Sportsplus

THE BOoOSTON

GLOBE FRIDAY,

FEBRUARY 10, 2006

'I'mnot a fearful person. There’s nofeeling intheworld that 1've had that’s likeit.
You'redriving somethingthat's out of control dut you're controlling it.'

RJ.VALENTINE, onracing at Daytona

STAN GROSSFELD/GLOBF STAFF

R.J. Valentineliveslifein thefast laneduringthe Rolex 24 at Daytona | nter national Speedway.Valentinehelped lead histeam to a second-placefinish.

Young at heart

Vaentine, 61, enjoys racing agai nst
time — and he's still going strong

By Stan Grossfeld
GLOBE STAFF

AYTONA BEACH, Fla. — The

smell of gasolineand burning

rubber triggers memoriesolder

than most of therace car driv-

ersat Daytonal nternational
Speedway . .

"l remember dragracingon A Streetin
South Boston in my dad's'62 Chrysler 300
said driver RJ. Valentine, 61, of Hingham,
who grew up in Dorchester."”| outranacop
car. It wastheindiscretion of youth. He
didn't catch me but he knew my father and
went to him."

Vaentinewasgrounded for amonth.
Heslucky hisfather didn't know about his
other talent, stripping hub capsoff neigh-

w-"

borhoodcarsin record time.

That was then.

Today, V aentineracesa 450-horsepower
Pontiac GTO.R aspart o afour-man team
competing in the44th Rolex Daytona24-
hour Race. Heisamultimillionaireand race
car sponsor with 11 carsand aprivatejet
charter company, F1 Air, that zipshim
around the country at 650 miles per hour.

But heisstill akid at heart. Hiseyes have
spark and hisframe ischiseled.

ThisisVaentine's20th appearance at
Daytona,where his racing dream began.

Valentinechoseto bearacecar driver
whileon aPam Beach vacation with his
wifein 1975.

"] dlwayswanted to seetherace. | stayed
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R.J.Valentine, 61, psycheshimself up ashepreparestotakethe
whed at therecent Rolex 24 at Daytona Inter national Speedway.
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up dl night | was so enthralled with what
wasgoingon.”

Hiswife, Penny, went back to the hotel
to sleep. In the morning, Valentine was
still at thetrack.

"On theflight out, we banked right wW-
er the track and | was till looking at the
cars. Shesaid, You'relooking at it S0 hard,
you oughttodoit.' *

That was 320 professional starts ago.
Although he once totaled acar here, Day-
tonaissacred ground.

"Thisislike going to the Vatican for
me"

No stopping

Although 27 racers havedied at Dayto-
na, including Dale Earnhardt, whose stat-
ueout front isashrinefor fans, Vaentine
hasnofear.

"You aways think it will not happen to
you," hesaid.

"I'm not afearful person. There's no
feelingin the world that I've had that's
likeit. Youredriving somethingthat's out
o control but you're controlling it. \Mat
elseshould | do?Plant flowersin the back-
yard? Go to a barbecue?I’ll do that, but
this rocks my world. When you get out of
aracecar, the grassisalittlegreener and
theskyisalittlebluer."

Asmilelightsup Vdentinesface.

"My wife doesn't buy jewelry or
clothes, she buyslifeinsurance.”

Daytona officials say Valentine is
amongthefive oldest racershere.

Actor Paul Newman was 70 when he
won in hisclassat Daytonaa decade ago.
Valentinehas raced against Newman sev-
entimes.

"Hewasthe only actor | haveever met
or competed against that was a red race
car driver,"said Vaentine. W e was a con-
summate pro, fantasticdriver,and aways
oneof the boys A greet jokester aswell.”

Valentinealso is aging well, with 11
podium finishessince2004.

