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It was fiesta time again in Melbourne. The run-up to the Australian Grand Prix. Its promotion on full throttle. This year Daniel Ricciardo was no longer on the grid, and all local support was centred on young Oscar Piastri, Melbourne’s very own, born and bred close to the Albert Park circuit. He was just beginning his third year in the bigtime. Last year he’d won his first two Grands Prix. ‘A fantastic driver,’ mused Red Bull’s Christian Horner, ‘the complete package.’ To protect their latest protégé, McLaren had just given Oscar a new contract with a huge annual salary, perhaps even equalling his teammate Lando Norris’s $25 million.


He was highly promotable. At 23, as clean-cut and handsome as any Boy Band heart-throb. Articulate, too, in a calm and quietly amused way. Saying the right things seemed to come easily to Oscar: ‘I’m massively excited to race in my hometown again and hopefully bring home a good result. It’s always a super special event and the support that I receive is phenomenal.’ He also offered a refreshing openness about his personal feelings. Asked if he saw himself as a contender for the drivers’ title, there was no false modesty. ‘Obviously, I’ve got some pretty stiff competition from pretty much every angle, but I do believe I could be world champion.’


With Formula 1 something of a voracious monster, always waiting to gobble up the latest news, Oscar had resolutely met the need to promote himself. Though not a natural extrovert, he was a good learner, and nothing if not adaptable. In Melbourne’s fiesta time he was giving good value.


In the heart of the city, Oscar’s image could be found everywhere. At one road junction he was smiling victoriously on a massive mural, with Leclerc and Verstappen in supporting roles either side. On billboard after billboard, there he was, beaming down with his modest grin, a benign Big Brother in McLaren’s famous papaya orange. A splendid video was playing on Melbourne’s public transport: ‘Hello passengers! It’s Oscar Piastri. There’s nothing quite like the roar of the crowd at Melbourne’s Albert Park and I can’t wait to see you at the Australian Grand Prix this year!’ Meanwhile, his vivacious eldest sister, Hattie, a growing social media personality, was going viral with her latest amusing TikTok video. This time it was about all the unmissable encounters she’d had with her brother’s image when commuting through Melbourne.


Oscar was busy, too, with some classy personal appearances. One of his team’s sponsors, for example, a multi-billion dollar global financial business, was holding an evening entitled ‘Shifted Perspectives’: ‘With Oscar Piastri leading the charge for Australia on the Formula 1 circuit,’ ran the blurb, ‘we want to inspire Australian businesses to think differently …’ A McLaren supercar, repainted most arrestingly, had been turned into a ‘thought-provoking work of art’ to exemplify how ‘a new perspective could create opportunities for innovation and unlock a competitive edge’: Oscar, of course, made a big splash driving the new work of art into the exclusive Canvas House event space, before giving a brisk talk to the 300 guests. It had not been the kind of evening at which all Formula 1 drivers would have felt comfortable. But Oscar, whose favourite word is appropriately ‘cool’, took it in his stride. More than that, he learnt from it. ‘New perspectives’ which could ‘create opportunities for innovation and unlock a competitive edge’ were exactly what he needed to take with him into the new season of 2025.


Oscar was also at the wheel of a more traditionally painted McLaren supercar in fiesta time, to make a video called ‘Oscar Piastri’s Tour of Melbourne’ for Mastercard, another sponsor. Through squabbling hordes of rush-hour traffic he nonchalantly wended his way in the supercar, not only revealing his own selected city highlights but also chatting away thoughtfully, about the sadly limited time he could spend with his family at race meetings: ‘A good laugh and then goodbye, for I’m pretty much flat out’; his affection for Melbourne: ‘It’s easy having a really cool experience here’; and what marked out all the various Aussie sports stars that he knew: ‘A lot of hard work, commitment and adjustments.’


