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Note: Article has been edited down to contain only the portion relating to Mark Donohue.

'Grosser Preis von Osterreich' - 'Tragedy, Rain and Courage'

by Rob Walker

[Snip]...

Sunday morning was fine and dry. There was the usual unofficial practice from 9:15 to 10:00. It started late and then half way through disaster struck.

Mark Donohue was going through a corner at 160 mph when suddenly he went off the road. The car went through two catch fences then careened along the top of the Armco for 40 yards and ran into an observer's post. One of the marshals died in the hospital; another was seriously injured. The Citibank Penske March was destroyed and Mark was inside unconscious. He had knocked his helmet against the stanchion that supports the rollbar. Emerson stopped immediately to try to help, but one of the officials told him there was nothing he could do as Mark was dead. Emerson would not accept this, and they took Donohue away in an ambulance and gave him an injection which brought him around.

Later he was talking quite sensibly and lucidly to his team manager Heinz Hofer and head mechanic Carl. He was complaining  of a headache and was flown in a helicopter to Graz hospital to be examined by one of the finest brain specialists. During the flight Mark collapsed, and that evening he had a four-hour operation on his brain to remove a blood clot. The following day it was reported his condition had improved and he was out of intensive care. But, he never regained consciousness after the operation and early on Wednesday morning I had a telephone call to tell me Dear Mark had passed on at 2:00 a.m.

When news of the accident got around, I felt sick at heart, I had grown very fond of Mark and Eden in the short time I had in getting to know them. All of F1, and indeed the whole motor racing world, will be deeply affected by the loss of well loved Mark Donohue. I have had very many friends killed in racing but few to whom I felt closer than Mark. I feel totally inadequate to express my feelings for so great a person; I can only say, "Farewell, Matey."

The Penske Team has also been very popular in F1, but it is hoped we will see a lot more of it if rumor is to be believed.

Emerson said there was no way a driver would get into trouble at the point Mark went off; it is thought perhaps the left front tire burst, but nothing has been confirmed at the time of writing.

...[snip]
[end]
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The official statement was simple enough. And coldly to the point. "Mark  Donohue succumbed Tuesday, August 19, in Landes Krankenhaus Hospital in Graz, Austria at approximately 12 o'clock p.m, Austrian time due to complications that arose after an operation on Sunday to remove a blood clot from his brain."

Mark was dead. As possible as it had always been during those beautiful years of his driving career, it had always seemed impossible. He was too good. He 
meant too much to the sport, more than he ever realized. We would always have him to admire. And I think it was doubly hard to comprehend, to accept, because only a year ago he had gotten away from it all. Safely. But more than anything else he was a race car driver, and one of the best. At least we all told him he was one of the best. But for a race car driver there is only one unequivocal way to prove you are one of the best, to yourself and everyone else, and that is Formula 1. After an uncomfortable, frustrating year of retirement, the F1 opportunity came and Mark took it. Like he must have always known he would.

It wasn't an easy decision to make. His closest friends counseled against it. And after it was made he was disappointed, hurt even, that so many people felt he had done the wrong thing. They cared so very much for him, that in their minds the risks far outweighed any possible advantages. But he went. And in Austria the fear was realized.

When this happens we usually put together some well chosen words that indicate the hurt is somewhat lessened by the knowledge the driver understood the risks, accepted them and then followed the dictates of his own mind. Surely that was the case with Mark, and I guess it does hurt a little less knowing that. But it does hurt, and it will for a long time.

