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To the three women who have always believed in me:

my mother, my sister, and my wife;

and the man who set the bar high for me, my father.

I am eternally grateful for your love and support.

To my sons, Alex and Austin,

I hope my story further encourages you to reach your potential and live your dreams.






A GLOSSARY OF RACING TERMS

RACE ORGANIZATION


	AMATEUR RACING:

	Drivers race for a checkered flag and a trophy.

	PROFESSIONAL RACING:

	Drivers race for a checkered flag, a trophy, and prize money from a posted event purse.

	SANCTIONING BODY:

	An organization that hosts racing events, establishes the rules, and enforces them. Drivers and teams officially enter racing events through this group.

	SCCA:

	The Sports Car Club of America sanctions events on US road racing courses, hosting primarily amateur and some professional races. The SCCA has twenty-eight car classes, including sedans, sports cars, formula cars, and Prototype cars.

	IMSA:

	The International Motor Sports Association sanctions professional road racing events in North America. Its top classes compete simultaneously under an endurance racing format with co-drivers sharing either Prototype or GT-class cars.

	NASCAR:

	The National Association for Stock Car Automobile Racing was launched in 1949 by Bill France Sr., who first began organizing stock car races on the Daytona Beach and Road Course in 1938. NASCAR is America’s largest and most successful sanctioning body.

	NASCAR TRAVELING SERIES:

	Three major professional series of NASCAR compete across the United States. The races are predominantly run on ovals and often at the same track over the course of a weekend.

	
NASCAR CUP SERIES: The fastest and most competitive echelon for stock cars, demanding the largest budget for a thirty-six-race season. The Cup Series draws the most viewership and fans of any American racing series.

	
NASCAR XFINITY SERIES: The understudy, or minor league, series where drivers gain experience in hopes of moving up to the Cup Series. It can be a training ground for teams as well.

	
NASCAR TRUCK SERIES: Considered the entry level of NASCAR’s national professional ranks, vehicles in the Truck Series compete with a stock car chassis under a pickup truck body instead of a car body. Trucks race the fewest and shortest events in order to keep operational budgets lower.





	ARCA:

	The Auto Racing Club of America sanctions stock car races on a variety of courses including dirt tracks, road courses, and super-speedways. ARCA sometimes runs preliminary events prior to NASCAR races.

	CART:

	Championship Auto Racing Teams was a sanctioning body that hosted races for Indy cars and development series like Indy Lights, among others. Launched in 1979, it went out of business in 2003.

	FLAGS:

	The primary means of communication by race officials with drivers during a race. Flags are deployed at the starter’s stand at the start/finish line for oval races and at corner worker stands for road races.

	
GREEN: Signals the start of the race, or a restart after a caution period.

	
CHECKERED: Designates the end of the race.

	
YELLOW: Signals a potentially hazardous condition, and that drivers must slow down. Also known as a caution flag.

	
RED: Cars must temporarily stop due to an extremely hazardous condition or a problem on the track.





	PACE CAR:

	
A control vehicle used to bring a field of cars to the green flag for a rolling start at the beginning of a race or for a restart after cautions. The pace car is dispatched during caution periods to gather the field at a slower speed, enabling safety personnel and track workers to attend to an incident under safe conditions.

	PACE LAP:

	A lap where the speed is controlled by a pace car at the head of the field prior to the start.

	POLE POSITION:

	The number one starting position awarded to the driver who posts the fastest time in qualifying.

	QUALIFYING:

	Drivers must set a time on a solo lap or during a session with other cars on the track to determine the starting order. Qualifying can also determine who will start the race and who doesn’t if there are more entries than positions available in the starting field.



RACE CARS


	STOCK CAR:

	A purpose-built racing vehicle with a tube frame chassis, a racing engine, and a body that approximates the look of a street car. Stock cars are not street-legal and compete on racing tires.

	PROTOTYPE:

	Full-bodied race cars built from the ground up for racing and designed to maximize aerodynamics. They are created and built by specialty manufacturers for road racing.

	GT:

	Grand Touring is a road racing class. The category features modified versions of production street cars like those purchased at dealerships and have a similar appearance to street cars.

	INDY CAR:

	An open cockpit car with exposed wheels that races in the Indy 500 annual event and on other ovals and road courses. They are distinguished by powerful engines and can attain speeds well over 200 mph on large oval tracks.

	OPEN WHEEL:

	
A term for American race cars with a single-seat cockpit and exposed wheels. In addition to Indy cars and Indy Lights, the term includes two popular categories known as midgets and sprint cars that race on short oval tracks.

	FORMULA CAR:

	A vehicle made for road racing with exposed wheels and a single driver’s seat in an open cockpit. Formula 1 racing is the pinnacle of motorsports outside of the United States.

	STREET CAR:

	Production car purchased through a dealership. Typically it can be enhanced with performance modifications and converted to use on road courses for actual competition.

	GO-KART:

	A small, tube-frame vehicle that younger people can race. Karting has numerous sanctioning bodies around the world and often is a stepping-stone to professional racing.