Mastercard also involved him in a treasure hunt for twenty specially-signed pieces of Oscar Piastri merchandise to be found at twenty different venues, like one of his local cafés, Hugo’s Deli in Richmond. But perhaps the most popular of his promotions came from the country’s leading healthy burger brand: a limited edition of ‘the Oscar Piastri Burger’ with McLaren’s colours of black and orange finding representation in charcoal buns tastefully topped with sesame seeds. Oscar himself was to be found on social media, extolling the virtues of his ‘pasture-raised premium 100% Australian Wagyu beef patty’.
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Eventually it was time for the serious part of the fiesta. There was massive public support for Oscar all through the practice sessions at Albert Park, and, in qualifying, everyone was willing on his new McLaren MCL39 to secure pole position. He just missed out, to Lando Norris, by the barest of margins, but he was there on the front of the grid. Reigning world champion Max Verstappen was poised menacingly behind the two McLarens, a taste of things to come.


For this special weekend Oscar was wearing a helmet in the national colours of green and yellow (scale models of which, available from his website, were soon sold out). For a while, in the Grand Prix, the one-off helmet seemed to be bringing him luck. Although Verstappen had swiftly passed him, Oscar regained his second position with a flourish. Later in the race, to the crowd’s delight, he started steadily closing in on Lando Norris. He was right on his tail and seemingly about to overtake and head off towards glory, when a message came over the team radio. There was a lot of rain said to be coming soon, so current positions were to be maintained …


There was worse to come. The rain did eventually arrive, on lap 43. Pouring down, it caught out both Lando and Oscar, who, like many others, were both still on slicks. As they approached Turn Twelve, a right-hander, nose to tail, they were a fraction too fast for the conditions. Both, accordingly, ran onto the gravel at the outside before effecting a return to the soaking track. Lando, as he came back, successfully corrected the sideways slide of his rear wheels with some opposite lock and accelerated away, whereas Oscar, when regaining the track and similarly sliding, was unable to make the necessary correction and so pirouetted onto sodden grass beyond. By starting in reverse, he eventually got going again, but he was now a long way back in the field. On the very last lap, as Lando Norris held Verstappen off for a first McLaren victory of 2025, Oscar overtook Hamilton’s Ferrari round the outside of the ultra-fast Turn Nine. It was a great piece of driving, the greatest overtake, perhaps, of the whole race, but only moved him up to ninth and a modest two points. One simple mistake meant that he was already 23 points behind the teammate he was planning to eclipse.


After all the pre-race hype, Sunday 16 March 2025 had been something of a let-down. ‘I had the speed and I felt in very good shape to fight for the win,’ Oscar summarised matter-of-factly. ‘Unfortunately, at the end, I just lost it in the sudden rain.’ He was not going to dwell publicly on his misfortune.


He was, of course, bitterly upset. Thoughtful, too, about the mid-race command not to overtake his teammate. But he had the good fortune to be starting 2025 with one of the best cars in the paddock. It was a situation that might not last the whole season, a situation he must maximise from the very beginning, not throw away. Another 23 races lay before him over the next nine months. It was a time to be very positive.


Inspiration could come from many sources. But, above all, he could draw strength from his own past, from a reminder of the succession of opportunities which had opened up for the young Oscar Piastri and been blessed with quick success. His own remarkable story-so-far could be the inspiration for what lay so excitingly ahead in 2025 …
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Oscar Jack Piastri had been born on 6 April 2001. His surname was bequeathed by Giovanni Attilio Piastri, who arrived in Australia around 1900 from Licciana Nardi, a charming Tuscan hilltop village only a hundred miles or so from Ferrari’s Maranello. Giovanni settled in Shepparton, around a hundred miles to the north of Melbourne, a town in the beautiful Goulburn Valley, full of open farmland, fruit farms and orchards. It was at Shepparton that his son, Giovanni Attilio Piastri junior (helpfully nicknamed ‘Jack’), married into the prosperous Wong family, immigrants of long standing from China.


