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Perhaps you’ve heard the term “driv-
ing by the seat of the pants.” Someone 
asked Jeff Gordon at Auto Club Speed-
way how important it is.

“I think everybody has a different 
way of feeling the balance of the car 
and the speed of the car and whether a 
car is going to stick,” the four-time Cup 
champion said. “I think that a lot of 
times (you hear) the term ‘feel it in your 
butt,’ and I think some guys feel it there 
and some feel it in how much pressure 
they’re putting on the wheel. Basically, 
your body is sending you signals, and 
the car is sending your body signals to 
what the car is doing.

“That’s what we adjust every little 

detail around the car on, because we 
don’t have the data in the car during 
race weekends, so we’re doing it all 
off of simulation and we do it off of 
what the driver is telling you. The 
driver is telling you that based on that 
sort of seat-of your-pants-feel. It’s 
important.”

The more the merrier — Toyota’s 
history in NASCAR is dominated by 
Joe Gibbs Racing, but early indications 
suggest that Michael Waltrip Racing is 
finally emerging as a consistent force.

Auto Club 400 pole winner Denny 
Hamlin said that’s great … for JGR.

“It’s big for us for Michael Waltrip 
Racing to be competitive,” he said. 

“The more competitive teams you 
have under one manufacturer, the 
more information you can use.”

Change of seam — A new term has 
come into widespread use in regard to 
Auto Club Speedway.

Tricky.
The track surface has grown weath-

ered. When track officials patched the 
track, mainly to repair seams in the 
asphalt, it became more treacherous, 
apparently owing to the level of adhe-
sion in the seams.

“California is tricky,” Martin Truex 
Jr. said. “The track is just ultra-slick, and 
it’s one of the fastest places we go. Go-
ing off into turn one at 208 or 210 mph 
and not having much grip when you 
get there is challenging.”

Next up — Martins-
ville Speedway’s active 
leader in victories is 
Gordon, who has won 
seven times at the .526-
mile oval, NASCAR’s 
shortest track. Jimmie 
Johnson has won six 
times, and a native 

Virginian, Denny Hamlin, has won four 
times.

Don’t count out Tony Stewart. He 
has three victories at Martinsville. It was 
also the site of Stewart’s first career pole, 
on April 18, 1999.

No one is likely to threaten Richard 
Petty’s record 15 victories at the track, 
though another former champion, 
Darrell Waltrip, won 11 times there.

If you have a question or comment, write: NASCAR This Week, c/o The Gaston Gazette, P.O. Box 1538, Gastonia, NC 28053 or send an e-mail to mdutton@gastongazette.com. You can also send 
your NASCAR questions to Monte on Facebook at Facebook.com/monte-dutton and at Twitter.com/MonteDutton. Please specify you are submitting them for the NASCAR This Week page.

� Jimmie Johnson won fi ve 
straight Sprint Cup championships 
(2006-10), but Johnson has never 
had a streak that equals Tony 
Stewart’s current one. Stewart is 
batting .467 (seven wins in 15 
races) dating back to the start of 
the 2011 Chase.
� Topping Stewart’s current 

streak requires going back to 1998, 
when Jeff Gordon won seven times 
in a span of nine races. Gordon won 
13 times that year.
� What separates Stewart’s 

streak a bit is that he’s done it with 
two crew chiefs. Darian Grubb, the 
championship crew chief, is now 
paired with Denny Hamlin at Joe 
Gibbs Racing. Steve Addington is 
now Stewart’s crew chief.
� Even more fortunate than 

Stewart, who won the rain-
shortened Auto Club 400, was 
Johnson, whose engine failed 
moments before the rain began 
falling. Johnson was able to escape 
Fontana with a 10th-place fi nish.
� It was Johnson’s lucky week. 

NASCAR Chief Appellate Offi cer John 
Middlebrook rescinded the six-race 
suspensions of crew chief Chad 
Knaus and car chief Ron Malec. 
He also restored the 25 points 
assessed Johnson (and owner Rick 
Hendrick) for the allegedly irregular 
“C-Post” in Johnson’s Chevy at Day-
tona. The penalty wasn’t completely 
overturned, as Middlebrook left 
intact Knaus’ $100,000 fi ne.
� Stewart is the season’s fi rst 

multiple winner. Points leader Greg 
Biffl e has fi nished sixth or better in 
four of the fi ve races.
� Larry McReynolds’ TV com-

ment of the week: “The drivers are 
using every ounce of the width of 
this track.”
� NASCAR’s glorious anachro-

nism, Martinsville Speedway, is 
next. The Virginia track has been 
around as long as the ruling body, 
hosting at least one race in every 
season. It was a dirt track in 1949, 
and what is now Sprint Cup was 
known as Strictly Stock.
� Rain limited the Auto Club 

400 to 129 laps instead of the 
scheduled 200.
� It’s amazing how adept 

NASCAR’s best and brightest are at 
avoiding wrecks when they’re trying 
to reach the season’s halfway point.

� Who’s hot: Over 
two seasons, Tony 
Stewart has won 
seven out of 15 
races. ... Greg Biffl e 
maintained the Sprint 
Cup point lead with 
a sixth-place fi nish at 
Auto Club Speedway.