Vdentine is a workout fanatic. He be-
ginshistraining at 5:30 each morning by
riding hisbicyclefrom his Hinghamhome
to Cape Cod and back, sometimes a 100-
mile round trip. Hes got 16.5 percent bo-
dy fat and very good genes. Hismom is95
and still drives. The secret comesfrom his
Italian heritage. W e attribute it al to the
oliveoil,” Vdentinesaid.

Valentine exercises every muscle
group, including hiseyes. If you see some
guy rolling his eyes around his head on
Route 3 between Hingham and his F1
Boston track in Braintree, you've likely
spottedVaentine.

"It builds up your peripheral vison'
he said. "Your eyes are likea muscle. If
you move your eyes, you can constantly
develop them. 1 do it dl the time. | even
practiceinastreetcar.

Vaentingspersonal trainer said hisse-
cretishisheart.

"Hisresting heart rate is 42, that's ex-
tremely dow, like Bill Rodgers,” said Art
Tagliaferti. "Twould bet if wedid a cardio
monitor, he would be less than guysin
their 20sand 30s.”

Well-oiled

Vdentinesfortune stemsfrom ail, but
not oliveail. In the mid-"'80s. he invested
in 30 Jiffy Lubes, including the No. 1
grossing Jiffy Lube in the world. Then he
started buyingcar s to put theoil in.

In racingcircles, Vdentineis respected
because he doesn't make stupid mistakes
and never lets his temper get the best o
him.

Widl,almost never.

“1 was racing in Detroit at Bdle Ide’
Valentine said. " This guy deliberately
rammed me on the right rear quarter in
practice. It caused $7,000 of damage. Ba
sically it wasan intimidationmove. If you
let that slide, it's only the beginning of
consistently being pushed and shoved
around.

“T went into the pitsand told thecrew
totake every corner df thecar,and puton
old fiberglass. | followed behind him at
120 milesper hour. | hit him and he spun
thecar and hit every wall. 1 knew hewas
going to come looking for me. I kept nmy
back to him. | told the crew, ‘Let me know
when he gets 3 feet away. So he comes
running and then | turned around and
pinned him against my car and said,
'‘Don't even think about it. Yau doit again
and both of us are going to die.' In this
sport, if you getintimidated,youretoest. "

Johnny O’Connell, Vaentine's team-
matein the blueand silver No. 65 Pontiac,
marvelsat hisfriend. "Hes got the enthu-
siasm and passion for the sport likea 16-
year-old kid. Hes a great competitor and
team player.”
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Racecar driver RJ. Valentinehad a hyperbaricchamber installed in his Hingham homebecause hebelievesit hel psincrease hiscircul ation.

Vaentine estimatesit coststhe team's
owner, The Racing Group, $1.5 million to
build and run acar for a year. That doesn't
include lodging and travel. The No. 65
Pontiac has the huge F1 Air emblazoned
on the driver's door, but Valentinewon't
divulgethesponsorshipcost.

"You don't do this for the money," he
said. The 65 car has persondity. They left
enough roomon the rear end for some hu-
mor: "Don' hit thiscar — Ed Ruzak, Liti-
gation consultation."

Vdentine routinely brings high rollers
along on VIP trips and entertains them
with highlysought-afterpitpassesto ben-
efit his MBA Group, which investsin 18
companies.

"It works better than even baseball
ticketsbecauseit'sunique,” hesaid.

Heal soworks businessdeals as aggres-
sively as those Daytona banking curves.
He's touting an expanding locking bolt
and asuper-sized |uxury hospitalitytrailer
to bringto major sportingevents.

In between practiceruns, he corners
O’Connell and explains how carbon diox-
ide attracts mosquitoes, who are then
lured to death in hislatest investment
product. He's going to rid the world of
bloodsuckers, but O’Connell isn't interest-
ed. Hes readingtheloca sportssection

Valentinespends much of his down-
timedoing business, which doesn't bother
O’'Connell. 'They help pay the costs" he
said.

Vaentine said he has the best of both
worlds.