Delmino Piastri, their son and Oscar’s grandfather, was a much-respected Shepparton garage mechanic with an interest in local competition motoring. Oscar’s father, Chris, naturally inherited Delmino’s interest in cars, though, as he grew up, he mixed his obsession for high performance engines with BMX bikes and Aussie rules football. It was grandfather Delmino, indeed, who made a decision that was to be vital to Oscar, for he refused to let Chris follow him into the garage business. He was to make use of his brains at Melbourne University. Oscar’s father duly did so, emerging with a BE in Electrical and Electronic Engineering, which set him up for a life as a computer software development engineer, a career in which he would swiftly make his fortune.


The road to wealth, as so often, began in a modest way. Chris Piastri and a friend of his, who were both employed at Cisco (Microsoft’s great rival), started working in their spare time on revolutionary software enabling the easy tuning of Chevrolet engines. From this small beginning, supported and encouraged by their friends, it was not long before they were setting up their own Illinois-based company, HP Tuners, which was to blossom worldwide with its new ideas on computerised engine-tuning.


Further good fortune awaited Oscar’s father. Based in Melbourne, with a roving brief for the company he co-owned, he happened to meet and marry Nicole MacFadyen. Born and brought up in Shepparton, like Chris, Nicole was similarly forward-thinking, good fun, hard-working and ambitious. Both in their different ways were bursting to give their imaginative ideas full rein. For Chris, it was via helping people make their cars go faster. For Nicole, it was by training for a diploma in, and practising, naturopathy, the controversial medical approach that offers herbal medicines, homoeopathic remedies and vitamin and mineral supplements and seeks to cure and alleviate problems via addressing the body as a whole, with an emphasis on dietary and lifestyle recommendations. Nicole’s family background took in strong Scottish and Irish connections, but she took pride as well in descending from a Carl Buerckner, a Prussian brickmaker, who had arrived, perhaps in an inglorious fashion, aboard a ship from Hambourg that dropped him off at Port Phillip Bay in 1849.


Nicole’s father, Hugh MacFadyen, was also Shepparton-born. Like Oscar’s other grandfather, Delmino, he was a Shepparton garage mechanic. A keen rally enthusiast, Hugh would long be revered as one of the mechanics accompanying his town’s entry of a Datsun Stanza in one of the toughest car rallies the world has ever seen, the Round Australia event of 1979, in which the Shepparton Datsun somehow led all the top professionals for a long part of the gruelling adventure, despite the vehicle’s multiple rolls.


Oscar, then, and his three sisters, Hattie, Edie and Mae, were to grow up in a family with a strong immediate history of looking after cars and making them go faster. On top of that, they had two unusually strong-minded, iconoclastic and super-competitive parents.


Chris’ ever-burgeoning business success ensured Oscar a privileged upbringing. Home was in the classy Melbourne suburb of Brighton, ‘a sprawling oasis of beautifully kept parkland’ overlooking the glistening waters of Port Phillip. Only a short tram ride away were Melbourne’s business centre, cricket ground and Albert Park circuit. Oscar would grow up to the thrilling sound of snarling high-powered engines, at least when the wind was in the right direction. While watching on TV the V8 Supercar Championship races, he would often run into the backyard to listen to the real thing.


His was a quite extraordinary infancy, dominated by a remarkable obsession with cars, the classier the better. Before he could read properly, he was able to name the makes of passing vehicles, recognising them from their badges. Early reading books featured cars instead of friendly animals or dashing supermen, and his early knowledge of the top speed of various makes and their horsepower might have qualified him for Mastermind. One of his unusual early traits was that of running around in parks as a car, making all the right noises, whether he was in traffic or on the open highways. Then came stage two. Nicole was to recall (in an entertaining Red Flags podcast) that on being given his first bicycle (‘well before the usual age’), he immediately took off on it (‘trainer wheels and all’) before speeding back, slamming on his brakes and doing a burnout, much to the delight of his father who was filming him.