DRIVING


	DRAFT:

	A draft occurs when two or more vehicles travel together in a straight line at high speed. The lead vehicle punches a hole in the air and any following vehicle can ride in its wake while experiencing less wind resistance. Trailing vehicles can then gain speed to attempt a pass or stay in line to save fuel by using less horsepower. Speeds in a draft can exceed 200 mph.

	THROTTLE MODULATION:

	When a driver adjusts foot pressure on the gas pedal to maintain maximum speed without losing control.

	RUBBING:

	Light contact between race cars. It’s often said, “Rubbing is racing.”

	RACING LINE:

	The optimum line around the track for speed.

	INSIDE LINE:

	
By choosing a racing line closest to the inside of a corner when passing, a driver is taking the “inside line.” On ovals, it’s also known as the lower groove.

	OUTSIDE LINE:

	By choosing a racing line with greater circumference in a corner when passing, a driver is taking the “outside line.” Also known as the high groove on ovals.

	PUSH:

	Term given to describe a lack of front traction while turning a vehicle. The driver turns the wheel and the vehicle tends to continue going straight.

	LOOSE:

	Term given to describe a lack of rear traction when turning a vehicle. The driver turns the wheel and the rear slides sideways.

	PITCH AND ROLL:

	Term used to describe the way a vehicle’s front end lifts up under acceleration, dives under braking, and leans over when cornering due to lateral force.

	DRIVING IN TOO DEEP:

	Driving too far into a corner after braking late. It is not the typical line around the track and usually produces a slower a lap time.

	COLD TIRES:

	Race tires on a car that have not yet generated the heat required for optimal traction and grip.

	RAIN TIRES:

	Treaded, purpose-built race tires with grooves that more efficiently expel water on the track during competition in the rain.

	SLICK TIRES:

	For racing under dry conditions, these tires have a flat, uninterrupted tread to increase traction and reduce heat buildup. Absent treads, they are “slicks.”

	STINT:

	Term often used to designate a driver’s turn behind the wheel when there are co-drivers.

	THRESHOLD BRAKING:

	Braking hard for as little time as possible before immediately going back to the gas.

	SPINOUT:

	
When a driver’s car loses traction, slides sideways, and spins out of control.

	RIM RIDING:

	Driving around the top edge of an oval track along the outside wall.

	FLAT-SPOTTING A TIRE:

	When a wheel and tire are locked up under braking, the tire slides on the track, which can create a small area that is ground flat, often ending a tire’s useful life.

	WEAVING:

	Continually changing lanes in order to pass cars.

	GOT UNDER:

	When a car overtakes another going into a turn and passes it on the inside.

	THREE-WIDE:

	Three cars riding side by side.



RACE CAR PERFORMANCE


	CHASSIS:

	The frame of the car.

	SOFT CHASSIS:

	A suspension more compliant in slippery conditions and less likely to suddenly let the tires break loose.

	STIFF CHASSIS:

	A suspension that typically optimizes performance and handling in dry conditions.

	AERODYNAMICS:

	The effective use of air to maximize vehicle speed by creating downforce with the bodywork while reducing the amount of air the vehicle pushes against, by minimizing drag.

	DOWNFORCE:

	The downward air pressure generated at speed by the vehicle bodywork. The goal is to improve traction and handling by pushing the car down on the track.

	BODY KIT:

	
A set of uniquely designed body components (fender, hood, trunk, bumpers, etc.) that are different than the originals and made by a specialty manufacturer.

	PERFORMANCE MODIFICATIONS:

	Equipment added to a street car to enhance performance and appearance. It can be purchased from a manufacturer or a specialty company in what’s known as the aftermarket.

	AFTERMARKET:

	Designates car parts not produced by the original manufacturer but by a specialty manufacturer.



TRACKS


	SHORT TRACK:

	An oval track that is one mile or less in length.

	INTERMEDIATE TRACK:

	An oval track that is between one mile and two miles in length.

	SUPER-SPEEDWAY:

	An oval track that is two miles or greater in length.



OVALS:


	
BANKING: An oval track is often banked to enable cars to carry more speed in the corners. The degree of banking varies from track to track.

	
THE APRON: The flat part of the track around the bottom edge of an oval. It is typically not associated with the racing line but can be used when necessary.

	
FRONT STRAIGHT: The straight on the same side where the pit road and start/finish line are located.

	
BACK STRAIGHT: The straight on the opposite side from the start/finish line.




	GREEN TRACK:

	A green track means that rain has washed away the tire rubber that has been ground into the track during the course of a race weekend. A green track has less grip for tires.

	ROAD COURSE:

	A paved racing circuit where the layout resembles a road with left and right turns and typically includes elevation changes.

	CIRCUIT:

	Another word for race track, usually applied to a road course.

	THE ESSES:

	A squiggly series of turns on a road racing course that are shaped like an S.

	PIT ROAD:

	The non-racing portion of the track where drivers enter and exit the pits.

	PIT BOX:

	Designated area on the pit road where a driver’s crew services the car during the race.

	PADDOCK:

	The area used at a road racing circuit where teams set up to prepare their cars for competition. At ovals, this area is called the garage.

	VICTORY LANE:

	The designated section of the track where the winners of a race go to receive trophies and celebrate.



GOING RACING


	DAYTONA 500:

	NASCAR’s biggest race at the Daytona International Speedway; it opens the Cup Series season each February.

