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By Bones Bourcier

fier all this time, there are still
three things not enough people
understand aboul Tony Stewarl,
The [irst is that, owing 1o a ca-
rear in which hie has driven a startling
almost nothing is
new o him anvmore. That was worlh
noting in the summer of 2008, when
half the NASCAR press corps seemetd
hysterical over the idea that Stewart, af-
ter 10 full Cup seasons, was leaving Joe

varjety of race cars,

Gibhs Racing to drive [or a restructured

team of which he is a co-owner. How,

they pondered, would he perform in un-
. familiar surroundings? Dimwils, all of
2 them. Check this out: In his diverse ca-
* reer, Stewart has won for—not worked
& for, bul won for—al least lwo dozen dif
£ ferent teams. Thal makes two dozen car
two dozen chiel mechanics,
and two dozen sels of crewmen. Sure,
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To know
Tony Stewart
IS t0 never, ever
bet against him

watch This!

he will miss Coach Gibbs and his JGR
mates, but having new faces around is-
n't going to make Tony feel like a home
sick kid at his first summer camp.

The second thing is an elemaentary
truth to anvone who has come to know
Stewarl well: You don't ever want to bet
against this guy.

Stuffl has a way of working oul for
him. He tries lhings, and these things
go according o plan. Play him in bil
liards, and you'd better hang onto your
wallet. Try to beal him to a burger join
across town, and he will find a shorteut.
Pul him on a racetrack, any racetrack,
and magic happens,

His adult life has amounted 1o him
saving, “Watch this!” and then doing
something better, faster, more effort-
lessly than those around him. Some of
this, I suppose, you can chalk up o su-
pernatural  hand-eyve coordination,
freakish decision-making skills, and a
finely tuned sonse of balance. And

gsome of i, sure, is because he is oo
damned stubborn to lose, But more and
more, | think Stewart is simply one of
those charmed folks—and haven'l we
all mel one or lwo?—who have thal 1i-
tle extra something, that rare blend of
talent, confidence, and just enough luck
to see them through almost anything.

Bones Bourcier:

*Howwould you define confidence?
Tony Stewart:

“When it comes to driving?”

BB: “When it comes to anything. Life."

TS: [Quieth] "God, | don't know.”
[Pause] "I would say confidence is what
you have when, whalever vou're gelling
reatly 1o do thal day—lalking in front of
a hig group of people, or driving a race
car—you're not worried about it. Confi-
dence means you just show up, and you
do it."



BB: “Do you believe in luck?”

TS: “Absolutely. There have been days
when | shouldn't have won races, but
did win, and it was only because we got
lucky. And there have been a lot of
races we should have won, but we lost
because of bad luck. Yeah, luck is a parl
ol racing, a parl of everything. [Pousef 1
I re-ran my life again, and everything
happened exactly the same way but it
came a year earlier or a yvear later, |
would say the odds of me making it
would have been only half as good. So
much of being successful is being in
thiz right place at the right time. [Long
sigh| It's timing, It's all timing. There
are thousands of drivers in the United
States, but there's onlv 43 of us who get
lo start the Cup race every Sunday. And
we're nol the only 43 people who can
drive those cars. You go to any local
shorl track, and there's probably a
driver hidden there who will never geta
chance lo get even close to where we're
al, but it's not because he doesn't have
the talent.”

Roger Penske is credited with defining
luck as that place “where preparalion
meets opporlunily.” That is a nice,
tidy slogan for ginning up morale in

i leam meeling or a corporale pep
rally, so it is exactly the kind of thing
vou'd expect from Captain Roger. It's
also a philosophy that is too neat, too
clinical, to pin on someone like Stewart,
whaose life runs more in emotional reds
and oranges than in Penske-perfect
black-and-white. And yel cold prepara-
tion and steaming emolion are nol mu-
tually exclusive, and lhey are the yin
and vang of Tony Stewar!, champion.