He was a ‘super-competitive’ young child. Taught by grandmother Robyn to play chess and Monopoly when very young, he became a fearsome foe. ‘I didn’t tell anyone that I lost to him at chess when he was five,’ recalled Nicole with a smile. She had also found him remarkably self-possessed, wanting no company when heading off at five for his first day at the nearby school. When Nicole insisted on coming, too, he made it clear that he should lead the way. On reaching the school, he was unphased by the solemn building. ‘I’m here, so you can go now,’ he told her cheerfully.


School was a hit, for it offered many competitive outlets. Oscar was always trying to be the first to finish with the right answers. He likewise was to flourish at his secondary school, Haileybury Castlefield, South Road, Brighton, conveniently close to his home. Founded back in late Victorian times on English Public School lines by an old boy of the UK’s Haileybury College, it was all for the competitive spirit.


The historic Melbourne Cricket Ground was one of his early Meccas. Indeed, at the age of only six he enjoyed a great moment there with Australia’s captain, Ricky Ponting. One of Oscar’s uncles, a professional photographer, happened to be doing a photoshoot of Ponting at the MCG, when he had a great idea. He asked Ponting to pose looking up at one of the MCG honours boards, full of details of glorious Australian century-makers. The diminutive Oscar, meanwhile, posed nearby him, not looking up at the board, but looking up at Ponting, clearly drawing inspiration from the great cricketer. For some years the photograph was to grace the back cover of a book about the game.


Oscar would never forget being mesmerised at the MCG at the age of eight at a T20 international against Pakistan, when Shaun Tait, ramping up his speed delivery by delivery, finally bowled the fastest ball ever seen in Australia, just over 100 mph. Two years later, Oscar was there with his father again, when David Warner, making his Australian debut in a T20 game, smashed South Africa for 89 off 40 balls.


Chris would also take Oscar to the hugely popular Aussie rules football, both being strong fans of the local Richmond Tigers. But perhaps the most exciting match he ever watched was the amazing AFL final at the MCG in 2010 when St Kilda tied with Collingwood with just a minute to go, so the sides finished level with 68 points each.


Motor racing, of course, was an early passion, too. He watched it on TV as part of his young life’s routine. At six, he was wearing with pride a jacket emblazoned with the Holden Racing Team logo, stars of the Australian Supercar championship. He was also soaking up Formula 1 from early on, even though, because of the time difference in Australia, he had to watch recordings after school. Jenson Button’s brilliant win in Canada in 2011 particularly delighted him. He loved the design and silver-red livery of the Vodafone McLaren-Mercedes, never dreaming that one day he would be working in the McLaren Technology Centre with several Vodafone McLarens for company. He was also a fan of the eye-catching livery of Ross Brawn’s cars. Most memorable of all the races he enjoyed in childhood was the German Grand Prix of 2009 when Mark Webber, recovering from a drive-through penalty that left him eighth, went on to beat Sebastian Vettel decisively and become the first Australian to win a Grand Prix for nearly 30 years.
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In 2007, the year of the photograph with Ponting, there had been an even bigger excitement, when his father Chris arrived home from work in the USA with a couple of the very latest 1/10 scale remote control cars. One for himself and one for Oscar. Melbourne boasted several well-supported clubs in the town, places like Bittern, Bornoia, Keile Park and Lilydale, each with their own well-developed open-air tracks, the good facilities helping engender wide family interest. The cars, of course, were guided electronically from drivers on some form of raised platform overlooking the lengthy, tarmacked tracks. Top speeds could well be as much as 70 mph. The young Oscar was immediately hooked, and in his very first race, despite the presence of a good number of experienced adult drivers, he came third. He and his father were soon competing regularly in the various, highly-organised race programmes around Melbourne.


Grandfather Hugh, with his professional eye, realised swiftly that Oscar had a very natural talent. ‘Remote control cars are just like a proper race car,’ he told a local paper recently, ‘a Falcon or a Mustang or whatever. The suspension’s exactly the same, the adjustments, everything. And Oscar could pick up the smallest inconsistencies in the way his car drove just by watching it move on the track from atop the container, where he was controlling it with a remote.’