"The problem with being a race car
driver today isyou don't get paid a lot of
moey’ said Vaentine. "l love the art of
thedeal. Youre abletodrivea racecar but
you'redsoableto build abusiness. Racing
can useyou up, but | useracing."

On the way to the pit, he hugs about a
dozen drivers from other teams. Like a
good comedian, he always leaves 'em
laughing.

"Hes anything but typicd," said TRG
hospitality director Carole Carter. "Hes
just a character. He alwayswants some-
body to punch him in the stomach to
show how toughheis.”

Sart your engines

The Rolexrace isthe USversond the
legendary 24 Hoursd Le Mans. It isthe
equivalent of racing from Daytona Beech
to Los Angeles in one day with four driv-
ers. Almost half thecar s in the 70-car field
will notcross thefinish line.

The 2.56-mile course is altered from
theDaytona 500course. Therear e hairpin
turns — driverscal them "bus stops" —
where drivers must stomp on the brakes
not long after they have reached top
speedsaf 170 m.p.h. Itcan beat up thebo-
dy and the mind. 'That's why you haveto
bean ahlete said VVaentine, wholovesto
imitatea car shiftingfrom firsttofifth.

The race is complicated becauseit's
redly tvo races at once. The GT class —
Pontiacs, Porsches, BMWs, Mazdas, and

Ferraris — shares thet rack with the faster
Daytona prototypes — a new formularace
car developed by NASCAR.

"It's like 13kni fe tightsgoing on at the
same time' Vaentine said. 'Y ou'refight-
ingfor everyinch."

Vaentineisracingfor Kevin Buckler of
Sonoma, @if., the only team owner who
haswon at Le Mans and Daytonatwice.
The other driversare Andy Ldly, Mark
Bunting,and O’Connell.

Buckler has Vaentinescheduled for
severd stints, including the 24th hour of
therace.

"R.J. is better this year than ever,"
Buckler said. “He’s the total package.”

During TRG’s prerace dinner, awaiter
bringsVdentine a covered crock of soup.
Butinstead of soup, he finds a $12,000
gold Rolex watch, a good luck present
from Buckler. 'That was the most expen-
sive bowl of onion soup | ever bought,”
said Buckler, laughing.

Therear e driversherefromall over the
United Statesand 22 other countries, but
Vaentine is the only driver from New
England.

TRG racer Steve Johnson, who played
sparingly for the New England Petriotsin
1988, knowswhy.

"They just don't get enough practice
up there. They'rein thesnowt oo often.”

Vaentine said the 15-man pit crew
winsraces. The night before the race, the
TRG crew hasalready replaced theengine
d the65 car, whichwas runningdown on
power.

"We have a dream team," Vaentine
said. ""Johnny O and Andy Lally are
among the top 10 enduranceracers in the
world. Lally has the most podium appear-
ances of anybody ever in Rolex history.
Mark Buntingis moneyin thebank."

Vdentineisthe cagey veteran,

"He's been doing thisforever, over and
over. Hes one o the rocks on theteam”
said Lally.

Vaentinepredictsthet on thefirstlap,
some hot-bloodeddriver will be eliminat-
ed. He hopes his No. 65 car won't get tak-

en out. "It's about your ability to watch
outfor cuckoos.”

Ready to roll

Therace— inlde January - startsun-
der perfect conditions (70 degrees and
sunny) at high noon. On thef i tlap, one
cariseliminated.

In thepit, Vaentine paces, watchesthe
leaderboard and |ap times, stretches, and
does chin-ups and push-ups before his
turn.

"Putmein,Coadt hesaid.

The65 car isseesawing with a Porsche
911 for the GT class |ead.

Vaentineinherits the car at nightfall
but not without problems. The water sys-
tem has malfunctioned. The drinking
tubedoesn't work and it cutstheelectrical
system out. The crew rigs a water jug to
Vaentinés helmet.

