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Tha first ime | meet Renese Bupuis, sha's
driving & ilack Buick—a Garbon Black Me-
tailic 2011 Buick Enclave, lobe pregise It's
the sort of SUV you'd expect 3 mam 1o drive
to soooer practice—nothing fast, nothing
sexy. Inside her perfectly normal can, Ae-
nee seems like a perfectly normal driver
She’s following road signs, stopping when
the lights are red and aceslsraling, very
gently, when they tum green. She seems
bored. She drives with one hand, the other
fiddiing with the radio knobs or holding her
cell phone ar drumiming on her mght knee

Henee iz nol, in fact, a perdfectly normal
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driver, You wouldn'f know uniess you hap-
pen to caleh her davdreaming, her dark
hiue eyes glazing, the armow on the speed-
ometer climbing steadily rghfward, hil-
ting 30 mph, then 40... 50... 65... This s
Renee in her element, speeding smoothly
afang the curvy back roads of (lastn-
bury, the river town where she fias spent
her [ife. When ifere are no ofher cars on
the road, she could coast Iike this forever
for at least until the next stop sign). That's
why she hates big cities: too many drivers,
toe much traffic and toe much time stuck
bahind people wiho dimve toa frickin” siow.
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eee was just not built to drive 3 baring

black Buick on e back roads of tilaston-
bury ar armvwhere else, But the NASCAR rac-
ing season starts in late March, which means
her two pace cars are hibernating in her
parage-cum-workshop, one lahen apart o
thoroughly that only the sketeton of its frune
remaing unlil she rebwilds it in the spring. She
i &nick with the Buick for the long winter, sn
she makes do with a few moments of reverie,
therse Lienes when she allows herself toacceles
ate, magining thal she's crossng the finizh line
vna banked track 1o fubilant cheers,

Now 41, she has raced cars for almost as long
i ghes been alive, When she was only a vear
old, her father placed a tiny electne ladybug-
shaped car under the famiby's Chirdstimas tree. A
lewe ooty luter, he heard a crash and tound
Remee covered in tinsel and ormaments: Shed
driven the ladybug steatght fnto the tree. By 4,
she Lud graduded from her tey big to o min
farnre blue-and groy ruce cor, competing in the
Cuarter Midger racing division for Juds up 1o
age 15, and aceumulating enongh trophies (o
Tine awall ol Ter girage.

After graduating from UConn, Renee be-
g [ocusing on her racing career full time,
compreting oo Ue NASCAR Whelan Modihed
Towe and, during a regular season, running
wnywhere fromm five 1o 14 races oo Lredks on
the Bost Coust, In 144, che became the fiest
wrman o win o NASCAR race at the now-
defunct Riverside Park Speedway b Aguwam,
Mass. Her remarkable victory was elronicled
the: firllowing vew in two sports exhibite at The
Womens Muceum, o Smithsonian wffiliate in
Drullas. That was her favorite race; she keeps s
Fragment of the Riverside track in a glass case
an the lett wall of her garage, along with tick-
els, receipts and ether memorabilio of Uie day,

Az we round Lhe carves en route to Renees
garape, 1 joke thatshe musl have had an easy
time passing her road test, She laughs sheep-
ishly und vilers a surprising confession: Slie
actually came this ose (o failing, The driv-
ing instructor who administered her tost in
Welhersficld said she was cnrting her left lurny
toa shavply — e sort of meve that speeds vou
up on the track but can be dangerous on the
mad, "Another shary letr and vou'll fail? her
proctor warned, Al that point, Renee had been
dtiving on back roads with her dad for nearly
[owr years and i race cars for almost 12,

Renee still cuts her lefts a ltle too sharply;
she cam't help it She was built to race. “lt gers
in your blaod,” she savs, "and you just can't
et away rom it

enee’s warage smells of pasoline, metal,

st Bonses and lay, U last two because
the garage is attached to a stalle of seven
horses, (General Granite, alias “Gnat” a stately
bay 1Tancverian, is o favorite,) The structure
15 nestled at the botrom of the diiveway, parl
of the fumiby-vwned farm operated by Re
nec’s parents, David and Kathe, 'They named
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e amd ther N59 I ig of trocrhle during 2 2001
_RASCAR race ok Langley Sonmchway in Hampton, Vi
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it Race Mill Farm, approprinte because despite
the horses and the occasional Hama, the heart
of Uie furm has long been Renees garage, her
home sixty howrs a weck during the season