Rules and race etiquette, of course, were all-important, each club offering its own set. For a future racing driver, it was surely admirable to be developing at the age of only six or seven a right way to go about things: ‘If you do happen to crash and you are marshalled and good to go again, please do not do so unless safe. This means you do not pull out directly into oncoming traffic.’ If he ‘flipped’ his car, he was to remove his finger from the trigger at once, as the marshals, in the interests of their own safety, would not attempt to correct his car until the wheels were no longer in motion. Another regulation addressed mid-race mechanical problems: ‘You need to stay on the stand until the race completes. It is unfair on others still racing to have distractions whilst you attempt to shuffle past them in the middle of a race.’ Above all, there should be a proper respect for those running the events: ‘Please listen to Race Control carefully and follow instructions as directed. Race Control will indicate when race leaders are approaching you and it is your obligation to give way to anyone coming up to lap you.’


The Templestowe Flat Track Racers Club, on the north-east edge of Melbourne, was one of their much-visited circuits, a typically good one, floodlit at night and rectangular in shape, dominated by one long straight and any number of different bends. In 2009, at the annual, highly prestigious Templestowe Masters event, Oscar was, as usual, attracting much attention: ‘Young Oscar Piastri in the hot pink car gets launched on the first corner but the car lands on its wheels. After a couple of shaky first laps, watch Oscar settle in and show why he is a star in the making.’ Throughout the meeting, he seemed a star already: ‘Of Oscar Piastri, what can you say? Watching him in the last Stock final was unbelievable. If he keeps up the form he is showing, he will hoist an Australian Championship trophy over his head before he hits secondary school.’


He did just that. In 2010, the Australian National championship races were held 90 miles north of Melbourne at the Bendigo Club. Oscar and Chris were among over 100 of Australia’s best drivers gathered there. Sunny conditions meant spectators flocked to the event, an estimated 500 each day. A photograph survives of a triumphant father and son holding their first place Bendigo trophies and winning vehicles. These were the very latest T3s, manufactured by XRAY, a Yugoslavian firm whose touring cars had held worldwide domination for the past ten years. As their T-shirts proudly declared, they were both racing for XRAY Team Australia. It was an achievement Oscar would talk about years later: ‘There is no age limit or age groups with RC cars. There is basically the top class and then the second class. I was only nine when I won the national championship, which was pretty cool. I think the next youngest competitor was seventeen.’


In his three to four years’ involvement with Oscar in RC car racing, Chris Piastri had, understandably, always gone for the best of everything. Remote-controlled racing had accordingly cost him the considerable figure of $10,000 a year, though it was an investment that had well and truly paid off, for Oscar had a bedroom full of trophies. A new hobby, however, was soon to eclipse the RC car racing, when, at nearly ten, Oscar first fell for karting. Involvement swiftly escalated and would cost Chris between $50,000 and $75,000 a year for the next four years.


[image: ]


It all started one day when a Remote Control race meeting was rained off. Chris, instead, took Oscar to an amusement centre where karts could be rented. He loved it. Shortly afterwards, some Melbourne friends offered him a go in their kart. He loved it even more, so an indulgent Chris was soon on the case, heading off with Oscar to the Oakleigh Kart Circuit at Clayton, only three miles away from their home. Oscar’s wide-eyed grin as they walked into Oakleigh for the first time was something his father would never forget. There was a Kart Centre nearby, run by James Sera, a long-time Oakleigh member (already a highly successful racer himself with several national titles to his credit) helped by his cousin David (who was to score a record number of senior national titles). With James’ encouragement, a Fernando Alonso FA kart was bought for Oscar, complete with a Comer SW80 engine, approved by the Australian Karting Association for cadet class racing.