	ROLEX 24:

	
A 24-hour endurance race held annually at the Daytona International Speedway for IMSA classes representing Prototype and GT cars, each typically shared by four drivers.

	24 HOURS OF LE MANS:

	A 24-hour race that has been held in Le Mans, France, since 1923, and is one of the world’s biggest sporting events. Each Prototype and GT car is shared by three drivers.

	SPONSOR/SPONSORSHIP:

	A person or company providing financial or other support to a driver or team, usually in return for publicity.

	FACTORY CAR/TEAM:

	A racing program that has the financial backing and technical support of a manufacturer.

	NON-FACTORY CAR/TEAM:

	A racing program that does not enjoy the financial backing or technical support of a manufacturer.

	PIT CREW:

	The team that services a car during a race, usually limited in number by the rules.

	PIT STOP:

	Stopping in the pit box during a race to get additional fuel, fresh tires, and other service. In endurance racing, driver exchanges take place during pit stops.

	FIELD:

	The sum total of cars on a track, as in, “The starting field is ready to race.”

	TO FIELD:

	When a team enters a car, it is said to be “fielding” a car for the race.

	SECOND-TIER CREW:

	A group of mechanics or crew members who are not as proficient or experienced as the primary group.

	SPOTTER:

	A designated observer who has radio contact with the driver and relays real-time information regarding the location of competitors and conditions on the track.

	STAYING OUT:

	
During a caution lap, when a car remains on the race track instead of pitting for service, this is “staying out.”

	TESTING:

	Practicing with a vehicle on the track in pursuit of optimal performance.

	HAULER:

	The trailer used to transport a team’s cars and equipment.

	THE DRIVER CHAMPIONSHIP:

	Awarded to the driver with the most points for the season. Points are earned in each race according to the order of finish and sometimes as a performance bonus such as a fastest lap.

	THE TEAM CHAMPIONSHIP:

	Awarded to the team whose car has earned the most points, regardless of drivers.

	THE MANUFACTURER CHAMPIONSHIP:

	Awarded to the car manufacturer whose brand collects the most points over the season.



ADDITIONAL TERMS


	STREET RACING:

	Illegal, oftentimes dangerous, racing on public streets by a solo driver or drivers competing against one another. Not sanctioned by an organization and typically done late at night when roads are vacant and police scarce.

	DRAG RACING:

	A short, two-car race in a straight line, usually over a quarter mile. Drag racing is a popular form of sanctioned racing for weekend warriors at local drag strips. It is also a common form of illegal street racing.

	D4D/DRIVE FOR DIVERSITY:

	A program devised by NASCAR in 2004 to create opportunities for underrepresented drivers, crew members, and front office workers in NASCAR.

	DIVERSITY COUNCIL:

	
Before D4D was introduced, a Diversity Council was created by NASCAR in an initial effort to diversify participation. It no longer exists.

	GONG SHOW:

	Slang for an audition held by a racing team or manufacturer to evaluate potential drivers; derived from the 1970s TV talent show where contestants were “gonged” off the stage for a bad performance.

	LADDER BARS:

	A device resembling a metal ladder used on muscle cars on each side of the rear suspension. During hard acceleration, they help secure the back of the car, increasing rear wheel traction.

	ROLL BAR:

	A bar, or set of bars known as a cage, that strengthens the car’s frame, protecting the driver during impacts, and preventing the roof from being crushed in a rollover.

	ENDURANCE RACING:

	A form of racing where teams use more than one driver per car and compete on a track for a specified time period or for a long distance.

	SLOT CARS:

	Scale-model race cars with electric motors designed for tracks with electrified grooves that the cars follow. Performance is controlled by a hand-held pistol grip device.

	SPRINT RACE:

	A short race on a circuit that typically has only one driver. The duration varies depending on the sanctioning body.

	SPORTS CAR RACING:

	Historically, this type of racing featured two-seat production vehicles known as sports cars. Currently, several classes at the SCCA feature two-seat sports cars.

	TRACTION:

	Another term for grip.








INTRODUCTION How I Defied the Motor Racing Odds


HOW DOES A PROJECT MANAGER on the fast track in the high-tech industry become a full-time professional athlete in his forties? Why does an amateur sports car driver with no experience on high-speed ovals switch to racing stock cars at 200 mph? How does a black man from Northern California seemingly materialize out of thin air in the Deep South to make history by competing in NASCAR’s premier Cup Series? It took passion, determination, enthusiasm, gratitude, hard work, raw talent… and a little bit of luck!

The things I accomplished are not supposed to happen in sports—unless it’s in a movie or a novel, and certainly not in major league racing. At forty-five years of age, I made history by being the first black driver in twenty years to race in NASCAR’s elite series. That weekend in Atlanta, I was one of only forty-three drivers to race in the top level of NASCAR, the Cup Series, the most popular and competitive form of professional motor sports in the United States.

Defying the odds, overcoming the challenges and adversity, and prevailing over cynicism and racism, I lived my dream as a professional race car driver. I competed for over thirty thousand laps and eventually stood on the top step of the podium. I had made it and, for me, that was the true win. Any trophies I might win along the way would merely be icing on the cake.