This, you ses, is the third thing about
Tony Stewarl: Above all else, he is a
thinker, Sure, he has made same very
big headlines doing silly, impulsive
things: accosting a NASCAR execulive,
slapping a tape recorder from a re-
porter's hand, shoving a photographer.
[Stewart’s apologists will point oul thal
those things happened years ago. Yel,
bless his silly and impulsive heart, he
was al il again just last summer, slap-
ping the headset off an official at a
midget race because a car he owned
was on the wrong end of a call.)

Bul he is a deeper, more contempla-
tive fellow than casual NASCAR fans
would imagine. They see him as tightly
wound, and. ves, he often is: but at other
times he is deliberate, even cautious.
Again: He thinks. And my theory is thal

his suceess owes as much to all this
thought as it does (o luck, or even lo tal-
ent. A lot of gilled race drivers have
bean marginalizad by the kind of bad
career decisions that Stewart has almosl
never made. The romantic version of his
days racing midgets and sprinl cars—a
version Stewarl has helpad along—is
that he slept until noon most days and
floated wherever the winds ook him.
The plain truth is that he always did a
lot of the preparation Penske talks
about. Even as a young man, he was an-
alyzing things, plotting moves,

In the winter of 1992-93, Stewart, jus
21, was garning five dollars an hour
working in a machine shop in Colum-
bus, Indiana, his hometown. His memo-
ries are literally chilling. The place was
poorly heated, and his job involved
dunking cold steel parts in frigid buck-
els of solvent, That February, he took a
lew days olf 1o make his first USAC Sil-

looked for key personnel for his Sprint Cup
team, he had no problem finding them, in-
cluding fellow Hoosier, Ryan Newman.
When Newman was asked about his pri-
mary motivation for joining Stewart-Haas
he said, *It was mostly Tony’

ver Crown start in the Copper World
Classic at Phoenix, and finished sec-
ond. Stewart was standing on pit lane in
the warm Arizona sun when he learned
that the runner-up spol paid $8,600. He
was driving for 40 percent, so he had
just earned $3,440. 1t was the first real
money he'd ever bean close 1o, He asked
himself how many eight-hour days he'd
need to shiver in thal machine shop to
bank such a sum, and had immediate
thoughts of leaving the workaday world
behind. But in the naxt instant he re-
mindad himself thal not every Silver
Crown purse was that fat, and that sec-
ond place was @ lot to hope for on a
steady basis. Calmed and centered, he

came up with a plan. He would radi-
cally boost his midget and sprint car
schedules—running “as many races as |
could find"—to augment his Silver
Crown income. Al last satisfied that this
could work, he declared himsell a full-
lime race driver. Across the next lwo
sansons ho focused on USAC's national
tours, bul also found local midget rides
in lllinois, Wisconsin, and even Califor-
nia, parlaying 117 starts inlo 59 top-five
finishes (including 24 wins) and a soar-
ing reputation. None of it had happened
by accident.

The plotting did not stop. To that
point, Stewart’s bread-and-butter midget
gig was with a car owner namaxd Ralph
Potter, and together they won the 1994
LISAC championship. But when Potler's
operation expanded to include a secand
car for 95, Stewart—analyzing again-
decided that his own results might suf-
ler. He quielly began looking around,
and by May he was steering midgets for
Steve Lewis, with whom he won an-
other USAC title. That, of course, was in
his “triple crown" season, when Stewart
also won the USAC sprint and Silver
Crown championships, and [rom there
his career look off at full gallop. Billion-

aire John Menard hired him, sight un-
seen, for the 1996 Indy Racing League
campaign, and just one vear later

Stewarl was the IRL's series champ,

nol o mention the st new Indy car
star in years who'd made his name on
dirl tracks. Along the way he earned his
stock car spurs in ocecasional Nation-
wide Series starts with Harry Ranier,
and by 1997 he was moonlighting for
Gibbs, running a limited Nationwide
schedule as prelude to o 1999 NASCAR
Sprint Cup rookie assaull, You pratty
much know how things went from there,
With JGR. Stewart won the 2002 and 05
Cup championships, not to mention 33
races and mone than $70 million.

