THERE IS NO

for amateur racing, a8 spiking
| gasoline prices and a sagging

cconomy kept a lot of racers

borme But there's a bright

spot: Mazda clavms thar more
| than 9,000 amateur racers still
| Copete i iiE cars In NASA
SCCA and other series;

Mo manuloactures courns
AMATEUT IACETS a5 AQErCSsIve
Iv a5 Mazda does, and secord-
tng to Robert Davis, seno
vice president of Mazda
North America and head of
the racing program, that
transtates o sales of hoth
cars and performance pasts,

This program is at the
heart of what we stmive for,
j:l.I.HLLl.I:J; MCOESDOTTE ACCTHE
blc to as many people as pos
sible.” savs Davie, who drives
an RX-8 in NASA and SCCA

competition

>) arguirg they ME
has been a |L|L'f:| WViEar
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MAZDA OFFERS AMATEUR
RACERS A STEP-BY-STEP PATH

TO SUCCESS

BY STEVEN COLE SMITH

Muzda's promote-from-
within support system las
always been there, savs im
Downing, a pioneer m Mazda
racing and 4 Hve thee IMSA
champion, "t they've mst
rreade it more strpcrured, more
permpl " Dovwning, who began
racing the Mazda rotary en-
gme n 1974 in an RX-2, huilt
Mazda-powered curs under
his Kuden hanner. “The com-
pany has always rewarded ies
teamis and drivers with help,”
he says.

The ladder system, crested
in 2006 has two [l.llhﬁ (i
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for open-whesl racers and one
for sSpOrts-Car Compoenton.
On the open-wheel side
there are three u.'hl:bJ_II:'JJJ.].':L.
One lamt racer pees o full
season in the Skap Barber
Mational Seres Presented by
Mazda. The Rarber National
champion moves up to the
Star Marda series, and the
Star Mazda champ geta a
season m the Atlantic series.
On the sports-car side,
there are two opportunities
Following an end-of-season
shoot-out at Cabkormia's
Hurtonwillow Racoway, the

wimmer of a MASA or SCCA
national championship will
be given a new MX-5 Miata
arid the parts 1o build an
SCCA Pro Racing MX-5 Cup
car. And the winner of the
MX-3 Cup championship s
a e i the SCCA Pro Racing
Speed World Challenge Tour-
ing Car sexics

Ladl vear's shoot-out win
ner wis Brad Rampelbery,
now 401, of San Joze, Calif. He
wits one of mine NASA and
SCCA champs imvited s
participate. Rampelberg’s
prize package inchuded a 3008
ME-5, all of the Mazdbespeed
parts needed o prepare the
gar for Lup oompetinon, 4
Spareg- racing suit and helmet,
gight scts of Eumbo tres and
entry-fee waivers tor all cight
rounds of the 2008 SCCA
Plavhoy Mazda MX-5 Cup, a
prize valued at $50 (000 This
year's shoot-out s Dec. 9




Rampelberg finished
gixth in the 2008 series and
had races Mazdas for five
vears hefore winning the
scholavship, “Mazda tales
care of its racers like no
other cormpany does,"” he
savs, "1 couldn't have made
it as faras | have withour
their help.”

Rampelberg won twice
i 2008, but the champion-
ship went to Eric Foss, 34,
of Fort Worth, Texas, who
exmed the Speed World
Challenge Touring Car ride
with Mazda in 2000, “Ii's a
great system, " Foss says, 1
could never afford to gopro
racing on oy own,''

Jason Saini, 30, also of
Fort Waorth, won the Speed
Touring Car ride for 2008
and was namad the series’
rookde of the year. In
MNovember, Saind was ane
of several voung Mazda
drivers testing at Daytona
International Speedway,
suditioning for a ride in the
Rolex 24 Hours of Daytona
with Sylvain Tremblay in
the SpeedSource RX-8, the
rece’s defending GT-class
champion.

“1 honestly can't see how
any aspiting racer wouldn't
chonse to race a Mazda with
the program they have in
place," Saind says.