� Who’s not: Five 
races in, Jeff Gordon 
ranks 25th in the 
standings. ... His new 
Hendrick Motorsports 
teammate, Kasey 
Kahne, is 27th.

Gordon
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Gordon’s racing style — driving by the seat of his pants

By Monte Dutton
NASCAR This Week

The Sprint Cup season is only five races old, but Clint 
Bowyer has gone a long way toward eliminating the un-
certainty that clouded his career during the offseason.

Bowyer, 32, made his name at Richard Childress Racing, 
where he won five races since joining the Cup ranks fulltime 
in 2006. Twice he won at New Hampshire Motor Speedway, 
in 2007 and 2010, and at Talladega Superspeedway, in 2010 
and 2011. He also won at Richmond, in 2008.

Late in 2011, Bowyer found that, due to sponsorship 
issues, there was no place for him at RCR. The Emporia, 
Kan., native considered several offers and decided to 
move to Michael Waltrip Racing, where his No. 15 Toyota 
is sponsored by 5-hour Energy Drink.

Waltrip’s team has won only twice since its inception 
in 2007. RCR has won 100 Cup races, dating back to 1983.

So far, so good. Bowyer ranks ninth in the Cup stand-
ings with one top-five and two top-10 finishes.

“These MWR cars have been good ever since (team-
mate Martin) Truex was running good at the end of last 
year,” Bowyer said. “Just real proud of everybody.

“Looking at last year, they showed signs of brilliance, 
and then, I think, where they lacked was being consistent 
throughout the year. If we’re able to go there, that’s one 
thing that’s always been my strong point. If I can con-
tinue my consistency … that’s what we’re missing.”

Bowyer never felt the perceived uncertainty regarding 
his latest career move.

“In this sport anymore, the cars are so much the same 
that the only real thing you’re starting over with is the 
group of people,” he said. “Sometimes change can be 
good and bad. There’s no question that, last year, I didn’t 
have the success that I expected and that I wanted.

“Maybe it was time to make a change, and I’ll be able 
to answer that in a year or so. I really see a lot of poten-
tial here, a lot of things coming together at the right time 
for me to make a change and ride that wave on into the 
future.”

Clint’s For Certain
After uncertain 2011, Bowyer has been good this season 

CLINT BOWYER SPRINT CUP SERIES No. 15 5-HOUR ENERGY TOYOTA

Sprint Cup
Goody’s Fast Relief 500 
12:30 p.m., Sunday

Nationwide Series
O’Reilly Auto Parts 300, 
8 p.m., April 13

Truck Series
Kroger 250, 
1 p.m., Saturday
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In response to sagging attendance, Speedway 
Motorsports said that he would restore Bristol 
to its former greatness, which, according to 
fan responses president Bruton Smith cited, 
existed before the track was revised in 2007. 
Keselowski, who has won the past two Bristol 
races, understandably dissented, saying: “I think 
the race track is as good or better as it has ever 
been. I think there are other ways to make the 
racing better. Everyone’s definition of what (to 
do) is a little different, but in my eyes, the track 
reconfiguration has helped the facility to what 
otherwise could have been a worse scenario.”

NASCAR This Week’s Monte Dutton 
gives his take: “There isn’t much question that 
most drivers like Bristol the way it is. Nor is there 
much question that the majority of fans like it 
better the way it used to be.”

Helmets Go A Long Way
Jimmie Johnson announced his annual “Hel-

met of Hope” campaign at Auto Club Speedway. 
Blue Bunny Ice Cream is the title sponsor of the 
charitable program, which began in 2008. Fans, 
consumers and media members can nominate 
their favorite charities in a program that offers 
$10,000 grants and special recognition on 
Johnson’s race helmets. Nominations will be 
accepted until May 7 at www.HelmetOfHope.org. 
To date, the program has contributed more than 
$300,000 to 49 different charities.

BRAD KESELOWSKI VS. BRUTON SMITH
Keselowski Smith

A Dodge Party in SC
The 10th race of the 1968 Grand National (now 

Sprint Cup) season was run at Columbia (S.C.) 
Speedway on April 18. Bobby Isaac drove the No. 
37 K&K Insurance Dodge to victory over Charlie 
Glotzbach in another Dodge. The top five finishers 
— Isaac, Glotzbach, James Hylton, Buddy Baker 
and Richard Petty — all drove Chryslers. The top 
four were in Dodges and Petty drove a Plymouth. 
(Source: racing-reference.info)

By Monte Dutton
NASCAR This Week

Biffl e

Banking in
straights

0º
Banking in
turns 1-4

12º

Distance:............... 0.526-mile oval
Length of frontstretch:. .......800 ft.
Length of backstretch:. .......800 ft.
Miles/Laps: .....263 mi. = 500 laps

April 1 Oct. 28
MARTINSVILLE DATAMARTINSVILLE DATA

PIT ROAD

TU
RN 1

T URN 2 T URN

3

TURN

4

FINISH   START

Race: Goody’s Fast Relief 500
Where: Martinsville (Va.) 
Speedway (.526 mi.), 500 
laps/263 miles.
When: Sunday, April 1.
Last year’s winner: Kevin 
Harvick, Chevy.
Qualifying record: Tony Stewart, 
Chevy, 98.083 mph, Oct. 21, 
2005.
Race record: Jeff Gordon, Chevy, 
82.223 mph, Sept. 22, 1996.
Last week: Rain shortened the 
Auto Club 400 to 129 of a scheduled 
200 laps, but Tony Stewart, who was 
dominating the Fontana, Calif. race, 
pulled off the win when the forecasted 
rains finally arrived. Kyle Busch’s 
Toyota crossed the finish line second 
to Stewart’s Chevy.

