Racing Russ 
by

Eyes Right

Henrico County, VA -  It is so difficult to explain a NASCAR race to someone who has never attended one.  First of all, it is more of a cultural event than a sporting one.  Oh, the race cars go flying around the track, all four hours are televised nationally, and there is a winner at the end.  But the real essence of NASCAR is social.
You do not have to go further than the name of last night’s race here at Richmond International Raceway (RIR) to understand the attraction of NASCAR:  “Crown Regal Presents The Russ Friedman 400.”  That is the actual name of the race.  Crown Regal is, as you may know, liquor, and Russ Friedman is the name of a racing fan who won a competition sponsored by Crown Regal to have his name applied to the race.  Russ was introduced to the crowd of 110,000 prior to the race.  Apparently, the winner of the contest does achieve more than the standard “15 minutes of fame” because he was the guest of the track the entire weekend, was able to attend driver meetings, rub elbows with the celebrities and politicians in attendance, and meet the winner in Victory Lane.  On Sunday, Russ presumably goes back to being just Russ.

The main attraction of a NASCAR race is to party.  Although there are some family-type attractions, it is primarily an adult event, lubricated with copious quantities of beer and liquor.  Beer is the dominant beverage – lots of beer.  In addition to my $90 ticket to sit in the grandstand on Turn 4, I purchased, for another $90, a ticket which gave me a pre-race pit pass (to view activities preparing the cars for the race) and admission to the Scotts Green Flag Zone.  This latter event took place in a pavilion on the grounds which featured appetizers from 2-3 PM, followed by an all-you-can-eat buffet (baked chicken, pasta, steamed vegetables, salad, roll, and cookies), unlimited sodas and bottled water, and SIX  bottles of beer for each person!   By 6 PM most revelers were so loaded that I could find no one who wanted my six beer tickets.
But I had so underestimated this crowd.  Once everyone had settled into their seats for the race (which began under the lights at 7:30 PM), essentially everyone had at least one beer in hand and was continuing to drink up a storm.  As with most NASCAR events, ticket holders are allowed to bring in small coolers holding as much beer (or soda) as you can carry.  By about the 250th lap of the race (of 400), the woman sitting to my left had spilled one of her beers all over the woman in front of us.  No punches were thrown, primarily because everyone in both rows was pretty much unconscious.

The race itself is almost an afterthought.  The grounds surrounding the racetrack resemble the midway of a fairground.  There are the usual suspects in terms of fast food:  funnel cakes, corn dogs, turkey legs, French fries – sort of a who’s who of cardiologists’ best friends.  Companies set up tents and booths giving away merchandise to advertise their business.  Ask.com, the “official search engine of NASCAR,” had a booth with scantily clad young women handing out lanyards with an “Exclusive Fan Card” attached containing a code to enter on their website to see if you are a winner. [Neither of my two entries won the $100,000 prize, but I did “win” a $5 discount for merchandise of over $50 on NASCAR.com – I passed on that offer.  
As opposed to many other sporting events, NASCAR does not attempt to rip off its customers with additional fees.  Parking is free, shuttle service is provided from parking lots to the track, and food and drinks are reasonably priced.  A 24 ounce can of beer, for example, cost $5.  It is indeed a fan-friendly atmosphere.  Although the rivalries among fans of competing drivers are intense, I did not see a fight, even in the men’s room late at night.  Contrast all of this with a typical game day at an NFL stadium, where parking and food are outrageously expensive, and fights are epidemic.

All in all, a good time was had by all, even if the evil Kyle Busch won the race.  The difference between myself and most of my fellow NASCAR fans at RIR is that I remember most of the evening.  I hope that Russ is just as fortunate.
I thought you might like to know.
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