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If you want fo get close

to your favorite driver,

nab limited-edition
collectibles and or be a

part of the NASCAR family...

By Randy Cummings

Dale Earnhardi’s club benefns include
a fanny pack and a die-cast car.
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few years ago, Winston

Cup driver Kenny

\Wallace came to the
realization that one of the
most rewarding gifts he could
give members of his fan club
would cost him just a few
minutes of his time. The ges-
ture had nothing to do with
shaking hands, signing auto-
Y graphs or posing for pictures
B commonplace events at
= NASCAR fan club gather-
ings that define the amaz-
ingly close and personal
relationship that exists
between today’s drivers and
club members.

All Kenny had to do was
pick up the phone.
Now, twice a month,
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Wallace calls a member of his
fan club on their birthday and
helps them celebrate with a lit-
tle driver-to-fan chit-chat.
Whether the surprised birthday
celebrants believe it’s actually
their horsepower hero on the
other end is up to them.

“We've had people hang
up,” laughs Kenny’s wife Kim,
who operates her husband’s
4,000-member club out of an
office built last year behind
the couple’s home. “They’ll
think it’s a joke.”

For the others who believe
that it’s really Kenny they’re
talking to, it’s a dream come
true. Imagine . . . an athlete
actually calling one of his
fans. Getting a personalized

autographed picture through
the mail is one thing and
standing next to a driver for a
snapshot is certainly a thrill.
But actually having a one-on-
one conversation with a
favorite driver is like taking
the checkered flag at Daytona
— the ultimate.

Membership does have its
privileges.

Wallace’s surprise calls
reflect the importance drivers
place on maintaining the
bond they have with their
faithful followers.

Organized fan clubs have
been around for years. The
first, in fact, was formed for
Lee Petty in 1955 by Morris
Metcalfe, who later went on
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to be a NASCAR official for
four decades. Members had to
drive a Chrysler before they
could be admitted. A fan club
for Richard Petty, Lee’s son,
got started not too many years
later and is still going strong.
Jerry and Linda Ritchie are
now co-national directors of
the Richard Petty Fan Club, a
group they first became active
with back in 1971.

In the long history of fan
clubs, they have always been
fan friendly. But racing’s spe-
cial kinship between driver
and fan has never been
stronger than it is today, with
more drivers than ever boast-
ing clubs that go to great
lengths to make sure every-
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body knows who is No. 1: the
members. Like NASCAR
itself, the drivers’ clubs pride
themselves on being fan-ori-
ented, with newsletters, mem-
ber-only events and products,
and other benefits that nur-
ture the family feeling nearly
all clubs promote.

“We love going to the meet-
ings and seeing all our old
friends and seeing the fans get-
ting the chance to meet Jeff,”
says Maureen Harris, who serves
as co-director of the Jeff Gordon
National Fan Club with her
husband Russ. “It’s growing
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more and more each day. The
neatest thing is that it’s like
NASCAR — it’s one big family.
We're having a blast.”

So, too, are the fans, as
there are more card-carrying
clubbers around the world than
ever before. Whether it’s the
1,200-member Rick Mast Fan
Club, being steered by the solo
efforts of Whitney Huffman, or
Gordon’s group, which em-
ploys a staff of eight to handle
a membership that is expected
to reach 20,000 by the end of
the year, racing clubs are expe-
riencing an explosion in popu-
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Most fan cubs send out monthly or
quarterly newsletters to keep mem-
bers on track with their favorites.

larity matched only by
NASCAR itself.

The current pole sitter
among the fan clubs is —
Surprise! — Dale Earnhardt.
His Sports Image, Inc. was
bought by Action Perfor-
mance in 1996, and last year
the operation of his 25,000-
member fan club was moved
to Action’s home base in
Phoenix. Action Performance
president and
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Action keeps Dale Jarrett members
loaded with merchandise.

CEO Fred W. Wagenhals says
the Intimidator’s club now
boasts 45,000 active members
and has the pedal to the metal
in hopes of reaching 100,000
by the end of 1999.

“By far, it’s the biggest,”
Wagenhals says. “He’s kind of
like the Oakland Raiders. He’s
got a certain mystique that
only comes along once in a
lifetime. I think that people
who don’t even like him buy

his products.

“It always amazes me.
Everything we come out with
always sells through,” he adds.

“We've got all the top drivers
and they all do well. But
Dale Earnhardt’s like
Michael Jordan — he’s
a cut above.”

When Harris and
Russ took over
Gordon's operation in 1992,
the then 20-year-old racer’s
fan club was just 43 members
strong and being run on a
part-time basis by one of
Gordon’s T-shirt salesmen.
Today, the club’s home office
in Williams, Ariz., cranks out
a monthly, 16-page newsletter
and organizes four to six meet-
ings at which Jeff appears to
meet his fans. Oh yeah, the
club also has a corporate spon-
sor (Kellogg’s cereals) that
helps it deals with the nearly
400 letters and 100 e-mails
that arrive every 24 hours.

