a lightning strike without a shred of warning before the South African Grand Prix in 1982 they locked themselves into a large public room at the
Sunnyside Park Hotel, in a respectable suburb of Johannesburg, in a battle over ownership of their super licences. I remember that De Angelis, a classically trained pianist, had provided some entertainment for the drivers during the impasse that lasted almost twenty-four hours.

Ratzenberger had only his charisma as a calling card. Brundle smiled as he retraced the years. 'He came bouncing up to me at the Brazilian Grand Prix and said, "Hi, I'm Roland!" He seemed a really nice guy. We were all shocked by what happened to him, not least because of the way it happened. It wasn't driver error – it was a broken wing. And there but for the grace of God go all of us. There had been big shunts before Roland's, yet everyone kept walking away from the damned things. Don't ask me how, when you look at the cars. The side of the Tyrrell in which I had a massive shunt stopped halfway up your arm. You could see all your shoulders and upper arm outside of the car, extraordinary when you think of how the modern cars envelop all but the top of the driver's helmets.'

Outside the Williams motorhome, Betise Assumpcao stood like a sentry. 'I didn't know if I'd get in to see Ayrton,' she said. 'When someone came out, I said just let Ayrton know I am here if he wants to talk.' By then, it had become apparent he had no intention of driving again whenever qualifying resumed. And resume, it most definitely would. 'I received a message that Ayrton didn't want to talk, and that was perfectly understandable. But I had people on from his office in Brazil screaming at me to get some comments from Ayrton. They said on the phone to me, "He has to talk, a guy is dead and he is refusing to qualify . . . he has to talk!" I said to the guy on the line: "Do you want to talk to him because I am not going in there. What do you want me to write? There are three million people here
who want to talk to him. The guy's very upset. I can't just write a ridiculous, fake press release. You write it – you know as much as me. I have nothing to add."We had a major fight. As you can imagine I wasn't in the best of moods.'

When the decision to restart qualifying was taken, Williams, Benetton and Sauber all withdrew their cars without fear of reprisal, and without compromising the grand prix the next day. Benetton's Flavio Briatore argued: 'Our action is taken out of respect for life. I don't care if I have one less place on the grid.' Ratzenberger had driven J. J. Lehto, the second driver to Schumacher in the Benetton team, to Imola in his Porsche.

Ms Assumpcao's afternoon, in the meantime, continued to deteriorate.'I received a press release from the bloke in Brazil . . . in which he claims that Ratzenberger has been taken to hospital with a pulse and is still breathing,' she said. 'Ayrton went mad when I told him of what had been written. Then, he ran to the garages with every intention of running to the scene of the accident. But when he saw this would be impossible, Ayrton saw a course car parked near the pits. He asked the driver to take him out to the crash – and he got his way. Who was going to say "No" to Senna?'

He had this desire, always, to see and comprehend matters for himself. He had been talking with Alain Prost about safety issues on the telephone in the preceding weeks, and he had also had a dialogue on the subject with Berger. Senna wanted to see the track, and where Ratzenberger had crashed, for himself. He was reprimanded for commandeering the official car without permission – but this was of no consequence. Senna had never seen a man killed before. He had no experience of death – and this troubled him. What was he supposed to do now?

After he had seen the crash site, Senna had another important
appointment to keep: with Professor Watkins. Again, he wanted information. 'I explained to Ayrton what had happened,' said Watkins. 'Then he put his head on my shoulder and I gave him a cuddle.' The two men had formed a bond of friendship over the years, beginning with the time Watkins first treated him after Senna had wrestled his Toleman car home in sixth place at the 1984 South African Grand Prix, in his second F1 race. 'Ayrton had spasms in his neck, something he didn't understand,' said Watkins. 'Once I explained it was muscle strain from driving that monstrous car, he realised he wasn't in imminent danger of dying! I learned then that he wanted to understand everything about himself, and about the human condition.'

