
Friday, December 28, 2018S p o r t s

Friday 43

SYDNEY: Four supermaxis were yesterday neck-
and-neck in a fierce battle to cross the finish line
first in what organisers said was the closest con-
test in the history of the Sydney to Hobart race.
Just three nautical miles were separating the
mega-yachts as they raced down Australia’s east
coast, with defending line honours champion Co-
manche slightly ahead of Black Jack, Wild Oats XI
and Infotrack.

The lead had been switching regularly between
100-footer Comanche and fierce rival Wild Oats
XI since the fleet of yachts departed a sunny Syd-
ney Harbour on Boxing Day Wednesday at the
start of the 628-nautical mile (1,163-kilometre) en-
durance race. “It is by far the closest race ever,”
skipper Mark Richards of eight-time line honours
Wild Oats XI said from the boat yesterday. His
yacht was first to Hobart in 2017 but was stripped
of the win after being handed a one-hour penalty
over a near-collision. “I think it will go all the way
to the finish line.” The yachts were off the record
pace of one day, nine hours, 15 minutes and 24
seconds set by Comanche last year, amid lighter
winds. The breeze in the notoriously wild Bass
Strait between Tasmania and the Australian main-
land varied on Thursday, with the vessels sup-
ported by 15-25 knot northeasterly winds that
weakened at times to six knots.

“It’s not usual to have four quite different boats
all in the same patch of water,” said Black Jack
navigator Tom Addis from his yacht. “These boats
are all very different. They all have different
strengths and weaknesses. This is the most inter-

esting race in the 100 footers... There’s a good
chance that we’re all going to be together (near
the finish).” The four-way battle could be the clos-
est since 1982, when the yacht Condor beat Apollo
by just seven seconds.

‘CAT AND MOUSE’ 
Smaller boats led by Midnight Rambler were in

the race for handicaps honours, which goes to the
vessel that performs best according to size. TP52
Ichi Ban-last year’s handicap honours winner-
dropped off the lead Thursday afternoon before
climbing up the ranks in the evening in pursuit of
back-to-back victories.

Richards said he expected to cross the finish
line in Hobart on Friday morning, but could be
slowed if the breeze weakens. The commodore of
organiser the Cruising Yacht Club of Australia, Paul
Billingham, tipped a later arrival time of 12pm-2pm,
a reflection of the uncertain conditions.

A big unknown will be the conditions on the
Derwent in Hobart, a fickle river that could offer
up windless holes which can halt a boat for hours.
Billingham earlier told national broadcaster ABC
the wind was dying amid the “cat and mouse
game” between the supermaxis and the close
handicap contest. “The handicap lead is changing
every five minutes. There’s probably 10 boats that
are within an hour of each other on corrected
time,” he said.

The fleet in the gruelling contest is down to 81
from 85, after Hong Kong supermaxi Scallywag
retired early with a broken bowsprit, followed by

Zen, Patriot and M3 Team Hungary.
The crews yesterday afternoon marked the

20th anniversary of the 1998 edition of the race,

where a fatal storm saw six sailors lose their lives,
with a moment of silence and the reading out of a
commemoration message. —AFP

Tight battle ‘all the way to finish 
line’ for Sydney-Hobart glory

The four-way battle could be the closest since 1982

SYDNEY: This handout from Rolex/Studio Borlenghi taken and released yesterday shows Infotrack yacht com-
peting in the Sydney to Hobart yacht race near Tasmania.   —AFP

Schumacher in
F1’s thoughts 
as stricken 
great turns 50
LONDON: Michael Schumacher is in For-
mula One’s thoughts as the seven times world
champion approaches his 50th birthday, five
years on from the near-fatal skiing accident
that has left the Ferrari great fighting brain
injuries behind a wall of secrecy.

The German, still the sport’s most suc-
cessful driver in terms of wins (91) and titles,
will reach his half century on Jan 3. Formula
One’s focus will be on highlighting the re-
markable career and talents of a man whose
fame stretched well beyond the racetrack,
and who enthused a legion of fans in the
1990s and early years of this century.

The Ferrari museum in Maranello, Italy,
is planning a special exhibition, opening on
his birthday and lasting for a few months,
“both as a celebration and a mark of grati-
tude to the most successful Prancing Horse
driver ever.”

Mercedes, the last team Schumacher

drove for in Formula One before retirement
in 2012, will have some of his cars on display
at their museum in Stuttgart.

Formula One management will also dedi-
cate a week to Schumacher on its social
media platforms, including exclusive inter-
views with many of those who were part of
the German’s Formula One story.

“We are going to celebrate Michael’s
birthday,” said a spokesman.

Schumacher remains a big part of the
sport’s narrative, with Mercedes driver Lewis
Hamilton now a five times world champion
with 73 wins and getting ever closer to the
German’s greatest records.

Hanging over it all, however, will be a
strong sense of sadness-just as every an-
niversary since his Dec. 29, 2013, fall while
skiing off piste near Meribel in the French
Alps with his family.

CONSIDERABLE CONJECTURE
Schumacher hit his head on a rock and

spent months in an artificial coma after being
rushed to hospital in a critical condition.

“We think a lot about him,” Mercedes mo-
torsport head Toto Wolff told Reuters. “He
was an exceptional sportsman, and he’s
missed. “As a seven times world champion
he’s missed within the paddock, he’s missed
as a consultant to us, somebody we’ve been
looking up to. We hope that his recovery

continues to be positive and that’s the most
important thing.”

Just how positive, or otherwise, is a matter
of considerable conjecture and one met with
resolute silence from his wife Corinna, the
family and those who always formed part of
Schumacher’s innermost circle.

They would prefer the world remembered
Schumacher as the champion he was, rather
than the different kind of fighter he has be-
come. Sabine Kehm, Schumacher’s trusted
assistant and spokeswoman who now also
manages the racing career of his son Mick,
continues to guard his privacy with polite but
firm determination.

“In general the media have never reported
on Michael and Corinna’s private life,” she
said in 2016. “When he was in Switzerland,
for example, it was clear he was a private in-
dividual. “Once in a long discussion Michael
said to me, ‘You don’t need to call me for the
next year, I’m disappearing.’ I think it was his
secret dream to be able to do that some day.
That’s why now I still want to protect his
wishes in that I don’t let anything get out.”

It is clear that if Schumacher were to have
made a miraculous recovery, the good news
would have been known quickly enough. The
fact nothing has been said, in itself speaks
volumes. Amid enduring media speculation,
be it rumoured moves for treatment else-
where or concerning Schumacher’s general

mobility, any shred of bona fide information
from behind the walls of the family’s lakeside
Swiss mansion is news.

One such snippet was provided by Swiss
archbishop Georg Ganswein, who told the
mass-circulation German magazine Bunte re-
cently about a 2016 visit to Schumacher.

“I sat opposite him, held his hands and
looked at him. His face is just as we know it,
the typical Michael Schumacher face. Only a
bit fuller,” he said. “He feels that loving
people are around him and care for him
and, thank God, keep the all too curious
public away. A man who is sick needs dis-
cretion and understanding.” —Reuters

Michael Schumacher turns 50 on January 3.


