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Wearing their Hiser T-shirts at Mottville Speedway in Michigan, the racer’s great-grandmother Frances Denton (left) and “Granny”

Deb Hiser cheer on Zach, who got his start at age 4 on a gas-powered cart. He rode t!\e cart so hard it carved a berm in the yard.
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Zach Hiser, 11, “can drive the
wheels off a car,” says a fellow
stock car racer.

Driving

70 m.p.h.

H years shy
of a license

{I-year-old Stock car

racer is almost at the
head of the pack at a
track in Michigan

By Bob Secter
Tribune staff reporter

MOTTVILLE, Mich. — Zach
Hiser has been a busy kid this
summer: Little League, lawn
jobs, sleepovers, fishing. And,
oh yes, stock car driving at the |
Mottville Speedway, weaving \
door handle to door handle at 70
m.ph. around racers three
times hisage. -

At just 11, Zach is five years

* from his driver’s license and is
still waiting for his voice to
change. He’s too young to gain
admission to the go-kart oval at
the fun park near his house.

But it's a different story on
the quarter-mile Mottville
track, one of the few in the U.S.
that will let someone younger
than 14 compete in stock cars.
Zach could be the nation’s
youngest stock car racer. He'’s
doing quite well. And yes, atjust
asmidge over 5feet and withthe
seat pushed up, he can reach the

pedals.

Tn the season points battle, he
and his blue Dodge Shadow are
a cloge second among 20 other
Mottville drivers in a division
that races 4- and 6-cylinder
front-wheel-drive cars. In 2
more muscular vehicle class
with fewer competitors, he and
his red 8-cylinder Camaro are
also in second place—behind

PLEASE SEE RACER, BACK PAGE

gl e SRR T e
® For dudio and photos of
stock car racer Zach Hiser, go
to chicagotribune.com/racer .




[image: image3.jpg]RACER:
Experiencing
‘a video game
on steroids’

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

his 30-year-old father, Ed.

The youngster is now some-
thing of a veteran at Mottville,
which runs races each weekend
from April to November. In 2005,
when he was 10, the track named
him its Rookie of the Year:

“You can't go to Cedar Point
and have a ride like this,” said
Zach, referring to the Ohio
amusement park that calls itself
the roller-coaster capital of the
world.

-Inanation obsessed with win-
ning, those in competitive
sports are. getting younger all
the time. There’s tackle football
and hockey for 3rd graders. Ti-
ger Woods was still a toddler
when his dad put a golf club in
his hands. Parents are hiring
personal trainers to refine the
jump shots of their 6-year-olds.

Racing sports, despite their
inherent dangers, aren’t im-
mune. Even as Illinois and other
states move to tighten restric-
tions on teen drivers—citing re-
search showing their still-ma-
turing minds are too easily dis-
tracted—kids as young as 7 are
racing on motorized carts or
perfecting flips and turns for
motocross bike competitions.
Some of today's Thottest
NASCAR drivers started as pre-
teens on carts.

‘One of these prot

“This kid is probably one of
these pgodigies who is going to
end up in that profession,” said
Timothy Smith, an expert on
teen driving from St. Charles
and author of “Crashproof Your
Kids.” “But if you think you’re
‘bulletproof at 16, you're oblivi-
ous at 11. There’s no way he has
the same kind of calculus going
on in his mind thatsomeone 5,10
or 15 years his senior has. You
Jjusthopehe can stay OK untilhe
gets older.”

Mottville, two hours east of
Chicago near Michigan’s bor-
der with Indiana, is about as far
from NASCAR as a sandlot pick-
up game is from the major
leagues. Stock racing has a pas-
sionate following, and across
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Zach, with dad Ed Hiser, says his

the nation there are hundreds of
local tracks like Mottville, some
paved and some dirt-covered,
that offer anfateurs a chance to
compete. Liability coverage typ-
ically shuts out those under 14.

The difference at Mottville?
“We don’t have any insurance,”
said owner Merle Holden. “Sim-
ple as that.”