For the Harrises, it’s a labor

of love not unlike that which
Kim Chandler experiences as
one of the six volunteers —
all of whom reside in different
states — who coordinate the
Bobby Labonte International
Fan Club. Sure, the self-sup-
porting club has “only” about
3,000 members and the mail
load (anywhere from 600-800
pieces per month) can’t touch
that of Gordon or Earnhardt.
Still, Chandler and her co-
workers are like any other fan
club officials: they love their
driver and love their work.

“With the fan club being
so family-oriented, it really

feels like a family,” Chandler

says of Labonte’s club. I really

enjoy it. We don’t get any
glory out of doing this. We
just do it because we enjoy it.
And by the way we're grow-
ing, [ think we're doing a
pretty good job.”

Beyond the common goal
of promoting a particular
driver, fan clubs share other

staples that not only enable
its members the chance to
know next to everything
about their favorite driver but,
in most cases, provide oppor-
tunities to meet the club’s
namesake and chances to pur-
chase exclusive, club-only
merchandise.

The Bill Elliott Fan Club,
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Fan club directors such as Russ
Harris confer often with their driver.

x\ I-QP lo Beckett Racing & Motorsports Markefplace ranks the fop fan clubs from a hobby perspecfive

| 1. Bill Elliott Fan Club —
The participation from fans and
sponsors makes this club fops.
Everybody knows that
McDonald's is the corporate
king of the goody bag.
Legions of fans are actively
involved, helping decide just what benefits members should receive.
Another big plus is that the fan club has been strong for a long fime,
making the Bill Elliott Fan Club warehouse one of the most estab-
lished racing collectibles shops in the Unifed Stafes. Bills fans can
even pick up items bearing the logos and color schemes of previous
sponsors. The fans have helped make Ellioff the Most Popular Driver
on the Winston Cup circuit a record 12 fimes.

2. Jeff Gordon Nafional Fan Club — Again, the organizafion’s
comnersfones are ifs sfrong base of fan parficipation and sponsorship
support. The club has a great Internet site and strong newsletfer, but
the biggest privilege from this membership is access fo Gordon. Sure,
that exposure is extremely limited, but Jeff's more in demand than
half the field combined. The fan club is your best bet o get Jeff'
signature next fo being a cousin fo one of the Rainbow Warriors.

3. Club E - The Dale Earnhardt Fan Club — For collectors who
want volume and hot-off-the-production-line pieces, this is the club
o join. This is also a club on the rise as if recovers from fhe uncer-
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fainty of several leadership changes in the 1990s. Action
Peformance Companies is now in charge, so look for this club fo just
keep getfing better and growing bigger. The biggest drawback fo
Club E is that Dale’s aufograph doesn't go through his fan club, but
through the corporate offices af Dale Earnhardf, Inc.

4. The Richard Petfy Fan Club — Richard Petty will always be
“The King” of stock car racing, and his fan club will always be part of
the royalfy. Pefty’s fan organization blazed the frail. The King has
always been popular, and at one point he had a fan club chapfer in
all 50 states. Petty starfed racing 20 years before cable felevision,
and like Elliotf’s club, the warehouse is a good source of older pieces.

5. Bobby Labonte Infernational Fan Club — Sfrong membership
involvement makes this club work. Club leadership is hobby smari,
frequently going to the fop names in collectibles and asking for help
producing special pieces. The newsletfer has even run checklists of
Bobby’s frading cards in the past. Labonfe’s popularity, his relafion-
ships with some of NASCAR' strongest licensees and the groundwork
of his biggest fans make this club a grea one for collectors.

6. The Dale Jarrett Fan Club — Action Performance also runs
this club, along with the fan organization of popular drag racing
champion John Force. This Dale isn't quife as popular as Earnhard,
but Action has put the same commitment info his club. Jarrett has
just come into his own as a driver over fhe past several years, and
his fan club is making the same fransition.

1. The Darrell Waltrip Fan Club - The three-fime Winsfon Cup
champion is collectible savvy, and so is his fan club. Darrell’s 25th
anniversary four helped gef Walfrip and gang in the collectibles
groove, and strong fies with Action help. Waltrip’s sponsorship and
ride changes of 1998, plus his imminent refirement, make this a
good club fo be a parf of.

8. (fie) Terry Labonte, Mark Marfin and Rusty Wallace Fan
Clubs - These clubs are similar in development and in their involve-
ment with collecfibles. They starfed small with the help of family
and friends, but have grown increasingly larger. The drivers are pop-
ular, the merchandise available is steady and sirong, and the
chance fo gef an autograph solid.

9. The Elfon Sawyer and Patfy Moise Fan Club - Who can argue
with two memberships for the price of one? The fan club member-
ship is small, so while you can't expect a great deal of members-
only merchandise, you can expect fo get a shot af just about all of
the souvenirs produced of the two drivers. Members have a good
chance af some personal inferaction with the only married competi-
tors af NASCAR's highest levels.