Race: O’Reilly Auto Parts 300
Where: Texas Motor Speedway, 
Fort Worth (1.5 mi.), 200 laps/300 
miles.
When: Friday, April 13.
Last year’s winner: Carl 
Edwards, Ford.
Qualifying record: Jeff Green, 
Chevy, 193.493 mph, April 5, 
2002.
Race record: Kyle Busch, Toyota, 
151.707 mph, April 5, 2008.
Last week: For the first time this 
year, a Sprint Cup regular won a 
Nationwide race. Joey Logano, in a 
Toyota, won at Auto Club Speedway 
in Fontana, Calif. The season’s first 
four races went to drivers who do 
not compete regularly at the Cup 
level.

Race: Kroger 250
Where: Martinsville (Va.) Speed-
way, (.526 mi.), 250 laps/131.5 
miles.
When: Saturday, March 31.
Last year’s winner: Johnny 
Sauter, Chevy.
Qualifying record: Matt Crafton, 
Chevy, 96.352 mph, Oct. 29, 
2011.
Race record: Jimmy Hensley, 
Dodge, 74.282 mph, April 17, 1999.
Last race: A virtual unknown, John 
King, put a Toyota in victory lane for 
the sixth consecutive year at Daytona 
on Feb. 24, picking his way through 
a series of crashes near the end. 
Martinsville will mark a schedule 
resumption after five weeks off.

2012 POINTS STANDINGS
Sprint Cup Series Pts.
1. Greg Biffle 195
2.  Kevin Harvick - 7
3. Dale Earnhardt Jr. - 17
 Denny Hamlin - 17
5.  Martin Truex Jr. - 18
6.  Matt Kenseth - 20
7. Denny Hamlin - 22
 Clint Bowyer - 22
9.  Jimmie Johnson - 24
10. Ryan Newman - 38
11.  Paul Menard - 40
12. Carl Edwards - 47
 Joey Logano - 49

Nationwide Series
1. Elliott Sadler 214
2. Ricky Stenhouse Jr. - 18
3. Austin Dillon - 27
4. Trevor Bayne - 34
5. Sam Hornish Jr. - 54
6. Cole Whitt - 63
7. Michael Annett - 66
8. Tayler Malsam - 70
9. Justin Allgaier - 88
10. Mike Bliss - 95

Camping World Truck Series
1. John King 47
2. Timothy Peters - 5
3. Justin Lofton - 6
4. Jason White - 7
5. Todd Bodine - 9
6. Chris Fontaine - 10
7. Ward Burton - 11
8. Ty Dillon - 12
9. Clay Greenfield - 13
10. Parker Kligerman - 14

John Clark/NASCAR This Week
After spending time with Richard Childress Racing, Clint Bowyer is off to a great start at Waltrip Racing. Bowyer ranks eighth in the Cup standings.

SPRINT CUP NATIONWIDE CAMPING WORLD TRUCK

Bobby and Danica  
This Week welcomes letters to the editor, 

but please be aware that we have room for only 
a few each week. We’ll do our best to select 
the best, but individual replies are impossible 
due to the bulk of mail received. Please do not 
send stamped and self-addressed envelopes 
with your letters, which should be addressed to: 
NASCAR This Week, The Gaston Gazette, P.O. 
Box 1538, Gastonia, N.C. 28053.  

Dear NASCAR This Week,
I’m a huge NASCAR fan. (Texas Motor 

Speedway) is like a second home to me. … I 
have a few questions and comments …

First of all, what’s up with Bobby Labonte? I’m 
a diehard fan of the Texas Tornado, but the last 
few years he’s pretty much (broken) my heart. I 
mean, I don’t know if he’s still got it. The man’s 
one of the best. Does his team owner not care 
enough to invest fully into a past champion? …

Now on to Danica Patrick. Honestly, I couldn’t 
be more proud of her. Not only is she beautiful, 
but an amazing racer. How do you feel she will 
be on the Cup circuit? 

Nathan Harris
Abilene, Texas

Bobby Labonte’s most recent Cup victory was 
in 2003. That’s a long dry spell, and his fate 
is tied to whether or not he can get his team, 
owned by Brad Daugherty and Tad Geschickter, 
back up to speed. At age 47, maybe he’s got a 
last hurrah in him. It’s too early to tell if Danica 
Patrick is going to be “one of the greats.” She’s 
having a hard time so far and needs to do better 
in order to advance to Sprint Cup. 

Stewart