Karting soon took over completely from the RC cars. A good friendship between Chris and James Sera developed straightaway, and Oscar was duly enrolled in the small group that James coached and mentored at meetings. He could not have been in better hands or in smarter kit: a race suit of red and white; a helmet of white; and a familiar racing number, 81. Initially, the kart shop just had number ones in stock so he began with 11, until meeting someone else with that number, when he turned the first 1 into an 8 and became 81 …


The Oakleigh club, founded some fifteen years earlier, was the real deal, even if a rubbish tip closed in on much of it. Over 900 metres long, it boasted a large clubroom, track lighting, a three-storey starter’s control tower and a two-storey race control. It was reckoned a tough, bumpy circuit to master, and, as such, an admirably taxing starting-point. ‘The kid was a gun from day one,’ recalled James Sera, ‘and I knew he was destined for something special.’ At every new circuit he was to visit, ‘he was very smooth and knew the lines so quickly.’ From day one, too, and indeed throughout his time under James’ coaching, he was also impressively ‘level-headed, polite and respectful’.


Success did not come at once, partly because his rapid climb through the various classes ensured he was usually among the very youngest of his class. It took him about a year to get his first win in karting. He was also, even at ten, a late starter. Most other Formula 1 drivers have taken to karting at an earlier age. Lando Norris, for example, was more the norm, racing karts by seven. Max Verstappen was, as ever, a little exceptional, fully involved in racing karts at four.


By 2012, Oscar, at eleven, was at least highly competitive locally. An Oakleigh’s club report that year of some Junior Rookies races (age limit: eleven to sixteen) showed Oscar flying. Heat 3 was typical: ‘Darkness descends. Lights on. Piastri off pole, but Steel gets the jump on Piastri at the green. Steel, Piastri and Bell locked together after two laps and pulling away. Piastri to the lead, but Steel not letting Piastri go. For lap after lap Steel hangs onto the back of Piastri, looking to get past at end of straight each time, but gradually Piastri breaks away. Eventually Piastri the winner by just over a second.’


2013 saw him enjoy a first-round win in Ipswich at the prestigious CIK Stars of Karting Championship series, an early form of the Australian Kart Championship. He was also competing for the titles of other states beyond Victoria. There wasn’t as yet a killer instinct. ‘Whereas other drivers might be more aggressive in the early laps,’ commented David Sera, ‘Oscar had learnt how to manage his tyres and calmly waited to assert himself in the later laps … The faster the category he drove, the more he excelled as his driving style didn’t lend to many mistakes.’ One friend and teammate of this period, Bryce Fullwood, now an Australian Supercars star, recalled how in this learning period Oscar would sometimes be ‘wildly fast’ and sometimes too relaxed. If Oscar got out in front, he suggested, and was given time to relax and get himself under control, he’d be away and impossible to catch. There were times, however, when he was ‘gobbled up in the pack through a lack of aggression’. Throughout it all, remembered Fullwood, Oscar was unusual in his thoughtfulness and ‘a really good guy’. It was a cameo of a cheerful, easy-going personality rather than future Formula 1 driver.


Shortly before he became thirteen, however, a significant change manifested itself with the realisation that it was usually when a move was made only ‘half-heartedly’ that a driver would get into trouble. Almost at once, a whole-heartedness became the norm.
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In 2014, he enjoyed ‘a stellar year’. He was now racing the faster karts in the Junior classes: Junior Clubman and Junior National Light – the 100cc Yamaha engines no longer having a restrictor – at both state and national levels, involving big entry, three-day meetings. One highlight was his winning of the South Australian title at the anti-clockwise Monarto Track, recently opened at Rocky Gully, outside Adelaide, some 450 miles away from home. He was also the runner-up for the Victorian title, held that year at Cobden, 120 miles south-west of Melbourne, on a circuit built over an old racecourse, allowing plenty of space and two particularly long straights. In the final, he had the satisfaction of leading his accomplished teammate Bryce Fullwood. Other significant victories included a Champion of Champions title at the Eastern Lions Kart Club meeting at Puckapunyal, a fast and flowing circuit with minimal hard braking, halfway between Melbourne and Shepparton, won from fifth on the grid in ‘a class field’; and the first of three consecutive City of Melbourne titles, a prestigious event run by the Kart Club of Victoria at the fast Port Melbourne circuit, which would attract many of the top junior drivers from other parts of the country. The City of Melbourne events took place over three days, featuring two heats of ten laps each, a pre-final of twelve laps and a final of sixteen.