10 (fie) Kenny Wallace and Geoff Bodine Fan Clubs - These two
drivers give members fhe personal fouch. Kenny calls two of his mem-
bers each month fo offer them a happy birthday, while Geoff nof only
sends out birthday cards fo all his members, but also Christmas cards.



example,
devotes most of
a back page in its

newsletter to items such as
club hats, model airplanes, golf
cart banks, pins, metal cards,
die-casts, dolls and even foot-
ball jerseys.

Gordon’s newsletter also
includes a merchandise page
for ordering such club-only
items as hats, bumper stickers,
jackets, buttons, pins and flags.

Gordon’s club hosts up to
six national meetings each
year, at which Jeff speaks,
signs autographs and poses for
pictures. The events have
become so popular that the
club limits attendance to the
first 250 registrants.

Most, of course, are quick
sellouts.

“We work out the schedule
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with
Jeff and usu-
ally publish the
dates [in the club
newsletter] by the end of the
year,” Harris says. “And they
sell out fast. They usually sell
out by the end of February.”
When Chandler helped

* organized the first annual fan

outing in 1994 for the Bobby
Labonte club, 84 die-hard fans
showed up to meet their hero.
This season’s event in October
was preceded by a second
“mini” meeting that had to be
added to the schedule to
accommodate the growing
interest in Labonte. The June
event attracted nearly 400 fans.

“We're trying to keep it
very fan-oriented,” Chandler
says. “That’s the way Bobby
wants it, and we're trying hard
to keep it that way.”

Club newsletters are also a
standard with club member-
ship. While they may vary in
size and frequency of publica-
tion — for example, Kenny
Wallace’s 8-12 pager comes
out four times per year while
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Gordon’s monthly usually is
16 pages — they serve a simi-
lar purpose. They’re the per-
fect tool for giving club
members exclusive news and
notes about the drivers that
“outsiders” can’t usually get.

The newsletter for Kenny's
club is edited by his wife, who
along with daughters Brooke
(11), Brandy (9) and Brittany
(7), write regular columns for
the club’s publication. In addi-
tion to the standard schedules,
race results, team updates and
club activities that are part of
all newsletters, Wallace read-
ers might learn about the fam-
ily’s next vacation plans or
what it’s like being the child
of a famous driver.

“We tell the fans every-
thing,” Kim Wallace says.
“There are no secrets in this
family.”

All fan clubs offer mem-
bers exclusive, one-of-a-kind
memorabilia to some extent.
It all begins with the “fan
packs” that members receive
upon joining a club or renew-
ing a membership.
Membership cards, certifi-

cates, autographed photos,
newsletter subscription, race
schedules and discounts for
merchandise are all standard
goodies that come with plunk-
ing down anywhere from $10
to $20 for either

an individual or family
membership.

But each club usually
throws in additional items
that are special to that partic-
ular driver that might range
from an exclusive Burton club
T-shirt, Labonte hat pins or a
Wallace rain poncho, to the
club hats and personalized
signed photos offered to mem-
bers of Mast’s club.

The Earnhardt club has a

AN10 NV4 NOGHOD 443 IHL O

Mauren Harris’ duties as co-director
of Jeff Gordon’s fan club includes
dealing with autograph requests.




little steeper membership cost
($29.95), but members are
treated to club-only gifts and
memorabilia on a regular
basis. They receive a wel-
come-to-the-club pack when
they pay membership dues,
but three other times through-
out the year they are given
special member-only gifts such
as exclusive die-cast cars —
Action’s cornerstone product.
“Action knows how to run
a fan club,” Wagenhals says.
“We give them a lot. We give
them a great package for open-
ers. Besides that, we give them
something unique and differ-
ent things on a quarterly basis.
Fans always want something
that they can’t get anywhere
else and that’s what we do. If
we don’t do that, what’s the
reason for joining a fan club?”
Earnhardt’s club isn’t the
only successful fan club opera-
tion Action can boast. A year
after its startup, Action’s Dale
Jarrett Fan Club has amassed
nearly 20,000 members.
Action also has handled the
Racing Collectibles Club of

America (a mail-order club)
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since purchasing it in 1993,

and the company just inked

an agreement with NASCAR

to run an official fan club for

the stock car association.
And since Action owns

marketing licenses with more

than 300 active drivers, own-

ers and sponsors, it’s

expected that Action

will be operating as

many as 10 new

driver fan clubs by
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next year.

“We'll be coming out with
new programs next year,”
Wagenhals says. “I can’t tip
my hat, but we’re talking
about some really unique
things that NASCAR fans
can do, like tuning into the

drivers’ meeting on
Sunday.”

ACton... The sost mesp,

Whether its hearing the

asoc,

drivers on Sunday or listening
to Kenny Wallace offer his
personal birthday greetings,
fan clubs really do live up to
their names.

Be a member. Carry a card.
And don’t leave for the track
without it. ' =

Randy Cummings is a freelance
writer in Denton, Texas.
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