He doesn't useit despitetemperatures
inexcessd 120degr ees.

Vaentinelde saidthe heat wasnotas
bad asthe time he raced in Addison, Tex-
as."Itwas 120 degreesont he tarmac, "' he
said. Talk about putting the peda to the
medal. He suffered seconddegree bums
on hisleftheel.

"It waslikea griddle," hesaid. "They
had to cut the shoe off, thefoot got swol-
len. | had bad blisters. | had tocut a hole
in my $300shoesto beabletowear them."

Vaentings turn isflawless with the ex-
ception o a quickly recovered spinout.

"It could have been cold tires, some oil
or dirt on the track," Valentine said as
sweat poured off him. "I'm doing OK.
We're still in thel eadlap.”

Buckler orders Vaentine to get some
rest. 'We need you to beready."

Finishing kick

On Lap 328, with O’Connell at the
whed, the No. 65 Pontiac takes the lead.
Smdl bonfiresburn in theinfield as fans
party, ride a Ferriswhed, or watch "The
Rocky Honor PictureShow."

Vaentineliesdown in a trailer parked
sodose to thetrack that racer's headlights

R.J Valentineshowsoff thehardwarefrom histeam's second-place finish at
the2006 Rolex 24 at Daytona | nternational Speedway.

shinein thewindowsashe hiesto rest.

At dawn, with his team still flip-flop-
ping the lead with the pesky Porsche
team, Vaentinegets readytodrive.

But today is not exactly Vaenting's day.
He getsseverecrampsand turns the color
of the Everglades The big raceis no long-
er the Daytona 24. It's about finding a
bathroom. Valentinechecksinto thet rack
infirmary and the diagnosisis food poi-
soning.

Nurses administer medicine and at-
tach Valentineto an intravenous machine
torehydrate him. As a patient, hels not pa-
tient.

When he threatensto leave, they put a
blood pressure pump around the saline
solutionand forcethe liquid into hisveins
quicker.

'You have made a remarkabl e recov-
ery,” said nurse Judy Clayton. "Youlooked
terriblewhen you came in,”

On his return, No. 65 is in second be-
hind thePorsche, but V a entineisthrough
for the day. "Kevin [Buckled said, You
want to get in. Get in' But | know Lally
and O’Connell are a littlefaster than me.
It'sa team sport It's not aboutego.”

The 65 car never quits. Buton onelap,
asafety feature getsstuck for one eternal
lap, effectively costing the team any
chancetowin.

"It turned out to be a 60-cent pat’
said Vaentine, shrugging. The car limps
toasecond-placefinish, threelapsbehind
the Porsche.'The transmissionwas dying
at the end," Vaentinesaid. 'We only had
fourth and fifth gear”

Still, Vaentine's team had a podium
finish. That's better than NASCAR stars
Tony Stewart and Danica Petrick, whose
cars did not finish. Teammates splash
champagnearound but VVaentineoutruns
them. The veteran knows the bubbly
stingshiseyes.

“If | can be competitivein a car, then
I'm heppy: hesaid.

Hegathersthetrophy and headsto his
rental car. Before he leaves, alittle busi-
ness.

"l need somelandin South Floridafor
atrack," he tells adriver. 'We need to
talk."

At 1:50 p.m., Valentine leaves the
Speedway for Daytona |nternational Air-
port Like rock roydty, he drives on the
tarmac directly tO hisjet. The pilotsare
readytoroll.

W e had to makean executivedecision
foryou,gr. said Rick David, a20-year vet-
eran Marine pilot. "We went with Corona
and limes"

Valentine smiles and sinks into the
cushy |eather seats. He nursesa beer and
fresh h i t to Hanscom Field in Concord.
The vaet has his 750 BMW idlingon the
tarmac.

Two hours and 15 minutes after take
off, heisjust another guy Sunday driving
on Route 128. Except, o course, with his
eyes dartingfrom sidetoside.