Preparation just kepl shaking hands
with opportunity, because Tony Stewart
was always bright enough to pul himsell
in the right place at the right time, look-
ing up with open arms whan all that
wonterlul luck came mining down,

BRB: “You've always seemed unalraid lo
lake the next step, and, looking back, a
lot of those sleps were nol exactly sure
things, Jumping into an Indy carwas a
great oppartunity, but itwas also a big
gamble ..."

TS: “Sure it was. And belore thal, quit-
ling my job o say, ‘OK, T'm going o try
tn make a living driving race cars was a

Spesdway llastrated Febrvary 2000 2%
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gamble. I's back to what we talked
ahout before: confidence. When [ quil
that job, it was the toughest decision |
had made in my life. But when that
worked out the way I'd planned—or the
way I'd hoped—it made the next big de-
cision easior. That was moving from
Potler's team to the Lowis team. Itwas
another gamble, but, again, it worked.
Then it was going from sprinl cars and
midgets, where [ felt like I was at the lop
ol my game, inlo Indy cars, somelhing
thal was on the 1otal opposile end of the
spectrum. Bul that worked, too, And

24 Spesdway Nlustrated Felrar: 2009

every lime you Lake a risk thal pays ofl,
it makes the next big step less scary.
[Pause] 1 feel like I've taken calculated
risks. | always had an jfdea what [ was
gelting into, In the midgets, | had won a
championship with Potter, but I had
also won a lot of mces driving other
cars, 50 | knew it wasn'La situation
where | could be fast with only one
team. In the Indy cars, I'd had a chance
to go testing with A.J, Foyt before 1
joined the Menard team, and because
of that test [ knew I could drive those
cars. 5o all those steps were calculated.

BR CALL 800.654 7223

Mo, you don't always have the ability 1o
say, T'm pretty sure I wanl to do this,
just give me six months to think about
it." But | always took whatever time |
needed to be sure, when 1 laid my head
dovwn on the pillow at night, that T had
made the right decision. No guarantees,
but 1 had weighed oul the options.”

Since every decision is a no-brainer to
those who don't actually have to make
it, Stewart’s career choices—from dirt
tracks to Indy cars to Sprint Cup—Ilook
pretly basic on paper. Hungry drivers,
logic: tells you, aulomatically say ves to
paving rides, especially any paying ride
that represents a significant climb up
the racing ladder. Bul here again vou dig
a little deeper and lind thal more than
the usual amount of thought has gone
into his professional roadmap.

It is not widely known, even among
students of all things Stewart, that two
years before his Cup debul with Gibbs
he had spurned an offer 1o steer the No.
25 Hendrick Motorsports ride that had
just bean vacated by Ken Schrader.
Then, as today, a Hendrick Chevy was
the best seat in NASCAR—Terry
Labonte and Jelf Gordon won the 1996
and "97 Cup championships with the
team—and the list of would-be rookies
bold enough to turn down a job offer
from Rick Hendrick probably begins
and ends with Tony Stewart

TS: “I didn't feel like I was ready to
make that big a step lorward. 1 didn't
think it was the rght Gme for me o do
that. Do [ feel like, in the long run, that
decision warked oul? Yes. But it look
maore guts o turn down that opportu-
nity than it would have to take it."

BB: “That's a case whiere mod laking a
risk probably added 1o your confidence.”

TS: "Yeah. Because you can look back
again and know vou made the right de-
cision, even il il's something vou de-
cided not to do. A lot of people don't see
that; they think that if they get an op-
portunity, they have Lo grab it. But you
have to know which opportunities are
the right ones. Your hearl and that feel-
ing in your stomach might say vou've
got to go for it, but il your mind says,
‘Hey, be smart, plan ahead,’ that's whal
vou should do.”

