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Almost three years later, the question is still why. On May 1,
1994, Brazilian racing star Ayrton Senna was zooming along on
the seventh lap of the San Marino Grand Prix near Imola, Italy.
Senna led the field, trailed closely by Michael Schumacher of Ger-
many. As they approached the course’s difficult Tamburello turn,
Senna Williams-Renault hugged the inside of the track. Suddenly,
at a speed of 306 kilometers per hour, the car changed direction,
veered off the road and smashed into a concrete wall. The king of
racing was dead, and the controversy about the cause of the crash
commenced. Was it simply an unfortunate accident? Did the 34-
year-old Senna, regarded by many as the greatest driver of all time
for his 41 victories and three world championships in 10 years,
commit some fatal error? Was the track bad? Or did a faulty car
design cause the crash?

In a makeshift courtroom, not far from the Tamburello bend,
six people just went on trial, accused of causing Senna’s death.
The most prominent defendant is Frank Williams, owner of the
most accomplished team in Grand prix history — and Ayrton
Senna’s last employer. Also in the dock: two Williams’ associates
and three racing officials, including one from the Paris-based In-
ternational Federation of Automobiles(FIA), Formula One’s rul-
ing body. Backed by a 500-page report on the crash, prosecutors
say a faulty weld caused the steering column to snap as Senna tried
to make the fatal turn, a charge aimed at the Williams team. The
race officials are blamed for an unsafe track. All six defendants
denied the charges.

So far, the trial has played out like a bad knockoff of a Kafka
novel. To accommodate the crush of reporters and TV crews from
around the world, authorities made a courtroom out of a dance
hall, complete with disco lights on the ceiling, speakers on the
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walls and the two staples of any Italian court — a crucifix and a
sign that reads THE LAW IS THE SAME FOR EVERYONE. A
handful of fans wearing Senna memorabilia showed up and a man
stood in silence at the entrance of the courtroom holding a picture
of the fallen driver with the inscription TELL US THE TRUTH.
Federico Bendinelli, managing director of the company that owns
the Imola circuit, was the only defendant who showed up for the
opening hearing, on Feb. 20. “It seemed there was a curse on the
1994 Grand Prix: six accidents in three days,” he told the court.
(A day before Senna’s death, Austrian rookie Roland Ratzenberg-
er died in a similar crash during qualifying heats, the first F-1 fa-
tality in 12 years.) So far Williams, who has been confined to a
wheelchair since crashing a test car in 1986, hasn’t attended any
of the hearings. But he is expected to show up soon, perhaps as
early as this week.

The case promises to cloud Saturday’s season opener at the
Australian Grand Prix in Melbourne. In fact, it could darken
much of the Formula One season. Given the snail-like pace of Ital-
ian justice, the trail will likely to drag on onto summer. Along the
way Formula One will battle the impression offered up by the Ital-
ian prosecutors that racing is not much more than a high-tech
blood sport. Since the Senna death, FIA has in fact instituted nu-
merous new safety measures such as mandating longer run-off areas
at tracks. However, FIA’s representatives point out that none
of the improvements implies any guilt in the Senna case. Senna,
they have said all along, was an unlucky victim of an admittedly
dangerous sport. His death was indeed freakish. On impact, a
piece of debris shot through his helmet “like a bullet”, according
to the prosecution report, killing him instantly. Last year’s F-1
champion Damon Hill, who was Senna’s teammate that fatal year,
applauds the changes, but tells NEWSWEEK that improvements
can still be made: “You can’t make racing completely safe, but we
must never stop trying. It can be dangerous without being fatal.”