Renee shares the rocing gene with her fa-
ther, who gave up competing st Cunneeli-
culs Stalford Moror Speedway to support
her career, and her brother, Jagson, wha now
gerves as her crew chiel They feature promi-
nently in the photos thet line the garage
walls; her favorite 15 3 faded one in the right
corner, luken at the old family gas station—
shes abont &, lanky und blonde, pesched an
the tronk of her father's race car in shorts and
g striped tank top. She's smiling wp at Divid,
who's leaning on the car beside her, hands
clasped across his waist, head tilted toward
his daughter In the foreground is Renees
owr tiny pink race car, less than one quarter
the size of her father’s behemath. Doth cars
hear the same sunber: 90,

In photos and outside of hem. Rence is
oae of the guys. Shes mest comfortable in
jearis, a grey sweaishirt and, when ft% cold,
a black-and blee windbreaker. She's pretry,
with deep-set hluseves and s dimpled smile,
but she doesn't flaunt it Tonight, she’s tied
her dirty blondc hair ina ponytail and ander
a men’s sports cap She mever wears a dress,
and she hates heels ("Td rather be in my rzc-
ing shoes.” she says) Tt no sorprise it
most of Reneds friends are men. She feels
minre comfortable around them.

Renee likes to say she was burn without
Lthe gene that makes vou want children, ut
it seemy Lo me she alrdady has two, and they
sit in the ceater of the garage, pampered and
well-groomed. One has been stripped to its
chassis and covered with & heige sheet, but
thee car thit beurs hor father’s number is in the
open—palatinate blue with a solid red frame,

and covered with dozens ol corporule stick-
ers—Nobll, Coors Light, Mechanix Wear,
Her cars are sheck, light and fast, weighing
abwout hall s rouch us a ypical srreer car and
clocking up ti 160 mph.

Henee knows evervthing aboul ler curs—
hasw 8o change a tice, low (o wcdjust the shocks
and springs, how w dismantle the rear with 3
Nl wiench, This waset always the case,
One night in high schoal, she was warching Ja
sun fix up his car in the parage when e usled
for her help. She halked. He lovled w ber in dis-
belief, saying "ust becuuse you're u girl doesn't
mean vou can'l learn low W work with care”
Aud from then on, she did, She likes to say thar
even though she has a crew of six ar seven guys
who are trained engineers, she has vever usk
them ta do anything she could du biersull,

Seeing Renee in chasge rubs some men the
wrong way, When she llks sbout these puys—
lilke & nwechanic she hired in 2000—she gri-
mates, She remembers ane night in her garage,
watching him reconfignre the cars rear bub
assembly. She saw that heid forgotlen fo serew
one of the parts tightly in place, but when she
confronted hiny, b was belligerent, yelling
that Ledd done nothing wrong, “1 couldve rold
Ly amything, nice as pie, and there wonld've
been resistance fust because Tm not o g she
says. Asaoon as Jason stepped i and wold him
he was wrong, he was olay with Uit

“Ie% ey frickin’ wss o that race car, my
safety on the line” she says, her volee ris-
ing wver the hum of the radiator. "TF T want
b double-check somennes work hecause I'm
concerned for my own safety, youw bet Tl o
that. Whether I'm vight o I'in wiony, you've
goita give me some respect, | don't care how

rotagh it is on u guy's ey’
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enee his said e can be vssholes, 1f the

history ot temale drivers is any indico
Lo, she may have a point,

Liv 1814,
eusny conlest to niswer e gquesbivm "D
Women Make Ciood Deiversd”

Mutor magazine sponsored an

I responise,
e m AL Boster, of lmer, Mew Jersey, wrote
thal waonnen were no Otler o aperate amno-
mobiles thao ey were o pilol ships or com-
mand armies, At least Bt owoasan kel faull
“lhey were horn that way”
Some wismen thought s, too, Mater colum-
nist Margoret B Burliogame wrole in 1913
that the female mind wos nol
quickactien,” unalile fo deal with speed or 1o
mitke snap decisions 1o aveid a crash;
Meedless woosuy female race car drvers
werp rare; The best ko wormae speedsier
of the early 19005 was the wealthy JToan New
ko Cunee of Long lsland, Driving a pasoline-
powered louring car. Cuneo won muliple
races between 1905 and 1909 and Droke sev-
eral speed reconds, Tt when the American
Auromobile Association banred women from
compeliog, clleclively ending her carcer, she
did nothing, “Would tul T could cullivate
some sufiragetre tendencies and fight for oy
rights,” she said. “Bur | can’t, having instead
alwavs Lriedl 1o keep the woman's end in auto-
mabilivg sweet, Cean, woad refined”
Fast-forward a centory, Women can duive,
vore and compete in the Indy 500, There has
been w slow of successful female Tacers—
fanet Gutheie, Shawnae Bolinsen, Damca
Patrick—themgh its troubling that o gquick
Google search for “lemale race car drivers”
lurns up results fike “lhe lop 15 Hottest
Fentale Race Cur Drivers” Women scem o

he conclided

"Lrained 1o

ithahit a anrt o Himinal space on 1he tack,
semetimey legitimate eompetitors but mnre
ullen sew symbels—or cute props.