Although Gerardo
Bonilla, 33, 1sn't a formal
graduate of the official
ladder svstem, the Orlands,
Fla., restdent's career track
was a template for the cur-
rent arrangement. He began
by awtocrossing his st
car—a used 1990 Miata—
and worked his wav up
through open-wheel series
to s championship in the
Skip Barber Formula Dodge
series in 2005, He rejoined
Mazda in 2006 in the Star
Mazda series: In 2007, he
was the champion of the
Mazda-powered IMSA Lites
series, and i 2008, he co-
drove Mazda's LMP2 entry

in the American Le Mans
Series, the BK Motorsports
Lola. {There is no word yet
on Mazda's 2009 ALMS
program, now that BI
owner Bob Bach anneunced
that he is retiring and shut-
ting down his operation. |

"Mazda is the enly com-
pany with a genuine ladder
gystem to develop voung
and up-and-coming drivers,”
Bonilla says. “Mazda
doesn’t just sponsor and
support a variety of driver-
development champion.
ships; their people are at
the races, checliing on the
drivers, giving out scholar-
ships to graduate champions
of their series.”

The most successil
ladder graduate has been
open-wheel racer Raphacl
Matos, who won the
Atlantic Championship
title in 2007, then moved
to the Firestone Indy Lights
sertes and won three races
anel the championship,
along with $246,0080 1
prize money. And though
the Indy Lights series is
powered by nfiniti-based
engines, Mazda still consid-
ers lim pare of the family.

"Raphael is the fivse
driver to have participated
and won in all levels of the
Mazda ladder,” Davis says.
“He started out in karts,
which Mazda now supports;
he graduated to the Skip
Batber o scries, now pre-
serrted by Mazda, and ran
twio years (i Star Mazda”
betore moving to Atlante.
Matos also logged a class
win at the 24 Hours of
Draytona and a Grand-Am
Prototype win-at Miller
Maotorspores Parle in Sep-
tember, He is, inargaably,

a pridessional race-car
driver now.

"The ladder system
works,” Davis says. Yoo
have to put your mondy
where your mouich is, and I

think we do." @
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Get Out and

MX-5 SCHOOL IS THE START LINE

BTHIS IS THE
bottom rung on the
Mazda ladder, the
easiest place to
start and a good
place to learn if
racing is something
you really want to
do. It is nat cheap,
but fender-to-fender
competiion naver is,
We attanded
the three-day Skip
Barbier Mazdaspead
MX-5 racing school
at Sebring Interna-
tional Racewsay in
Flonda and now
await a call from
Mewman-Hads or
Hendnick Motor-
sports. {Is this
phone on? Am |
getting a signal?)
The school uses
Mazda MX-5
Miatag—some five-
speeds, some s
speeds—outfitted
ik the Barber
Mazdaspaed Chal-
lenge cars that run
in recponal races. In
fact, they are the
same cars. Barber
spends aboul
$10,000 moditying
tham witha full
Cage, & racing seat
gnd five-point
harness, propar
gauges, brakes,

fires, Koni shocks,
& header and a
Superrapp muffler
used for equalizing
the speed of the
cars. Add or sulr
tract & plate in tha
muffier, and horse-
pOwer goes up

or down by two or
{hree.

Our class was
bared by tha legendary
Terry Earwond,
Barber's haad
instructor m the
Southern region,
the wanmingest
driver in the
Firesatone Firahawk
Endurance Seriag
and an accom-
plishad standup
comic, {(“Gauging
traling-thrattle
overstasr is ke
prunes. Are two
enough? Ara four
too many ")

There's a
minimum of class-
room time and a
maximum of seat
tirme: both on the
track and on an
ANOCIOSS COUTSe,
Instructons ara
skilled at bringing
along beginners
wathout hamstring:
ing the more exper-
arcad students.

By the end of
tha thied day, we
had prachced
sice-by-gide starls,
wens allowed o
pass and had
managed to gat
the 200-hp cars up
to ahoul 120 mph
on Sebring's back
straight. Since the
MX-5 has two
seats, the inatruc:
bors can nide with
you, and you can
ride with them
28 they show you
the line.

If you graduate
from the school
{which costa
$3,399 at Sebring
and up 1o $3,999
at pricier tracks),
you qualfy for an
SCCA regional
racing licanse. Add
a lapping day, and
you're ready for a
regional Barber
Mazdaspesd
race waakend,
an arrwe-and-drive
expenence that
coats $2,999 for
qualifying, warm-up
and two races,

You can find
maore information
online at www,
skipbarber.com,
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