My road to success was in stark contrast to the career of the typical, professional race car driver. Most drivers usually start by the age of ten, with some as young as five. They begin racing go-karts or quarter midgets, which are miniature open-wheel race cars designed for kids, and, if successful, they climb a racing ladder composed of larger, faster, higher-horsepower cars. By their early teenage years, those who have won prestigious championships during their ascension begin to catch the eye of race team owners at the professional level. By the time they have reached their late teens or early twenties and demonstrated consistent success, they have the opportunity to begin their career as a professional driver.

My career did not follow this path. Not even close. I did not race go-karts as a kid, nor did I compete in any officially sanctioned wheel-to-wheel competition as a teen. Unlike my future competitors, when I was in my twenties, I worked as a computer scientist in Silicon Valley at Hewlett-Packard in order to fund my desire to race. I did not become a professional race car driver until my fourth decade and, ironically, my last competitive racing came in karting in my fifties. My racing career unfolded in almost the exact opposite way of a usual one—in reverse!

There were many lessons to be learned during my difficult journey. Risks were taken and opportunities were created in order to live out my dream. Acquiring the right set of values and attributes became fundamental to my success. At the very beginning, long before I started racing, I recognized that I had a passion for the sport. But if I was going to make my dreams a reality, I was going to have to think outside the box and be willing to get out of my comfort zone. Sacrifice and self-discipline were a potent combination that I learned to harness. I taught myself how to network with people and how to present myself with integrity, confidence, and professionalism. But the most effective calling card in my arsenal was my unrelenting enthusiasm for racing. As time went on, some other drivers and industry professionals began to believe in me and offered to help me. Armed with my resolve and solid support from my family, I was poised to reach my goals.

All of my experiences have helped me develop character and cultivate what I refer to as my “Winning Circle.” Specifically, there are eight key attributes that I have identified and applied to every step of my path to success: Getting out of your comfort zone, passion, sacrifice, persistence, discipline, enthusiasm, networking, and gratitude. Each of these key attributes helped me grow as a person and propel my career forward. Because I embraced and implemented these qualities from an early age, I was able to achieve a level of happiness, both personally and professionally, that I never could’ve dreamed possible.

At the end of each chapter, I have reflected on specific values from this Winning Circle that helped me along the way. I call these reflections “Racing to the Front.”

I hope my story will resonate with you and inspire you to live out your dreams.






1 Qualifying for My Big League Debut


The sun had set below the rim of the steep banks of the Atlanta Motor Speedway, leaving one-and-a-half miles of asphalt surrounded by whitewashed walls bathed in the radiant brilliance of the track’s lights. My time to step up to the big leagues of racing had arrived, and with a deep sense of satisfaction that helped settle my nerves, I surveyed the scene of cars in bright sponsor colors lined up on pit road. After years of preparation, sacrifice, and more than a few setbacks, I was about to get my shot at qualifying for the Golden Corral 500. If successful, I would earn a starting spot in my first NASCAR Cup Series race. It had been twenty years since someone who looked like me had raced in NASCAR’s top series.

Historical significance aside, I stood beside my Dodge Intrepid on pit road, mentally focused on driving the two fastest laps I could without crashing the car. Eleventh in the qualifying line, my car looked fabulous with my Waste Management sponsor’s unmistakably large W and M in green and gold dominating the real estate on a brilliant cream-white hood. A big green 23 marked the side, and a billboard-sized 23 filled the roof, where my name in the form of my autograph ran across the top of the door. Gold highlights made the paint scheme pop.

Ahead and behind stood a line of Chevys, Fords, and Dodges glinting under the track’s lighting. Trumpeting a kaleidoscope of logos and colors, each paint scheme represented annual sponsor investments of at least $20 million. Sitting like silent sentries with their aggressive built-for-racing stance and aerodynamic bodywork, the cars were attended by proud crew members slowly pushing them up the line. The crews waited impatiently to peel off and head back to the pit area once the driver had climbed in and fired the engine for the launch onto the track and two solo qualifying laps.

An ESPN crew floated nearby with a shoulder-mounted camera ready to capture the thunderous takeoff of each car. Across the way, relatively mild March weather had brought out a decent-sized crowd to the gigantic grandstand, with most of the fans clustered in the seats closest to the track along the front straight.

Was I nervous? Yes and no. I had not practiced well earlier in the day. That didn’t give me the confidence I’d wanted for the qualifying race, but I forced myself to focus on the positives. I reworked the mental imagery. I had already driven the two upcoming qualifying laps in my head. I knew what I needed to do. Now I just had to do it.

It wouldn’t be easy with fifty-two cars trying to qualify in a forty-three-car starting field. Nine drivers would miss the race. Many of the drivers had the security of a guaranteed starting position owing to their cars ranking among the Top 25 in point standings. They were “locked in” to start the race. I did not have that luxury since my car had not raced regularly in the series. I was one of the “go or go home” entries, meaning that if I did not drive fast enough in qualifying, I would not be racing on Sunday.

