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The Need for Speed: Local Autocross

By K. S. Brooks

Up until a couple of months ago, I didn’t know what autocross was. It turns out
that autocross is when you drive your car really fast and try not to hit the cones
that are set up on the course. Looks easy, right? Not so much. I went to watch
the racers from Autoports Northwest, who race the first weekend of every month,
at the Deer Park Airport. Everyone in my Mazda Miata club was invited, and I
figured it would be fun. ,

I watched as these people enjoyed the challenge of driving an automobile
obstacle course as fast as possible. Some people épun out, demolished cones, and
smoke came out from underneath their tires as they chirped and squealed. I even
got to go for a ride-along which was kind of like a ride at a theme park.

~The coolest thing about this for people on a budget is, you can actually go to-
watch this for free. You can pack a picnic lunch and go sit in the spectator area
or even in your car. You can bring a lean-to and set it up on the side of the course
‘back a safe distance and enjoy watching these peopte race their cars. People watch
the Daytona 500, and spends tons of money to go to the Indianapolis Speedway,
so why not watch this? I’ve been to the Grand Prix — and you see those cars for
about two seconds as they speed around the track. In this case, you get to see

them for a lot longer. And, some of these people are real racers and have real
racecars. They soup up their cars and do all the special tweaks to do whatever it is

they want —don’t ask me, because I don’t understand half of what they’re saymg
ECU, torque, whatever: adding windshield washer ﬂuld when it gets empty is
about as technical as I get with cars.

- But wait, there’s more. If you don’t want to just watch you can get a ride-
along. The only restrictions are that you will have to sign a waiver, and wear a
helmet. And, they have - loaner helmets available.

_Not satisfied with just ndmg along? You can also race. I decided that I wanted

to see what this was all- about, so I paid my $30 non-member registration fee in
advance and decided I was going to take my hot little car and test it out. i

The thmg that was the most impressive to me about the whole thing as a driver
was the professional manner in which race-day is run. There is a drivers’ meeting
beforehand, there are barcodes that they put on your car and scan every time you
‘g0 up to the starting line. There is a timing clock which shows your time when
you cross the finish line, there are announcers, and there are awards. This really is
a class act, and well worth the $30 just for that experience alone. The number of
runs you get as a driver varies depending on the day and the course and how fast
the course runs. The day that I raced there were 61 drivers. Believe it or not, we
got in four runs each that morning and three in the afternoon for a total of seven.
And that was on a fairly long course. So this thlng is run Wlth prec151on It was
very impressive.

As far as the racing itself goes, there’s a lot more to it than there appears to
a spectator. You have to know what the cones are telling you and you have to
figure it out while driving as fast as you can. It is like a forest of orange cones
coming at you at 50 miles an hour, maybe faster. I thought -asking the drivers
how fast they were going was a good question. But the answer [ alwéys got was /
have no idea. How can they have no idea? Easy. You do not have time to look at
the speedometer while you’re racing. You are dodglng cones and going through
gates and making turns. It is hectic and sometimes confusing if you’re not used to
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reading cones. It’s great to have a spotter with you in }Tou} ﬂasséh?géfr seat who can
tell you, “Go left, go right, go left, go right, slow down here,” or what have you.
I even walked the course twice before the race and still needed help. I felt better
- about that after‘talkjng with racer Eric Lobdell. He told me about his first time:
“Knowing where to go in a sea of orange cones was the challenge. After I got that
figured out, the fun of trying to improve my skills became the focus.” '

Lots of folks have beeq enjoying these autocross race weekends for a long
time; it turns out Autosports Northwest has been in existence for 20 years.
Pgople come to Deer Park to race, all the way from Seattle, Tri-Ciﬁes, Oregon,
and Idaho, according to club president Pete Crosen. He told me, “We follow the
SCCA (Sports Car Club of America) rules for what vehicles we allow to race, as
‘well as what class thqy‘ will be put in. Like cars are classed together as best they
can. Some cars are unsafe and just not suited to autocross racing, like SUVs, large
truqks, or top-heavy cars likely to roll.” Of course, those vehicles are not allowed -
to race. g = ' ¢ :

It may seem like going fast and trying not to hit stuff would be dangerous, but
Pete said they’ve never had a _'s’erious injury to either a driver or course-worker
that he was aware of. ; = ) :

Personally, 'I_was impressed with the club’s focus on safety. “The cars must
pass a safety inspection with one of our tech inspectors before it can race, and
the driver must wear a seat belt and a helmet. Other than that, there is no s'peéial
equipment required,” Pete explained. - 25 -

- Now, $30 may sound like a lot of money for a day’s worth of activity, but it’s
_really not considering what you get. T hink about going to Silverwood and how
much you would spend there. As far as equipment goes, Eric told me that he didn’t
have to purchase anything — no vehicle upgrades or equipment are required, but,
“I wanted to have my-own helmet, so [ purchased that from Amazon for $130.” In
any case, there is a trade-off for how inexpensive this is for a day of racing, and
that is the coursework that is required of each person when they are not racing.
It’s super easy —you just need to stand out on the course and spot the cones. If
'someone hits a cone or misses what they refer to as a gate, you need to report
that to the area manager who then uses his or her radio to notify the booth. Those
penalties cost drivers added seconds. ‘

Racing autocross may sound frivolous, but there are benefits to it. Eric

explained, “I also think that autocross teaches you the limits of your car and
~ hones skills that make you a better driver on the street — especially in an accident
avoidance situation. If you spin out at autocross, you might hit a few cones or
slide into the dirt. Better that than a tree on the side of the highway.” ;

I learned a lot — like cars can do a lot more than we make them do on the
street, and that there is physics-type technical stuff involved with racing, I was
fortunate enough to have some fabulous coaches who are very accomplished
racers. However, while I do love going fast, my favorite part of the whole thing
was the camaraderie. These people were very willing to let you ride in their car
and to give you tips; they were willing to ride in your car and give you tips, and
everyone was incredibly friendly. While I may not go back to race again because
‘a full-day commitment is very difficult for me to squeeze into my schedule, I look
forward to going back to take more pictures and hang out for a couple of hours.
What a great bunch of folks and what a fun experience. Even if you don’t race, I
highly recommend it. Photos by K.S. Brooks. :