In the 1960s cartoon \'-‘.LLL:\. Raves” i
which drivers compreted to became the Warlds
Waikiest Racer, Whe lone female participant,
Wiks A \-1r|.I!IIL'I n il\'l[ﬂ: '\'\]||,I
drove a fancy pink comvertibie (the Compace

Pussveut] hul doubled as o rolling beauty par-

Penelope Pitstop

lovr. She would stop during roces 10 primp L
hair or 1ouch up mascara, but the men, being
gallont, vsuelly gave her the rght of way
{ince, Renee was qualifying for a race at
Mhompsen Inernational Speedway, finlshing
up pwo solo Japs aguist tie dock that would
determine ber starting spot. When she steppedd
cut of her car, she saw that she was ranked first
The pext a.LIJI;].H:lJ"ILIJ_ i .ll;lhu male, turned
161 dont beat her
scure, you can take the seat out of my car”™ Two

10 hig crew chiel and said,

laps later, e vens seatless - and prsssd
“1hiz zort ot stuft happens all the time”

she says. "The attitude really gets o me”

lie funny thing sbout speed in a racc car s
that van dont reel it when vou're

weliing
around the track Nace cars ace built withaoul
speedomeivrs the only speed that metters is
biow fast yom get to the finish Tine, You feel how
fast vou've béen going only when you come to
o sudden stop. esually on scadent. with mas-
sive inertia propelling von forward:

Every drnver has an accident story, and
Renees is from 2001, at the Stafford Motor
hpeedway. Shed just come off 2 turne when
the car ncarest her drifted to the righr, tires
colliding with Beaeds and lzunching her car
straight into the air. Seconds later, it fanded
un ity nose at the base of the track wall, we-
tering for @ monzent before fulling alup an-
other vehicle. The next thing Renee reném-
bers @5 Ul she was barely conscious, trving
to escape from @ crushed car that was on
fire—flames dancing around the wheels and
simoke billowing mto the chear April sk

She broke nearly every bose in Trer lefl fout
and lost significant amounits of tissue in her
left lnner aid Temmur, but sfter (our surgerics
and months of recovery, she headed straight
back to the track

..—_!.-__.

'_&m

Renee appeary o belong w it strunge
breed of persun wh bs not afried of anything.
You can't be afraid of dying 1 vou want ro he
a race car driven, she says, Justas you can' be
areabd of warer i you want o he o swlmmer
Almost every track hasseen death, saime e
than athers, Renee has witnessed two riers
die firsthand, bath in Thompson, Flest in Au
gust 2004, when Tom Baldwin's car coushed
it con rete block in the mbield: the seeond
m At A7, when John Blewett [ car
spun several tmes and crashed into another,
Ienee continued o race,

It 1 had o guess, though, T say there is
mmrthing Renee fears, .l,'nm;'rhing lilke the
ahsenve of speed. She is happy only when sl
is moving, striving, achieving -wlen shels
sething und exceeding whal sooe svemed like
unpessible goals, What motivates her s sim-
pler than o desire to prove herself in a man'
world, although thats pare of it—Irs a desive
ooy hecame the hest possible version ot herselt,
It explains why she so uncomiortable in the
off-season, sounwilling to take time off, and
why this past winger Instead of reluxing she
Lok wp dressage and formulaled more dgor-
pus workouts,

It glzo may cxplam why lenee has been
unhappy at het other job at the Botlermak-
ers Mortheast Area apprenticeship program
in East Hartford. She has been working there
since high school, bt has remained o sort
of glorified secretary. [t a feld, like racing,
domdrated by men. So for now, she'ls stuck
whiere she is,

AL 4 (though she leoks. 300, Benee would
b washed up i she were a basketball plaver or
an Olympic swimmer. Race car drivers last a
long rime. Still, sha'll have to retive within ten
vears. This % 4 sobering thooght, but nat one
v which she ghves much attention, Shell prob
ably stivk around the racing world in some
fooem, bt shes nor making plans just yet. She'll
heep on moving untal she gots there, -
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