I was on a mission. I had to prove to myself and everyone else that I was one of the forty-three fastest stock car drivers in the world. I was someone with no prior Cup Series-level experience on one of the fastest tracks on the NASCAR circuit, a super-speedway with 24° banking in turns enclosed by concrete walls. I would be entering the corners at over 200 mph hoping—no, praying—that the car would maintain the grip needed to come out on the other side.

There’s a reason why stock cars have a surplus of dashboard gauges but no speedometer. Drivers don’t focus on speed; we focus on beating each other. Although qualifying is all about speed, we don’t have time to look down at our dash to see how fast we’re going—that would take away from focusing on every input we can make behind the wheel to maximize our performance. Complete attention is needed to choose the line driven around the track or to adjust inputs to the brake and gas pedals. When you’re dancing on the edge at 200 mph, and a 3,400-pound car is your partner, the slightest error means you can lose control and suffer very painful consequences in front of your team, industry professionals, the fans in the stands, and upward of several hundred thousand people watching on live TV.

While slowly walking toward the front of the qualifying line alongside my car, I occasionally bantered with my crew to help calm my anxiety. I was trying to keep the gravity of the situation in perspective and my nerves in check. When my car came to fifth in line, I climbed in.

Once I was sitting comfortably in my “office,” one of my crewmen locked the window net into place. The custom-built, contoured racing seat fit tightly and held my body in attack position. It would firmly support me against any g-forces or impacts I might sustain. The steering wheel that locked onto the column stood at the perfect distance and angle to maximize turning leverage while minimizing fatigue over a race distance. All of my gauges were in full view on the dash. My helmet and gloves were on. If my six-point safety harness had been pulled any tighter, I might not have been able to breathe.

I had only a moment to close my eyes and offer a brief prayer to the power above. I asked Him to watch over me and allow me to do my best. Then I stared down the track into Turn 1 as my crew finally pushed my car into position at the front of the qualifying line.

With all the pre-event promotion surrounding my presence, a sense of expectation thickened the air, but nobody’s expectations were higher than my own. I blocked out all distractions and immersed myself in my laser-focused zone, having already forgotten about the well-wishes from my wife, my parents, my crew, friends, and other supporters along pit road. Given the indication by the NASCAR official to go, I took a deep breath, fired the thunderous V-8 engine, pushed the clutch to the floor, and slid the shifter into gear. After letting out the clutch, I accelerated as hard as I could through the gears as I headed up the banking of Turn 1.

During the warmup lap, I reached fourth gear coming off of Turn 2 and started to weave the car back and forth on the back straight to generate enough tire temperature for maximum grip. I needed to quickly heat up the new set of tires that had been bolted onto the car after the last practice session. If I didn’t bring them up to temperature quickly, I wouldn’t make it through the sea of high-banked asphalt waiting in Turn 3.

In order to hit the start of my first official qualifying lap at top speed, I had to get through Turns 3 and 4 as fast as possible. Earlier in the day when I was practicing on worn tires, it had felt as though the car was sliding on ice, but now—thanks to the new tires—the car stuck hard through the corner like a roller coaster tightly clenching the rails. When I came across the start/finish line to take the green flag for the first of two qualifying laps, I was hauling!

My right foot had the gas pedal nailed flat to the floor as I approached Turn 1. I lifted slightly off the throttle to scrub off some speed, then turned in and quickly mashed the throttle again. I could feel the tires bite into the track surface as they gave me maximum grip, and the car shot me off of Turn 2. I barely had time to process my thoughts before entering Turn 3 at maximum pace. Again, my car did not disappoint as I made it through the exit of the corner of Turn 4, completing my first lap at an average speed of 190.5 mph.

I don’t remember even taking a breath before diving into Turn 1 for my second lap. The feeling of grip surprised me. Racing tire performance degrades from the time they hit the track, with the only variance being how quickly the grip falls off. I was amazed that my tires had kept their edge. I drove that second lap like the first and came across the finish line within two one-thousandths of a second of my first lap! The times virtually mirrored each other, which is a rare occurrence over the length of a 1.5-mile track.

When I later looked at the video on a Fox Sports telecast, I saw that I had demonstrated a speed and consistency that impressed former NASCAR Hall of Fame and Cup Series Champion Darrell Waltrip and former Cup Series crew chief Larry McReynolds, the veteran broadcasters who were commenting on each driver’s qualifying attempt. They initially expressed concern and skepticism over my driving technique until they saw the impressive lap times I posted. It prompted them to make an immediate about-face from their prior on-air comments. They quickly started singing my praises, crediting my skill, and admitting they had misjudged my performance earlier. While they may have doubted me, I had never doubted myself.

My time had come. I had arrived.

When I returned to pit road after completing my two laps, I really had no idea how fast I had run. My crew chief, Ricky Viers, had purposely kept quiet on the radio during my laps so as to not break my concentration.

Once I parked and unbuckled, he finally let his guard down.

“Congratulations, Bill. I think it’s safe to say that you’ve made it into the show!”

A lifetime of determination, continued persistence, and years of hard work had finally paid off. History was mine for the making.

I would be racing on Sunday!
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How did I get across the finish line that day in order to get to that coveted starting line the next?

It may be surprising, but gratitude was a key factor in qualifying for my first Cup Series race. Recognizing what has been given to you can be a great motivator. The night I qualified, I wanted to make myself proud, but I also wanted to make all of the people and organizations who had helped along the way proud of me.

