PROFILE : CINDY MCCAIN AND MOTORSPORTS
indy McCain, wife of Arizona
Senator and presidential hopeful
John McCain, has a very full life.
She’s the mother of four and
Chairman of Hensley & Company, but also
makes plenty of time and provides plenty of
talent for charity work worldwide.
Mrs. McCain founded the American Voluntary Medical Team (AVMT), a non-profit organization providing medical and surgical care to
impoverished children and countries struck by
disaster, through which she has led 55 medical missions to the third world. She is heavily
involved with (and a member of the Board of
Trustees of) HALO, a non-profit organization
dedicated to land mine removal and weapons
destruction in war-torn countries; she has
traveled with HALO to Sri Lanka, Mozambique, Angola and recently Cambodia. She is
on the Board of Directors of Operation Smile,
whose mission is to repair cleft lips, cleft
palates and other facial deformities for children. Operation Smile has provided free
reconstructive surgery to over 100,000 children and young adults in 25 countries, and
Mrs. McCain has assisted on volunteer missions in Morocco, India and Vietnam (including a repeat visit to Vietnam this summer).
She is on leave from the Board of Directors of
CARE USA during the course of the presidential campaign, but did recently travel to
Tanzania to work on CARE’s projects fighting
global poverty, particularly among women.
Cindy McCain is one amazing Arizona lady.
And she does find time for fun. For some
of that, we recently caught up with her in
Nashville, where she was scheduled to ride
in the pace car at the Firestone Indy 200
race at Nashville Superspeedway.
We met at The Hermitage Hotel in downtown Nashville. Named in honor of Andrew
Jackson’s nearby Hermitage estate, the
hotel opened in 1910, boasting the finest
Italian marble, Russian walnut paneling,
Persian rugs and a vaulted lobby with
stained glass ceiling. The Grille Room was
built by German rathskeller craftsmen.
Guests have ranged from Gene Autry, Greta
Garbo and Al Capone, to presidents Howard
Taft, FDR, LBJ and Richard Nixon, to a long
list of Nashville’s world-famous musicians. It
was home to famed pool hustler Minnesota
Fats for eight years, where he had his own
pool table. The hotel was purchased in 2000
and painstakingly renovated.
Arizonans are used to hot summers, but
humidity is not on our menu. Nashville in
July is both hot and humid. Mrs. McCain
arrived there fresh from trips to Cambodia,
Colombia and Mexico, so we wondered
whether that run of muggy weather made
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her miss the Sonoran Desert. “I tell everybody I don’t mind the heat,” she said. ”I
don’t mind the muggy weather. I freeze to
death from September to May. I’m very
happy it’s warm.” On private airplanes, she
admits to “frying” everybody else, by turning the heat way up. Born in Phoenix, Junior
Rodeo Queen of Arizona in her teens, and
happiest when it’s hottest... Cindy McCain
is an Arizonan through and through.
Her official mission in Nashville this day is
to drive a Honda Accord Hybrid pace car during the Firestone Indy 200. This is an opportunity she embraces; it turns out that Mrs.
McCain has a strong motorsports heritage
and an longtime love of the sport.
We discussed Arizona’s HOV-lane program for hybrids. Her daughter drives a
Toyota Prius, which she’s had for just under
a year. “She loves it,” says Mrs. McCain.
“And I’ve driven it. I can’t get over how
quiet it is. You know, when you start it, you
can’t hear it start, and I’m used to the rumble of the engine, so I’ve made more than
one mistake trying to start her car.”
Cindy McCain is indeed used to the rumble of the engine. We knew she had done
some drift lessons, but it turns out she has
spent considerable time at the Bondurant
School of High Performance Driving and at
Firebird International Raceway, and not in
the spectator stands.
“Yes,” she says, ”I’ve done a lot of stuff
out there, actually. I started when my son
gave me a birthday present years ago, called
the Executive Protection program. He said,
‘Mom, I thought it’d be a good thing for you
to have,’ and it was great! It was four days,
and it was everything you could imagine.
Everything from learning how to handle a
car, in a skid or anything else. You learn the
basics of car driving, but also about how to
get yourself out of a trap.”
Every bit as exciting as track racing and
drifting, this anti-terrorism/anti-kidnapping
program teaches such skills as how to turn
a stretch limo on a dime, 180 degrees, in
forward or reverse gears at high speed, as
well as evasion and ramming skills. Handy
knowledge for the potential next First Lady.