Convictions in the Senna case would set an unsettling prece-
dent. Future crashes, at least in Italy but possibly elsewhere,
would expose team owners, car and track designers and racing
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officials to criminal charges. That could spell the end of Formula
One in Italy. Already, one top team manager, Flavio Briatore of
Benetton, has vowed to lead a boycott on Italy’s San Marino and
Monza races if Williams and company are convicted. “Why bring
a racing team to a country where you can be put in prison for an
accident?” Braitore told reporters. For enthusiasts like Matt Bish-
op, editor of the British monthly F-1 Racing, “the notion of never
going to Monza again after so many wonderful races is hard to
imagine. ” Millions would agree.
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A Vietnamese-American football star brings a
racially divided town together. :

If any other group of kids had won the Rockport-Fulton youth
soccer championship in Texas, the parents of their opponents
would surely have applauded. But most of the members of Dat
Nguyen’s team were the children of Vietnamese refugees. So when
the proud victors rose to accept their trophies, the crowd show-
ered them with boos. It was the 1980s, and back then tensions
were so high in the small south Texas coastal community that
white shrimpers and their Vietnamese competitors sometimes car-
ried rifles into the bay and took potshots at one another from their
boats. Dat Nguyen’s domination on the soccer field Che scored as
many as 10 goals a game) didn’t make his team any more popular
with the locals. “We weren’t wanted in that community,” Nguyen
recalled. “They wanted to kick us out. There was so much hatred
between the two cultures. My parents told me we couldn’t trust
anybody outside our family.”

Nobody in Rockport would dare boo Dat Nguyen now. The
hardheaded kid who brawled on the field to defend himself against
racist taunts grew up to become the closest thing Texans have to
royalty. Nguyen became a 5-foot, 1l-inch, 231-pound football
star. After leading Rockport-Fulton High School to statewide re-
nown, Nguyen went on to play at Texas A&M, where he broke the
school record for tackles and in 1998 was named the best defensive
player in the country. Last week Nguyen, now 25, finished his
second season as a middle linebacker for “America’s Team,” the
Dallas Cowboys. The easygoing, quick-to-smile athlete has broken
a lot of barriers. He is the first Vietnamese-American ever to play
pro football. He was the first Vietnamese-American to start at
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linebacker for a major university in Texas.

But equally remarkable are the barriers Nguyen has broken
down in this tiny, racially divided corner of the United States.
Thousands of Vietnamese refugees moved to the Gulf Coast of
Texas in the 1970s, many drawn by the opportunity to make a liv-
ing doing what they once did in Vietnam: shrimping. According to
the U.S. census, 1,112 Asian-Americans, the vast majority Viet-
namese, live among a population of 23,129 in Nguyen’s home
county. At last tally well over 70,000 Vietnamese lived in Texas.
Dat Nguyen is the first to have a day named after him in his home-
town, and the first to have his picture plastered on a billboard dis-
played on the way into the city limits. “That boy never backed
down for nobody,” recalls Jimmy Hattenbach, Nguyen’s old soc-
cer coach and mentor. “He has helped to mend this community —
everybody in this town believes that. When the football team start-
ed winning, it really brought the town together. He became a role
model. ”

Nobody would have believed that was possible just a few years
ago. Dat Nguyen’s family fled Ben Da, a fishing village on
Vietnam’s Vung Tau peninsula, in a fishing boat the night shells
began to rain down on their village in April 1975. Ho Nguyen,
Dat’s brother, remembers soldiers firing artillery at their boat
from the shore. After brief stops at an Arkansas refugee camp,
where Nguyen was born, and in Michigan, the family landed in
another war zone. Thousands of Vietnamese shrimpers had al-
ready begun new lives in the bays of south Texas. When they be-
gan pulling round-the-clock shifts, the locals felt their livelihoods
were threatened.

Soon things turned violent. Little more than 20 miles from
the Rockport area, in the town of Seadrift, a Vietnamese shrimp-
er shot and killed a local who was beating him up. Up and down
the coast angry shrimpers burned boats, and the story received na-
tional attention. Tensions were not as high in Nguyen’s hometown
_ a seaside community of rickety piers, Texas scrub, old houses
and trailer-park vacation homes — but they were there. Leslie
Casterline, owner of the Casterline Fish Co., used to buy shrimp