I had gratitude in the sense that being a black man in the predominantly white world of motor racing may have been isolating but also had its advantages. NASCAR and the sport of racing needed more black participation for a wide variety of reasons, and I appreciated the fact that I acquired unique opportunities as a result.

I was also grateful to have the God-given talent, athleticism, stamina, and bravery needed for high-speed competition, and to be able to accomplish something with those skills that others appreciated and gained enjoyment from as fans.

Taking the time to appreciate success and those who help make it happen provides motivation for the next step.
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2 An Early Need for Speed


I became hooked on high performance cars that commanded excessive speeds while growing up in San Jose, California. As a kid, I initially fed my car obsession by racing slot cars, reading my father’s car magazines, and racing my bike around the neighborhood. The point of no return came when my father took me to my first auto race when I was seven years old. It was a Can-Am event in 1968 at Laguna Seca Raceway in Monterey.

My father knew about my interest in cars because he always saw me thumbing through his car magazines after he was finished with them. I liked Road & Track the most because it had regular racing coverage that included photographs of the cars. When one of my father’s friends planned to attend a race at Laguna, my dad decided to go and bring me along. He had a strong impression that it would be something that I would enjoy and he was right. Little did he know how much of an impact this experience would have on my life.

Can-Am, officially known as the Canadian-American Challenge, became a groundbreaking series in the mid-1960s that created a lot of fan interest because of its extraordinarily powerful sports cars, which were unlike anything else being raced in the world. The cars featured open-top cockpits for the drivers, big engines, space frames and bodywork made from fiberglass and aluminum. The series generated a lot of excitement with fans due to the combination of lightweight cars, high horsepower, huge tires, and drivers clearly visible in the seat.

Some of the biggest names in professional racing at that time competed in Can-Am: Bruce McLaren, Denny Hulme, Jim Hall, and Peter Revson, among others. Too young to know all the specifics about the cars or the drivers, I just liked what I saw on the track and brought home an official program, which I still have.

The lax rules about safety back then enabled the fans to stand very close to the track. We watched the action while standing at the bordering fence on the side of the hill that was just beyond the uphill start/finish line, where the cars crested the rise at the top and raced past us into Turn 1.

From the very beginning of the race, I was on sensory overload. Never had I seen cars go so fast, sound so loud, and smell so sweet! I had a hard time keeping a clear focus on the cars as they whizzed past me. The sound of the engines roaring, the gearboxes whining, the tires squealing, and the wind rushing past, combined with the aroma of spent fuel and hot tire rubber, was intoxicating. The whole scene grabbed hold of me and left me spellbound. Being there was euphoric, and I knew at that point that being around racing gave me more enjoyment than anything else I had ever experienced or could possibly imagine. The impression it made sparked the passion that would eventually guide my life.

This incredibly fast course meant drivers turned left at high speed into Turn 1 and then accelerated out, snaking their way along the ribbon of track up a long hill. Standing there, pressed up against the fence and witnessing this artistry of speed, I watched the cars come through each lap until they went over the top of the hill and out of sight. When the cars shot by me, they were probably going 150–160 mph. At that close range, they were not singular moving entities: they were a fluid blur of colors that fused into one flowing stream. Mesmerized and intoxicated, I could feel the breeze as these cars thundered past. By the end of the day, my neck was sore from whipping my head back and forth as I tried to keep focus on all the action.

I think my father was more blown away by the impression the race left on me than by the race itself. He could not have done anything more substantial than introduce me to the sport that would define the course of my life. It set the hook. I knew then and there that I wanted to be a race car driver. But I had no idea if I could actually be one. Almost nobody at the track looked like my father, his friend, or myself. Unbeknownst to me, this was a theme that would follow me all through the course of my life, from childhood to school to corporate America to NASCAR.

Although I grew up middle-class in Northern California, my life began in Washington, DC, in 1961 when I was born to William Alexander Lester Jr. and Rochelle Diane Reed Lester. I came along unexpectedly while my father was working on his PhD in Theoretical Chemistry at the Catholic University of America. My sister Allison came along a year and a half later, and was also born in DC.

After earning his degree, my father moved the family to Madison, Wisconsin, for a couple of years. He performed postdoctoral work at the University of Wisconsin and later became a lecturer in the Department of Chemistry.

I can’t remember anything about Washington, DC, because I was only three years old when we moved, but I do remember living in Madison. My most vivid memories include its typically cold winters. I remember riding sleds and saucers with Allison down the hills in the snow, and walking to school with her and my mom in the frigid cold. Just as distinctly, I remember my very first slot car racing set and how I played with it constantly until I completely wore it out.

We moved around quite a bit in my early years. When my father accepted a job offer from IBM to become a member of the research staff, we packed our things and settled ourselves in San Jose, California. We lived in a quiet, predominantly white neighborhood. The houses stood fairly close together with small yards and short driveways.