But that was not her first track time, not
by a long shot. ”To take you back a little bit,”
she says, ”my father had been into racing,
when I was growing up, so I grew up around
particularly Indy cars, because he had a very
small, minor piece of a car for awhile. The
very first time I went to an Indy car race, and
several times after that, women were not
allowed in the pits or gasoline alley, so
KEEP RIGHT >>
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INDYCAR AND ALT FUELS
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xceptionally high-performance cars
being driven at exceptionally high
speeds could easily conjure up an image
of exceptionally high fuel consumption.
With IndyCar, that is not the case. At least
they’re not gobbling up gasoline.
In short, the Indy Racing League (IRL)
used traditional methanol racing fuel,
standard in the sport since the mid-’60s.
In 2005, the Ethanol Promotion and Information Council (EPIC) launched sponsorship of IRL, anxious to ease common
misconceptions that ethanol offered poor
performance and could be hazardous to
engines. By 2006, the IRL was running a
90% methanol/10% ethanol mix. For
2007, the switch had gone all the way to
100% Fuel Grade Ethanol (nomenclature
for what is actually 98% ethanol and 2%
gasoline; the US government mandates
that fuel alcohol must be unfit for human
consumption, and additives also make
the flames visible in case of fire).
Ethanol offers other advantages over
methanol: it does not cause burns to the
skin, fumes are less irritating, and pollution from spills is less hazardous.
IRL cars in 1997 produced about 700hp
from a 4.0L methanol engine. In 2000,
displacement dropped to 3.5L, reducing
horsepower, but engine block variables
were allowed. In 2004, following several
serious crashes, displacement was mandated down again, to 3.0L. Ethanol
brought less power, so displacement was
increased to 3.5L, producing 650hp, to
compensate. Ethanol also gets better fuel
mileage, so fuel cell size was reduced,
saving weight.
And ethanol is basically renewable. ■
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been too busy raising children. I’m just now
getting a little more time where I can do
stuff like that.”
We look forward to that.
Cindy McCain has also driven the pace
car at Phoenix International Raceway, and
she did a test run at Darlington Raceway in
South Carolina, where she “pushed it a little... I took it probably too fast.” She says
that’s the fastest she’s driven, “up over
125.” You could do that in a Suburban, but
she says, “Yeah I know, but not on a tipped
track, on the high lip of it!”
Back in Phoenix, she and her son both
admit to photo radar tickets. So the only
mother/son team in drifting also went to
driving school together. She laughs and
says that was fun, too.
Cindy McCain is also a licensed pilot.
Business and politics led her to a lot of private flights around Arizona, which she
hated. But she dealt with it by signing up for
ground school, just to expand her comfort
zone. She became so interested that she
went ahead and got her license... without
telling her husband. One day, she brought
him to the airport, with “something to show
you,” and revealed her new skills. Did her
auto racing take a similar path? “No, he
knew we were doing that,” she says.
She continues, “A large part of Bondurant
and the other things I’ve done with my son
has been... you know I had a stroke, and I
think my son probably picked up on it quicker than I did, but it was a great deal about
being able to put yourself back together and
function again. My son really pushed me to
get back out on the track and do things at
Bondurant or wherever I could do it. The
whole drift thing was post-stroke, and it was
very helpful to me for self-esteem and selfconfidence, because I had lost some mobility and lost some speech and things like that.
It was a large part. Jack was very helpful to
me in helping me put everything back
together after the stroke.”
“I went out the first time after the stroke,
and Jack was with me, and I said I don’t
know if I can do this... I don’t know if I
should be here, and Jack said, ‘Mom, get in
the car, you know you feel at home in a car,
you love this stuff, just do it, you’ll feel
great.’ And I mean, by the end of that week,
I couldn’t have been better, I could not have
been better! I felt so good about myself.
It’s about motor skills, it’s about putting cognitive thinking, putting everything together,
it’s so fast, so it was very helpful to me.”
Mrs. McCain has promised us a look at

OUR NASHVILLE TRIP
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e booked one-stop flights to Nashville, something we almost always
avoid, via Charlotte NC in both directions.
We definitely scratched Tennessee off the
list of states we’d never been to, though
counting NC would be a stretch. The least
expensive rental car, in the face of current
runaway gas prices, was a big Ford
Crown Vic. We didn’t have far to drive, so
the Bluesmobile was a win-win. Nashville
Superspeedway is about 36 miles eastsoutheast of Nashville, with a Lebanon
address, but nearer to Gladeville, depending who you talk to. We stayed in a roadside hotel officially in Lebanon, booked
online, though we never saw the historic
downtown. We did get to enjoy lunch at
Nashville’s beautifully restored Hermitage Hotel, where our interview was held.
We never did find time to hit a Waffle
House, though, even with one at about
every exit, and that was a shame. ■
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although I was part owner of a car, I couldn’t
go in,” she laughs. “But then I was there the
first year they let us in, too, about 1970 or
’71, which was great.
