NASCAR Notes 
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Eyes Right

Henrico County, VA -  You may recall that I recently attended a NASCAR race here, the Crown Regal Presents the Russ Friedman 400.  Although it was a Saturday evening event, the race was only part of an entire weekend of festivities at Richmond International Raceway.  There was another car race the previous night, the Lipton Tea 250. [The numbers refer to the length of the race in miles.]  On Friday afternoon, patrons could purchase tickets to visit the Scotts Miracle-Gro Party Zone and on Saturday, for yet some more money, you could visit the Scotts Miracle-Gro Green Flag Zone featuring appearances by NASCAR drivers up close and personal and access to the pits before the race.  In the midway outside the track, you could stop by the Chevrolet Fan Fest or visit the SPEED TV stage for access to more drivers and “racing personalities.”
As you can see, NASCAR is all about marketing.  The target audience is essentially white and southern.  Oh, NASCAR periodically makes overtures to some ethnic groups other than their core supporters, but it is mostly tokenism.  Carlos Montoya, a Hispanic from Columbia, is the only non-good-ole-boy who currently drives in the top circuit, the Sprint Cup Series.  There is one Italian, Max Papis, who competes, but he is a weekly non-factor.    The second tier NASCAR racers who compete in the Nationwide Series are all white guys.
The crowd in attendance reflects this demographic.  I saw only two black faces inside the stands; one was a NASCAR official inspecting the vehicles, and the other was part of the audience.  That would be one black fan among the 100,000 + crowd.  Obviously, there may have been a few more, but I did not see them.  I also did not see any Asian faces, nor any apparent Middle Eastern types.  Everyone was pretty much like me:  white and whiter.

It is also a coarse crowd.  Profanities are common, and obscene hand gestures are frequent.  For example, when a “villain” driver passes by, he is greeted by a phalanx of middle fingers and accompanying shouts concerning his parental lineage.  When a “hero” driver passes, he receives fists waving in circles of encouragement with shouts of support.  Since most of those in the stands are totally drunk by the time that the “Gentlemen, start your engines!” order is given immediately prior to the race beginning, you can imagine the condition of most of these folks 4 hours later after they have been drinking continuously when not racing to the bathrooms.

NASCAR promotes the “good guy-bad guy” breakdown, as it helps to intensify feelings and interest in the entire adventure, including the all-important sales of trademarked paraphernalia [currently worth $4 billion a year!].  Apparently those running NASCAR have carefully studied the marketing tricks of the professional wrestling circuit.  Even the brand of the vehicle driven by the NASCAR driver is a source of argument and heated exchanges.  When I approached my seat a few years ago at my first NASCAR race at Martinsville, Virginia, I was blocked by a rather large, very drunk woman who challenged me loudly with, “You Ford or Chevy?”  The question was asked in a very menacing manner, and it indeed was a quiz.  I rather sheepishly replied, “Well, I drive a Dodge truck.”  That evasion seemed to satisfy her, because she informed me, “This is Chevy country.  We don’t allow no Ford F---er’s in this section.”  I still wonder what would have happened if I had said “Ford.”  I suspect that it would not have been pretty.
NASCAR stands for the National Association of Stock Car Auto Racing.  It is a family business controlled by the same William France clan which started it in 1948 in Daytona, Florida.  Its roots were in drivers who ran bootleg liquor during Prohibition in small fast cars to outrun the “revenuers” chasing them, primarily in Appalachia.  Judging from the crowd here in attendance at Richmond, NASCAR has not strayed far from those roots.
I thought you might like to know.
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