So here he is, speeding into 2009 with
another opportunity having been pre-
sented, analyzed, and acled upon. This
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It’s not like we're just jumping
off a cliff and busting through the
water without having any idea what's
below. I've got a small idea what’s

down there.

time Stewart's answer was yes, and thus
last July he assumed a half-ownership
slake in Haas CNC Racing, now known
as Stewart-Hoas Racing. 1 can't tell you
what sort of heights this new enterprise
will meach, any more than you can, or any
more than Stewirt himself could. But 1
can lell you this: Long before the rest of
us started wondering alowd il he had h-
nally bitten off more than he could chew,
he had worked it all out in his head.
Every time I've spoken with him about
his infant-stage Cup leam, il was soon
clear that he was many, many moves
ahead of where I'd have guessed he was,

He has a bit of a track record in the
team-ownership game, having won
sprint car championships with both
USAC and the World of Outlaws, Thare,
he takes a hands-off approach, some-
thing else which might surprise the ca-
sual Stewart-walcher. His job, he jokes, is
to give his teams what they need and
then stay the hell out of their way.

BB: “In vour limited lime as a team
owner, vou've been at least somewhat
sucecessful. As you look at what you're
doing in 2009 with the Cup team, thal
has to be a plus.”

TS: “If itweren't for the fact that I've had
the World of Outlaws teams and the
UISAC leams and had some success
there, I probablywouldn't have taken on
this opportunity. Now, that's no guaran-
tee thal we're going to be successful
with the Cup team, but it does add 1o my
confidence. It's not like we're just jump-
ing off a cliff and busting through the
waler withoutl having any idea what's be-
low. I've got a small idea what's down
there."

He's got a beller idea than that, | he-
lieve. Lots of other folks apparently be-
lieve it, too. Ryan MNewman, his new
teammate, took a huge leap of faith off
his own cliff in leaving Penske Racing lo
sign with Stewart-Haas. But, don’t forget,
Newman has watched Tony Stewart’s en-
tire act, He, too, grew up as an Indiana

sprints-and-midgets  kid, hitting his
stride just a fow years behind his boss.
Newman saw every improbable step
Stewarl took, and he saw every improbi-
ble step pay off. Whatever confidence ha
has in Stewart is understandable. and
MNewman has plenty. At the press confer-
ence lo announce his signing, Newman
finlded questions about the team’s re-
soureas, its connection to Chevrolet, and
its pipeline to Hendrick chassis/engine
technology, and vet when asked about
his primary motivation for joining Stew-
arl-Haas he said, “Ilwas mostly Tony,"

Stewart's other key hires sounded just
as enthusiastic, Tony Gibson, who left
Dale Earnhardt Inc. to serve as New-
mian's crew chiel, said of Stewart, "He un-
derstands peopls, works well with them,
and genuinely wants lo see them suc-
cerd. And he's smart enough to know
Lthal their success is also his success.”
Darien Grubb, the Hendrick alumnus
who will look alter Stewart’s own car,
said he was “honored 1o join Tony.”

Bul perhaps the most ringing en-
dorsement came from Bobby Hutchens,
the popular ex-Childress and ex-DEl
hand who will serve as the team's direc-
lor of compalition. “Stewarl-Haas Racing
has an incredible amount of potential,”
Hutchens said, “To be an integral part of
what we all believe can be a champi-
onship-winning organization was an op-
portunity [ could not turn down.”

None of these guys is new to
NASCAR. They know the ups and
downs of job changes, and they have
SEEn ﬂ]'l:_'q' 'IlUIIIhET |:1|' !ililI'l.‘LI.ll race leams
crash and burn. But | think they have
seen enough (o trust that it's all going to
work oul—again—I{or Tony Stewart.
Check the record book. It almost always
does.

Blessed are the confident, for they
shall find victory lane,

TS: “Luck, talant, timing, All thres of
those things have to be there to pet to
the upper level. [Pause] Whatever vou're
doing in life.” ¥