“So I grew up around it and just had kind
of a fascination with the cars, anyway. I
mean I’m the girl who took auto mechanics
in high school. It’s a basic course in how to
fix your car and change a tire and all that.”
She did not take home ec; she went where
her adrenaline led her.
“I’ve always had the fascination, as my
father did, the fascination with cars.”
She and her dad had tons of fun. “It was
a long, long time ago, with the Unser brothers, and it was just a very, very minor piece
(of ownership). It was really more for fun.
We had a great time, great, great friendships. My father’s best friend in those days
was into it, so we had a lot of fun with it. It
was a great father/daughter thing, and we
traveled a lot together.”
And thus, the stage was set for a new era
of mother/son racing.
A couple of years ago, Dan Dineson from
Bondurant brought a red Corvette Z06 to
the McCain residence for a photo shoot,
and Cindy took him straight to the garage,
to reveal son Jack’s Nissan Skyline drift car.
The Skyline GT-R will be coming to the
States for sale now, after years of enthusiast clamoring, but Jack was way ahead of
the curve. He has had one of the only
Skylines in the country for a number of
years, a righthand-drive Japanese model.
Mrs. McCain has mastered the righthand
drive, but this is not her only drift car
involvement. She and son Jack have built a
drift car together, another Nissan. “We
stripped the car out, put two seats in it, put
a roll bar in it, and lightened the load on it.
We built it and raced it together! We’re the
only mother/son team out at Firebird.” She
laughs heartily. “It really was fun. At the
time I told him I was willing, but you really
want to have somebody else do this. And
he said, ‘are you kidding me? you’re the
only one who knows what’s going on!’
“So we would go, and sometimes I would
drive, most of the time he drove, and then I
would gauge the track, talk to him and help
him through the race.” Highlights? “I also
helped when we lost the bumper! The
bumper fell off, so they black-flagged us, and
we had to go pick it up and put it in the car.”
Mrs. McCain has indeed driven competitively, but plays down the heroics. “Just at
Firebird, and it was very minor, but it was so
much fun. I mean I can’t tell you how much
fun it is. I’ve had offers to do other things,
just for fun in an amateur standing, but I’ve
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another vehicle in the family fleet. “I’d love
to have you come take a look at what my
son has done with his Cadillac. He rebuilt
the entire engine, and this thing is about
750-800hp. I’ve driven it a number of times,
and it... is... hot. I mean this car, I’m really
proud of him. It’s too much car for the road,
but it was great fun to watch him build it. I
was out at the garage periodically when
they were working on it. It’s such a hot car,
it’s such a great car, it’s just, oh my, it’s just
wonderful.” We look forward to seeing it.
We talked about the large fleet of trucks
operated by Hensley & Company, the
impact of current fuel prices and the potential for use of alternative fuels. “Like everybody, we’re struggling with this,” Mrs.
McCain says. “Our warehouses are green,
we’re building a new warehouse that is
green, and we have every intention of
greening the fleet completely. It’s necessary
and it’s important, for the size of this kind of
business that we’re in, we have to, and we
want to. But like everybody, we’ve got to
find equipment that works for us, as well. So
we’re very much finding our way on this and
very, very involved.” We sketched out plans
to follow up on this for our readers, too.
Cindy recalls the evolution of fuels in Indy
racing (see sidebar). “It was a fire hazard, but
it was also because there was a huge gas
crunch in the ’70s. Gas was at a premium
and you couldn’t get it, and in those races,
you have just a certain amount of fuel. A
large part of winning those races was not
speed, but accuracy and the ability to stretch
the gas in the car and how they drove, so it’s
a much different challenge for the driver.”
By the time we arrived at Nashville Superspeedway for the race, the weather had
turned ugly, and we found ourselves in a torrential downpour. It looked like it could go for
days, but the clouds parted for tours of
Gasoline Alley and the pits, Cindy McCain’s
pace car laps and the races themselves. Her
track time rated a hearty “OMG.”
The rain did come back. Chatting up race
fans back at the motel, we found they were
all big fans of Cindy McCain. And as is Mrs.
McCain herself, they were all big fans of
Danica Patrick (the highest finishing female
driver in Indianapolis Speedway history).
They were equally big fans of Janet Guthrie,
the first woman to race in the Indy 500
(1977), and of Lyn St. James, the first
woman to be Indy 500 Rookie of the Year
(1992). Three of these four—McCain,
Patrick and St. James—are Arizona ladies.
Not bad. And no wonder the crowd was so
receptive to Cindy McCain, Arizona motorsports ambassador extraordinaire. ■
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