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The worl d's hottest race

FERNANDO Al onso | oves Sepang. Even before w nning the Ml aysian G and
Prix there [ ast Sunday, Al onso thought it was, quite sinply, "the best F1
layout in the world". To the international nedia, Team Renault's
23-year-ol d Spanish Fly Guy had | auded the Sepang circuit as: "Hi gh
speed, | ow speed, very w de and snmooth, you have everything here to enjoy
alap.”

There's no doubt Al onso enjoyed his |aps nore than ever over the
weekend, as did everyone el se, notw thstanding the exceptionally searing
heat of "the world's hottest race" this year, which left the Spaniard and
his runners-up | ooking |ike bedraggled kittens on the victory podi um
Wth track designer Hermann Til ke's arrowhead of straights, peaking at
that grandly canopied hairpin leading to the start/finish line, and its
curlicues of corners and chicanes slithering past hillsides comrandi ng
panoram c vi ews, Sepang renmins, as conceptualiser Tun Dr Mahathir
Mohamad said with sniling satisfaction | ast weekend, "the benchmark for
F1 circuits".

Newer race tracks are up and running in Bahrain and Shanghai, but
Sepang in its seventh year has cone of age: as beloved of F1 drivers and
teans as it is by their fans fromforeign | ands and the Ml aysi ans who
far out nunber themon the grandstands and hill sides conme race weekend.
The festive and celebratory air that has conme to i nfuse the Ml aysi an
Grand Prix easily and naturally lent itself to the expanded agenda of
rock concerts and cocktail parties at this year's event.

The Tour de Langkawi, as well, should always be nentioned in connection
wi th worl d-cl ass Mal aysian sporting events that present us magnificently
to the world - it too has gone fromstrength to strength with each

passi ng year - but that superb bicycle race is a noveable feast, while
the Sepang F1 GP is a whirl of screan ng dervishes around a 5.542km
maypol e. On F1 weekend in the Klang Valley, hotels are filled, cash is
tilled and retailers thrilled.

Phot ogenic and TV-friendly for mllions of viewers around the world,
the race is still about being there: The shriek of the engines; the
stench of superheated rubber, metal and oil; the ebb and flow of 100, 000
r ubber - necki ng, peopl e-watching, celebrity-spotting spectators. Sepang
International Circuit chairman Dat uk Mokhzani Mahathir and his associ ates
deserve congratul ati ons on a successful, well-run event in a well
mai nt ai ned and nanaged venue. Ml aysia can be deservedly proud of the
Sepang GP

After the inpressive first appearance here of 11th-placed Narain
Kart hi keyan of Chennai and Team Jordan, however, we night choose to turn
a blind eye, for now, on the other aspect of Dr Mahathir's vision of 10
years ago, which was to produce not just the world's best Formula One
racing circuit but a driver of our own fit to race upon it. The way
things are going in that respect, we mght get an astronaut first.
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