And now, a decade later, Watkins offered Senna a deal on that Saturday afternoon at Imola. 'I said to him, "You're upset, you shouldn't drive tomorrow." He thought about that for a long time before he answered – which is something he normally did when you posed a serious question – and then he replied, "There's no way I can stop."'

Watkins persisted, however.'Ayrton,' he said.'You are the fastest man in the world, you've won the championship three times, there isn't anything more to do except to repeat yourself. It would be much better if you quit. And I'll quit, too, and we'll have more time to go fishing.'

Senna, by now calm and composed, responded: 'Sid, there are certain things over which we have no control. I cannot quit, I have to go on.'Watkins, these days living for much of the time in Florida, but still heavily involved in Formula One's ongoing campaign to improve safety, watched Senna walk away without another word.

Senna's next mission was to find Jo Ramirez, his friend from McLaren, to ask a personal favour. 'Ayrton asked for me to
arrange for a helicopter to take him to his plane at Forlì after the race,' said Ramirez. 'He told me he wanted to get back to his home in Portugal as soon as possible. Ayrton said that at Williams there was no one he could count on to do this for him. To me, it was a vote of confidence. We may fly different flags at the track now, but we remained friends. I told him, "I'll do this today, and I'll do it any time you ask." I also told him that I would never lose the hope that he would one day come back to McLaren. We still saw him quite regularly. After his first two races for Williams, he would come to our garage and talk to the boys and to Ron Dennis. He knew everyone in the team. It's important. It's something Fernando Alonso never grasped at McLaren. He was in one corner, while Lewis Hamilton mingled with everybody.' Ramirez organised the helicopter, as requested.

Hill, driving in only his second season in Formula One, having spent his first year studying the methodology of Prost, may not have had the rich experiences of Senna to draw on as a racing driver. But as a man he had been called on to deal with much more in his life – and outwardly appeared better equipped to deal with Ratzenberger's fatal accident. 'I didn't appreciate at that moment that Ayrton had never encountered death,' he said. Hill is a thoughtful, decent man, who would later become a world champion, as his father had been before him. 'My dad's friends were being killed all the time,' he explained. 'I've got pictures of me playing with Jim Clark in the garden. Then one day I saw a newsflash that announced he was dead. So, it's been there all my life. Men like Jackie Stewart went into the sport knowing there was a good chance you were going to die.

'Yet I raced against drivers who had a terrifying lack of comprehension of what was involved, of what could be the consequences
of what they were doing [on a racetrack]. They saw it as just a competition – and not a challenge between you and your mortality.

'I can't remember how I heard that Roland was dead; I just did. I had a team-mate, Bertrand Fabi, who was killed. I never got to race with him – we were testing at Goodwood in 1985 and he died in an accident there. He was a French-Canadian, a lovely guy. At that point, I had to rationalise my life. I had to ask myself:Why would you want to do this? I concluded that this is what I wanted to do with my life. It was what Bertrand Fabi wanted to do as well. As long as you are aware of the potential price to be paid, then you are not deluding yourself. It's a choice you have taken. So, my philosophy, if you want to call it that, was in place before Roland Ratzenberger was killed.

'I was not inured to death, though. I'd seen people I knew die, and my dad was killed, too, in an aeroplane accident. My approach was that I could see Formula One posed a risk. But I also saw how it tempted some people to play a role, to throw themselves into the death-defying element that is the worrying aspect of this sport.' His wife, Georgie, was with him this weekend.'She was in the garage seeing what I wasn't seeing,' he said, as he rolled back through his archive of personal memories. At no stage had Georgie tried to influence him to stand down. 'We'd been through this. It wasn't like we didn't know what the possible implications were.'

More pertinently, Hill could detect an uncertainty in Senna. 'The whole weekend is a story in itself. Ayrton was considering his place in the business, in the sport. He hadn't settled into the Williams team yet. And he had this new boy suddenly arrive almost from nowhere – Michael Schumacher. The point was Alain Prost had departed and Ayrton didn't have a target any more. He's the target now and this new guy, Schumacher, had no respect, no regard for anyone.'