The round trip to the Mount Sugarloaf Raceway, Newcastle, New South Wales, for the 52nd Australian National Sprint Kart Championships, involved some 1,300 miles, but was well rewarded when Oscar was the runner-up from the entry of 50. ‘To come second in my first appearance in the championship on a kart that I’d only raced once before,’ recalled Oscar, ‘was pretty cool’. As usual, he was giving away several years to most of the other competitors. Just participating in such big events was in itself exciting. There had been a huge overall entry of 270 top drivers.
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Throughout all the karting, Oscar’s father acted as his manager, chief engineer, financial provider and general factotum. The strain on his high-powered work and, indeed, his happy marriage, must have been immense with the long, regular absences on the karting trail. There was strain for Nicole, too, as her husband and son continued to live out their dream. She naturally struggled to find ways and means of containing her anxieties about Oscar’s safety. She tried hard to be supportive, but she particularly hated watching the starts with 40 karts bunched up in one howling entity. Not only were the grids always twice the size of many adult races, but the drivers’ young age and limited experience in their high-speed karts were hardly reassuring. She had to put her confidence in Oscar’s remarkably thoughtful and non-emotional approach. ‘Every move he makes is calculated,’ she once declared. ‘He seems unique like that.’ But most of Oscar’s competitors came from backgrounds wealthy enough for it not to matter too much if a kart got damaged. A new one could swiftly replace it. ‘The consequences of crashes were just not there for them.’ An expert in mental health and wellbeing herself, quite early on Nicole felt the need to draw strength from a hypnotherapist.
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Chris was on a roll, managing Oscar’s karting with the same drive and imaginative flair that he applied to HP Tuners. With James Sera as his trusty lieutenant, he had already masterminded regular Piastri excursions to most of the significant kart tracks in the whole of Australia, regardless of mileage and hotel bills. Then, in mid-October 2014, came a key moment further afield: Oscar’s European karting debut, which took place at the IAME International World Final at a new Le Mans track, created inside the famous Circuit de la Sarthe.


Chris had been in talks with one of Australia’s most dynamic karting figures, Remo Luciani, proprietor of Remo Racing, the importer of engines from IAME (Italian American Motor Engineering), a firm based in Italy and the largest of all karting engine manufacturers. Remo Luciani was still racing himself, though in his fifties, in a great career that would net seven Australian championships and 70 state titles. So, when Remo bubbled with enthusiasm about the IAME World Finals at Le Mans, he soon convinced Chris that it might be the perfect place to see how Oscar, at thirteen, could cope with some top competition from all over the world in the X30 Junior Category. The event would entail the acquisition of an Italian Kosmic kart and the IAME 125cc X30 engine, producing more speed than anything Oscar had so far driven.


The organisation of this French foray was entrusted to Frank Cancelli, a karting dealer with IAME and Kosmic connections, based in Luxembourg and France, from where he ran the Team Idéal Kart. Oscar’s teammate would be a young Swiss driver, Lucas Légeret. Cancelli swiftly signed up two top mechanics for the meeting, and they all met up at Le Mans the day before the four-day event began. To his delight, Oscar discovered that his mechanic, Alex Baten, had once worked for Jenson Button. It sounded propitious.


The next day, they walked the track a few times, discussing racing lines for the dry and wet. Also, techniques for the long fast corners and how to make the kart work with the much taller gearing than was used at home. It rained heavily on the opening day of practice, but Alex Baten was at once impressed by Oscar, finding him ‘generally calm, a little bit nervous about his first race in Europe but normal and very studious’. Qualifying took place on a very wet evening, under lights. Oscar held up well, managing a third row starting position for the heats.