At 160 pounds, Zach isn’t the
athletic type. He’s usually one of
the last kids picked for baseball,
his dad said. His Little League
position is right field.

But everybody shines at
something. Zach eats, sleeps
and breathes racing and has
been that way since he was a
tyke. His mom and dad swear
they felt his first prenatal kick
while they were at a track.

The family lives onal-acrelot
in Jonesville, Mich., about 70
miles northeast of Mottville.
‘When Zach was 4, his parents
bought him a gasoline-powered
yard cart to play on. He spent
four to eight hours a day practic-
ing banks and turns over and
over and over again. He rode the
cart so hard that it carved a
berm in the yard.

1t also kept breaking down.
New carts can cost $1,000 or
more. Ed Hiser, a mechanic who
has raced since he was 16, final-
ly figured it was cheaper to get
his son into stocks. And thus, a
few days after Zach finished 4th
grade at Jonesville Elementary,
his racing career was born.

After a tryout to demonstrate
he could handle a car and
wouldn’t endanger other driv-
ers, Zach ran his first race on
Mottville’s asphalt track in

al is to graduate to NASCAR and “become Dale [Earnhardt] Jr.’s

best friend.” The regulars at Mottville fully expect him to realize his dreams.

June 2005. It was his first time
on pavement, and he finished
fifth. On the fourth heat that day;
e won—in the rain.
“Everybody else slides on the
track in the rain, but for some
reason I don’t,” Zach explained.
Other drivers at Mottville say
they are impressed by his poise
and skill. “He is a heckuva little
shoe,” said 3l-year-old Eric
Root, who has been racing
stocks for 10 years. “He can
drive the wheels off a car.”

2 rules: No arying, no Ds

His parents say they have set
two rules for the young racer.
The first is no crying. The sec-
ond is no racing for a week if he
gets anything below a C in
school. That happened once this
spring after a bad grade on a
reading assignment.

Offthe track, Zach seems to be
a typically goofy 11-year-old. He
loves video games (racing, of
course), and plays drums in the
school band. Mention a girl and
'his face turns red.

Heading home from racing a
few weeks ago, the family got
stuck in White Pigeon, Mich.,
during a tornado watch. “He
was more scared of the weather
than anything,” Ed Hiser re-
called. “He paced and cried. You
can't control the weather.”

He’s a totally different kid be-
hind a wheel, focused and in
control, with ice water in his
veins. Good thing, too, because
his folks make him wear a dou-
ble-layer fire suit when racing,
and it can heat up to 120 degrees
inside.

Zach’s cars also have been

rigged with roll cages in case he
flips.

“At his age, what he’s experi-
encing is a video game on ste-
roids,” said Smith, the experton
teen driving. “You've got an
adult car, you're beating adults.
‘This is fun, until and unless you
hurt somebody or get hurt your-:
self.”

That has yet to happen to
Zach, but it’s always a possibil- |
ity. Contact is frequent in stock
car racing, where vehicles are
‘bumper to bumper as they jock-
ey for position. Zach’s Dodge,
which bears the No. 13, is pocked
with telltale dimples and dents.
He has been rear-ended,
knocked into the infield, spun
out and even had his front
wheels go airborne. He has
proved adept at steering his way
out of trouble and avoiding inju- |
Y.

Contestants at Mottville run
several heats a night. Zach has
competed in about 80 races so
far this season, and won about
20 of them. And with that, he has
‘become a local celebrity.

When area Wal-Marts recent-
1y hosted a traveling display of
NASCAR vehicles, Zach was
asked to appear with one of his
cars as well.

Zach says his goal is to gradu-
ate to NASCAR and “become
Dale [Earnhardt] Jr’s best
friend.” The regulars at Mott-
ville fully expect him to realize
that dream.

“He’s impressive, very im-
pressive,” said Holden, the
track owner. “It’ll be interesting
to see where he goes from here.”
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