While in grade school, my nearby friends and I devised our very own circuit for racing our Stingray bikes. After finishing our homework on weekends, when we had all the time in the world to indulge ourselves, we would race our bikes like we were on a racetrack. We would start by riding on the sidewalk, turning a hard left on a driveway, crossing the street to another driveway, turning another hard left on that sidewalk, and then back again to complete a lap. We would race four or five of us at a time, as fast as our feet could pedal. Sure, it was dangerous—no one wore helmets in those days, and cars could come down the street or around the corner at any minute—but we didn’t care. We were racing and having fun!

More often than not, I would win. Was it just that I was practicing more than the other kids? Was I paying more attention to what I was doing than they were? Was it raw talent or athleticism or an innate sense of racing strategy? I don’t know, but it was something special, and I had it. Every race was like a conquest that I was learning to master. Every win fanned a fire within me that could not be extinguished. I felt alive—invincible!

I was too young to realize how these afternoon antics were bolstering a dream that would eventually lead to a successful career. Other kids would play baseball and dream of one day being in the major leagues. While racing my bike, I would often envision it was an actual racing car. My primary thought was getting to the finish line first.

Throughout my early school days, as soon as I finished my homework, I would jet outside and find my friends. We’d play all afternoon until the streetlights came on. Then it was time to go home, and the evening became family time. My family routinely ate at the dinner table together. It was a nightly event my mother insisted on and a habit I continue to this day with my own family. We ignored any external distractions like the television, radio, or telephone. It was an opportunity to genuinely enjoy each other’s company and talk about our day.

My mother graduated from Howard University in Washington, DC, with a degree in English and became a social worker. After having children, she became a devoted housewife and made sure that my sister and I were academically prepared for school each day, fed, and properly clothed. She was the first line of defense when it came to helping with our homework; she also administered the first line of discipline if needed. She was a level-headed, yet tender parental figure.

My father was more authoritative and served as an important influence on how I prioritized school, work, and playtime. Many of his interests and hobbies rubbed off on me. He was a true sports car aficionado. He bought a Marcos, an extremely rare, lightweight English sports car made with fiberglass bodywork. Steel gray in color, it epitomized everything a sports car should be: it was fast, low to the ground with a sleek fastback silhouette, and loud. I fell in love with it.

When I was fourteen years old, we moved once again, this time to White Plains, New York, for a year after Dad accepted a temporary assignment from IBM in nearby Yorktown Heights. When my father took the Marcos to work on rainy days, the car literally flooded. It sat so low that the water from the turnpike would splash up underneath the engine compartment. The distributor would get wet, which then shut down the electronics and the engine. He learned the hard way that the Marcos fared much better on the dry streets of California. Functionality aside, it was because of the Marcos that I favored European sports cars over American muscle cars. I liked cars that handled well and were lighter, sexier, and nimbler than their American counterparts. I had a particular fondness for exotic European sports cars like Lamborghinis, Maseratis, Ferraris, and Porsches.

I became enamored with a beautiful blue Porsche 911 Targa owned by the father of one of my best friends, John Collins, who lived about six houses away from us. It didn’t matter where his father would take us, just as long as we got to ride in that Porsche. Unlike my practical and pragmatic father, John’s father often took chances and drove like a maniac. He liked showing off his Porsche and the unique sound of its engine. You hear a Porsche before you see it; nothing else has the distinct pitch of its air-cooled engine.

My father’s influence went well beyond my taste in cars. He instilled a firm sense of discipline in me that left a lasting impression. He gave me the spanking of my life after I hit a childhood friend in the head with an oversized rock, leaving a large, open gash that gushed with blood. I certainly deserved that one. At the time, I viewed it as two kids innocently playing in the backyard. I didn’t understand the gravity of the situation. When you’re little, you don’t ever think of your own mortality or what’s dangerous. You’re too busy playing and having fun, consequences be damned! My father made me realize that I had to consider my actions more carefully in the future. This was a lesson I struggled with quite a bit in my formative years before it finally stuck.

My father generally did not rule with an iron fist, but he would swiftly make it clear if my behavior crossed a line. A man of few words, when my father spoke, it usually carried significant impact. Sometimes just his facial expressions were enough to get his point across. He was a loving family man who always did what was needed to keep my mother happy. He was the strong, silent type, and, typical of many men of his generation, kept his emotions close to his vest and didn’t readily share his feelings.

I often thought he lacked a sense of humor and was too strict, but there were times when my father gladly let loose and joined me in fun activities. He raced slot cars with me in the basement of our home in Madison. We played basketball in the driveway in front of our home in San Jose, which was challenging for me considering he starred as shooting guard at the University of Chicago, where he’s in the school’s Athletics Hall of Fame! He never took it easy on me when we played, so I rarely won. But he let me ride shotgun in the Marcos, so that almost made up for my constant losses in basketball—almost.

Although I knew he loved me, my father did not often express it. I could never seem to get as much of his attention as I wanted. He worked too hard for too many hours for my liking. My father spent most of his time at the office and often worked through the weekends. While I knew he was making a better life for our family, he rarely witnessed my youth league football and basketball games while I was growing up.

Despite not getting as much time with him, my father instilled important character traits that governed my behavior throughout my life. He taught me the importance of integrity, hard work, and doing things to the best of my ability. He also influenced my sense of style. Conservative but stylish in apparel and presentation, he always looked dapper. My father was a longtime subscriber to GQ magazine, and it showed. He was a great role model for learning how to present myself as a professional. He carried himself with confidence and had a signature stride that people often remarked on.