The track was still wet, though drying, when the first heat began. ‘My goal,’ wrote Oscar for later online consumption, ‘was to learn the starting procedure and have a clean race. The start procedure is two roll-around laps and then a very, very slow approach to the acceleration line. The red lights are on like Formula 1 and when they go out the race is on! It seems like a very fair system as there are two lanes that you must stay in or get an instant penalty. If you are not in your position before the start, bad luck for you because they don’t wait.’ During the heats overall, noted Baten, Oscar drove ‘relaxed but with a good focus’. He had a fairly disastrous pre-final, however, when several drivers crashed right in front of him. He managed to restart, but only from last position and accordingly, though claiming fastest lap time, he ended up 22nd.


The bad luck, however, which had led to his starting the final from so far back, had also fired his determination all the more. He drove an inspired race, and ended up third, sharing the podium with Josh Smith from the UK (later, a McLaren Development and Audi Sport driver) and Gilles Magnus from Belgium (later, winner of the Dubai 24-hour race in 2024). Chris was immensely encouraged. The Le Mans trip, indeed, could later be seen as a crucial turning point, the time that suggested to him that Oscar did indeed have the talent to service his high ambitions, which should accordingly be supported to the hilt.


As soon as they returned home, Chris arranged an interview ensuring that Oscar’s European adventure received good coverage online from Karting Australia. ‘He’s a big fan of Daniel Ricciardo,’ noted the KA race report, ‘but said that following his path into Formula 1 was not necessarily a goal for the future.’ The road to Formula 1, Oscar had declared, required too much money. But maybe, accordingly, he’d settle for the Australian V8s or something like that. Sports car racing, perhaps? Things like Le Mans? As regards his future, he concluded, he would soon be off for some races in Tasmania and – big news! – in 2015 he’d be heading overseas again for more international events.


Chris, of course, was as usual the one to make it all happen. His financial investment in Oscar’s future was to more than double in 2015, when Melbourne’s Haileybury College would give Oscar, turning fourteen that year, all the time off school that he needed to pursue his dream, both in Australia and Europe.


[image: ]


In Australia, the karting was still very much a family affair, with James Sera providing the organisation and know-how. Grandfather Hugh, with all his mechanical expertise, often found himself involved. He was particularly impressed by the way Oscar’s schoolwork didn’t seem to suffer, though one of the reasons for this was probably because Chris and Nicole had told him firmly that if he failed exams, he would not be allowed to race. He responded by not only passing muster scholastically, but winning prizes. Nicole was later to remember him winning one such academic trophy at thirteen. It was an occasion when she herself, as President of the Parents’ Committee, happened to be giving away the prizes, and, on the spur of the moment, instead of shaking his hand, gave him a great big kiss. Though the whole hall had erupted in delight, Oscar had simply accepted both kiss and prize with his usual politeness and trotted away, seemingly oblivious of all the laughter and extra applause.


Around race tracks he was a different person. Grandfather Hugh was highly impressed with the deep interest he took in the mechanical side of karting. ‘He could tell us at once when we had to change another tooth on the sprocket, or put in a softer axle.’ He liked his modesty, too: ‘When he started to disappear on a Friday to fly to England to race and then fly home and come back on a Tuesday, he never told the kids [at school] that he was going abroad to race go-karts. As a school kid he never bragged to his classmates, and he has always remained as modest and humble.’ These were great days for Grandfather Hugh. He would sometimes fondly recall how they ‘towed a trailer 1,500 miles to Airlie Beach, Queensland, for him to race up there’. ‘I was fortunate to be able to go to Tasmania, New South Wales, Adelaide, and Queensland as a chaperone for him because he was only little. I used to go with him on the boat and his dad had to pay, which I thought was really good!’
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