Senna never spoke a word to Hill that afternoon in Imola, never mentioned going out to the crash site.'But I wasn't Ayrton Senna,' said Hill. 'He was someone who assumed a position in the world. I think he just felt he had a right to be involved. That sounds a negative thing to say – but actually what I think is that Ayrton thought keenly that people had rights. In his own way, he was a campaigner for human rights. He transcended Formula One. In the same way as Muhammad Ali transcended boxing.'

But Senna's mind was in turmoil at Imola. Not just because he had seen a man he had once raced against die in a racing car. His own life was at a crossroads. His latest girlfriend, Adriane Galisteu, a twenty-one-year-old Brazilian model, had not received a full approval rating from his entire family. Even so, Senna had invited her to join him at his home on the Algarve and she had just arrived in Portugal that weekend to begin life at his side.

According to stories later published in Brazil, Leonardo Senna had been dispatched to Imola to tell his brother that the family had an audio tape to prove Adriane was unsuitable for him. So, when Senna left the circuit, there was much on his mind: the death of Ratzenberger, Schumacher's twenty-point lead in a Benetton car that he believed was not adhering to the new regulations and his family's reservations over Adriane. Senna had always valued the opinion of his family above all else. They had wanted what was best for him and, in his mind, their sincerity and the integrity of their advice mattered. So, it would not have rested lightly with him if he heard a dissenting voice from any of them about the woman he wanted to be with. Schumacher, twentyfive, had materialised in grand prix racing as a substitute for the Jordan team at the Belgium Grand Prix in 1991 and made such an impression that Formula One ringmaster Bernie Ecclestone brokered a deal that took him to the much more competitive
Benetton team. In return, Eddie Jordan banked an estimated £3 million in compensation for surrendering his contractual hold on the German. Smiles all round. In the next two seasons, Schumacher never shied from confrontation; and that included the odd contretemps with Senna. So the Brazilian knew that he represented a real and present danger with a two-race start.

On that Saturday evening at Imola, Senna had dinner with Josef Leberer and a few close friends to celebrate his most trusted confidant's birthday. It was a sombre affair.'It was a very sad night, and it was clear that there was a lot on Ayrton's mind after a difficult day,' said Leberer. The evening ended quite early, and Leberer asked if there was anything Senna required before he went to bed. Senna replied, 'No, not today, Josef. Go to bed.'Yet later that evening, Senna met with Frank Williams. His mind seemed to have been eased afterwards. Adriane would tell me five months later: 'I flew from Brazil to his house on the Algarve to be there when he came home on Sunday night. Ayrton telephoned me on Saturday and he was shaken. Crying, really crying. He told me Roland Ratzenberger had just been killed and that he did not want to race. He had never spoken like that and I didn't know how to react.'

We met in Rio de Janeiro where the vast beaches rimming the Atlantic Ocean run almost into the heart of the city to produce a carnival of colour and sound. Yet there was no gaiety in her voice. She explained that Senna telephoned again after his initial, disturbing call. 'By then, Ayrton had had a long discussion with Frank Williams and this time he sounded better. "I'm going to race," he said. "But I can't wait for the whole thing to be over." His last words that night were, "Come and pick me up at Faro Airport at 8.30 p.m. tomorrow. I can't wait to see you." We were going to grow old together, I was sure of it.' Behind us, Phil Collins'
voice could be heard on the television in the restaurant where we had lunched. 'Ayrton listened to him all the time,' she said, and smiled as she lit another cigarette.

Adriane had opened Senna's mind to aspects of life beyond obtaining the optimum performance from his racing car. She wore her blonde hair long, and her dark eyes sparkled with life. She was girlish and uncomplicated. He felt relaxed and unworried in her company. To her he was Beco, his childhood nickname, and she was taking English lessons at his encouragement.

But there was a fundamental concern: Adriane came from an extremely humble background, which caused much of Senna's family great anxiety as they feared she looked in his eyes and saw dollar bills.