Though he did very well for himself, success did not come easily for a black theoretical chemist at IBM in the 1960s. My father was very much on an island; African Americans were not exactly the typical IBM employee in those days. He often shared the copious challenges of being one of the few black men in a predominantly white company. It was a lesson I benefited from learning early on and ended up being something I would encounter for the entirety of my career as well. He taught me to be confident and continue on my path of success even when I was the only black person in school, sports, work, or just hanging out in the neighborhood. Because of the way my father held himself with dignity and respect, I was able to learn the importance of self-confidence.

Since my father was not around much, my mother usually had charge of me and my sister. She trusted me implicitly. I didn’t give her a lot of reason not to. I earned good grades at school, played sports, stayed away from drugs, and really didn’t get into a lot of trouble, so I had a lot of latitude with being able to run the streets. I was not a homebody. I wanted to be everywhere doing everything with everyone. My sister, on the other hand, preferred to stay in the house. I think my natural energy might have made my mom a little crazy at times.

“Billy, why don’t you go outside and play?” she would often say.

In other words, “Go do the things that boys do and leave us alone.”

That worked just fine for me. There were adventures and adrenaline rushes to be had.

In junior high school, I spent a lot of time hanging around the teenagers in the neighborhood who had flashy cars. Although I was a few years younger than they were, I was grateful that they never seemed to mind me bombarding them with car questions. I truly enjoyed watching them work on their cars, but I was even more excited when they would invite me along for a test drive after they’d finished their latest performance modifications. I remember many smoky burnouts and near triple-digit-mph joyrides on city streets. Looking back, the chances we took seem crazy, but man, it was exhilarating! My mother knew that I spent a lot of time in garages with the older kids, but she had no idea about the shenanigans that ensued. If she had, I likely would not have been able to return for another wild ride.

Jim Quarter was a high school senior who lived around the corner. One day, I was riding my bike and saw that Jim’s garage door was open. All I could see were his legs and feet dangling out from under his car while hearing the unmistakable clicking of a ratchet wrench. He had a beautiful Chevy Z/28 with a four-speed transmission and high performance 302 V-8 engine. Blue with white stripes, it was one of the nicest cars around.

Curious, I rode up the driveway, stopping short of the garage, and peered in.

“Hey Jim, what are you working on?” I asked quizzically.

Without moving an inch, he stayed focused on the job at hand.

“I’m putting on some ladder bars,” he replied.

I had no idea how to install them, or what they were for, but I wanted to absorb everything Jim was doing, so that when I had my own car, I would be ahead of the curve.

“Can I come in and watch?”

Although we didn’t know each other well, Jim had seen me around, racing my bike up and down the streets like a speed demon.

“Sure,” he said. “Come on in.”

I carefully leaned my bike up against the outside wall of the garage and then stepped inside, anxious to observe and learn something new about cars. It was like being in the inner sanctum. Jim walked me through what he was doing, explaining how the ladder bars stiffened the rear suspension and produced better traction.

I couldn’t tell you how long I was in that garage with him that day. I was so enthralled with everything he was doing and even more honored that he was taking the time to actually teach me that time stood still.

Once he finally came out from under the car, he said, “Let’s see how this thing hooks up. Do you want to come along?”

“Sure!” I exclaimed.

Jim got up off the floor, brushed himself off, and slid into the driver’s seat. I excitedly climbed into the other front bucket seat with an ear-to-ear grin locked on my face. Jim cranked the engine, and I felt the sheer power of the Chevy roar to life. The rumbling engine epitomized the thrill of raw power and speed.

We drove several blocks without talking. We just enjoyed listening to the engine purr while it warmed up. Once he felt it was time, we came to a stop sign, and then Jim nailed the gas. The car leaped straight off the line like a frightened cat. We loved the results of the ladder bars putting more power to the ground instead of the car going sideways and fishtailing.

From that day on, I started going back to Jim’s more often and frequenting the garages of other guys with nice cars. I wasn’t interested in being hands-on with the mechanics. I didn’t turn any wrenches; I was purely a spectator observing their craft, and I watched everything they were doing: tuning their carburetors, putting in heavy-duty shock absorbers, and replacing stock exhaust manifolds with headers. I was inquisitive and interested in how things worked. I suppose even as an adolescent I had an engineer’s mindset. I liked taking things apart—mechanical gadgets and appliances—to see how they ticked. Guys my age did that sort of thing back then, before technology became focused on wearables and handhelds like it is today.

Although I wasn’t the only kid in the neighborhood interested in cars, I probably took it the most seriously and went to the furthest extremes. My desire to immerse myself in the culture of cars was insatiable. If I had any free time, I was in a garage somewhere.

Other kids may have thought, “My older brother is working on his car again, whoop-de-do. I’ve seen it a million times.”

They didn’t know how lucky they were. I would’ve killed to have an in-house role model to show me the ropes. There were plenty of times when I had to pedal my bike all around the neighborhood just to go for a ten-minute cruise in a newly souped-up muscle car. But when I felt the engine rumble and reverberate, I knew it was absolutely worth it.
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