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 Racer, 10, just one of the guys

By Mike Prysonmpryson@citpat.com -- 768-4963 

JONESVILLE -- Sneak a peak into Zach Hiser's race car and check out the dashboard. 

One of the first things you'll probably notice is the masking tape covering the speedometer. That's so the driver does not get spooked when the needle hits 60 or 65 mph on the race track.  After all, Zach has never driven a car on the highway. The state of Michigan does not even want him behind the wheel of a car on state roads for about another six years. 

No, Zach is not a typical short-track racer. He learned about driving a race car by playing video games and watching his dad, Ed, race at area tracks. But get Zach behind the wheel of a car on the quarter-mile oval of Mottville Speedway, about 15 miles west of Sturgis, and the up-and-coming racer is one of the guys. He's even won a few races. 

Not bad for a 10-year-old kid who will be a fifth-grader at Jonesville Elementary School in the fall.  Zach's parents, Ed and Kris, said they're fortunate to be able to help their son with something he likes to do.  "He's got to have a hobby," Ed Hiser said. "He doesn't excel at baseball or basketball. He drives really well for his age. You pick what a kid excels at and follow it." 

What Zach excels at is driving about 60 mph in bumper-to-bumper traffic. He's still learning the little things, like how close he can get to the other cars without getting into trouble.  He drives a 1984 Chevrolet Celebrity that Ed, an automobile mechanic by trade, has modified for the race track. 

"It's stock as far as suspension and engine," Ed Hiser said. "We're not allowed to do any kind of modifications to it. Safety-wise, we're allowed to do what we want."  The modifications to Zach's car include a roll cage, window netting, a safety seat and a five-point harness. Zach is outfitted in a fire suit, shoes, a helmet and gloves. There's no booster seat needed for the 5-foot tall youngster to sit on.  "We've got the seat all the way forward," Ed Hiser said. 

Kris Hiser knew that her husband was serious about letting her only child on the racetrack not long after he brought up the idea of fixing up the old Celebrity in the yard for Zach. The car had been for sale on the street for $500.  Instead, Ed spent about $200 and a lot of time into making it race ready. A few parts he bought, but much of went into the new racing mobile were leftovers and spare parts from Ed's race cars. 

Safer than a bicycle 

"At first, I thought he was joking around when he said that maybe we should build Zach a car," Kris said. "But when we started breaking the car down, I said, 'Well, here we go.' But I have complete confidence. I know he's safe. !  "It's a lot safer than riding your bike around the block. There's a safety crew there at the track. If something were to happen, there's EMTs on the scene. As compared to riding around the block, there's not an ambulance sitting on the corner waiting for you to skin your knee. We've provided him with the absolute best safety equipment we can afford." 

The Hisers had a difficult time finding a track that would allow him to race. The age minimum at most tracks in Michigan is 14, and at others it's 16.  Mottville was the only track the Hisers could find that was receptive to letting a 10-year-old on the track with adults.  "We were fortunate to find this track," Ed Hiser said. "The owner lets people race based on ability rather than age." 

First, a test drive 

Before letting Zach race, Mottville owner/promoter Merle Holden asked the Hisers to come down to his track for a test session to see what the youngster could do. 

"When he came out here for the first time, he did quite well for a 10-year-old," Holden said. "I wanted them to bring him out so that I could watch him drive. I wanted to make sure that he wasn't going to be a danger to other drivers.  "I watched him awfully close. He's no threat to anybody. He's a very safe driver." 

The soft-spoken Zach said that he was a little nervous his first time on the track.  "I was feeling a little bit of everything," Zach said. "I really didn't know if I was ready." 

Zach has become a celebrity of sorts at the out-of-the-way track. Adults have approached Zach for photos on race nights, and children of some of the other drivers have asked for his autograph.  "He's a hero to the young kids," Holden said. 

Zach learned to drive by whipping a go-cart around the yard on the family's land in Jonesville. He's also driven cars out of the garage, where Ed works on them, and parked them in the yard.  He had never driven alone before his racing career started in early June. 

Zach's success at the debut test session at Mottville did not surprise his father.  "I was honestly expecting what he did because of how well he drove his go-cart, because he's watched me race for so long, and we're always talking racing," Ed said. "He lived up to my expectations and then some." 

Chad Wolf is one of several local sponsors who have come on board to help with the expense of keeping the car going and helping with the nearly $100 price tag that a night at the race track can cost the Hisers.  Wolf even makes the 68-mile trip from Jonesville to Mottville to lend support in the pits. The Hisers make the trek west every Saturday and most Sundays. 

"Mottville is off the beaten path a little bit, but that's kind of a good thing," Ed Hiser said. "There's not as many naysayers there." 

Can this duck swim? 

Zach has nine race nights in the books and is fifth among 23 drivers in the track's Mini Thunder Class. 

"You don't know that a duck can swim until you dunk him in the water," Ed Hiser said. "We really didn't know if he could race until we threw him out there." 

While Zach's learning curve is in fast mode right now, his career will soon be in somewhat of a holding pattern. He won't be driving at any other tracks for at least four years, and he likely won't be moving up in class at Mottville for at least another year or so, according to his father. 

"My goal for him is to take him as far as we can afford to go and hopefully get him noticed, either by a local race team or a national," Ed Hiser said. "My goal as a father is to give him what we can." 