The Senna family came from the opposite end of the social spectrum. The family business required almost 1,000 staff, involved in making spares for cars and the distribution of soft drinks. His parents also farmed around 90,000 acres, on which they reared 10,000 head of cattle, and they had servants to attend to their household needs. His sister Viviane, two years older and a psychologist, came on occasions to grand prix races; they were also very close. For a time, he shared an apartment in São Paulo with his younger brother, Leonardo. These were the people Senna came home to Brazil to be with at every opportunity – the people he knew never wanted anything from him other than his presence and his love. Within his family, Senna was at peace.

Adriane Galisteu was not the type of woman the Sennas envisaged their son, a privileged man, rich beyond imagination and a national icon, becoming romantically involved with. Only his mother Neyde, it was said, had time for Adriane. His father Milton did not like the fact that his son was moving in a direction that was taking him outside his influence. Until this point,
Senna's character had been largely shaped by his father, a man whose wealth meant that he expected his voice to be heard without challenge. For example, Senna had posed for photographs taken with Adriane wearing a bikini. His father most definitely did not want those pictures to be published as he believed them to be harmful to his son's image. Senna listened to his father's argument – then authorised the publication in Brazil anyway. More and more, he was taking total responsibility of what he wanted from life, and that included Adriane.

Yet Senna never had any such misgivings about what motivated Adriane Galisteu to fall in love with him. He protected his privacy, so he never spoke openly of his emotional attachment to her; but his invitation to her to live with him at his home on the Algarve, in Portugal, was an illustration of his contentment and commitment to the relationship.

'Ayrton's romanticism was about taking pleasures from simple things,' said Adriane. 'At his beach house, I would often sit on his lap on the pier and marvel at the beauty all around. He would say, "Times like this make everything worthwhile." He bought me a Fiat, then called my car a "sardine can", and I'd tell him it was the "sardine can" he had given me . . . and we'd both laugh.'

Adriane had seen him off from São Paulo for the race in Aida on 11 April, with the words, 'Oh, I miss you already!' A week later was her twenty-first birthday – but Senna's call from Japan did not arrive until six the following morning. She said he apologised. 'Ayrton told me, "I'm really sorry, but I'll give you all the caresses and presents when you come to Portugal."'

Ramirez felt sure she was the one for Senna. 'Adriane was the love of his life, one hundred per cent,' he said. 'But he was conscious the family did not accept her. It was a battle.' Leberer was less certain about the mindset of his friend, who showed
himself more intimately to him than most others. 'It is not for me to say,' said Leberer, 'but there were reservations in my eyes over Adriane, yes.' But what is not in any doubt is that Senna could not wait to be reunited with Adriane in Portugal.

Prost had taken his own calls from Senna over the winter, calls in which the Brazilian pleaded for him to come out of retirement and race again. Calls in which he expressed his growing concern over safety issues, matters that had never troubled him greatly before. 'Ayrton was a different man,' said Prost. And he was there at Imola, for French television, and for Renault, waiting to meet with his nemesis on much improved terms.

In Austria the next day's news bulletins were naturally dominated by the death of Roland Ratzenberger, the second internationally renowned Austrian sports personality to die in a matter of three months. In January, world champion skier Ulrike Maier, also from Salzburg, had been killed in an accident at Garmisch Partenkirchen. 'These were shocking times for us in Austria,'said Gerhard Kuntschik, a man still mourning a friend and someone, who, after all these years, still visits Ratzenberger's beautifully kept grave at least twice a year. Rudolf Ratzenberger came to Imola in a friend's car in order to drive his son's Porsche back to Salzburg. He can never have made a more harrowing journey.

But that weekend held still more tragedy. On Saturday evening, Martin Brundle had chanced upon Senna. 'I met him in the lift at the hotel where we were both staying,' he recalled. 'It was quite late at night. He was very emotional.'

With the new dawn, Formula One would be nudged ever closer to midnight.
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