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Introduction

Full disclosure.  I was a cub scout.  Not that I remember it.  My mom tells me that I was a scout for several years.  I’ll have to take her word for it..  But I do remember Pinewood.  I remember designing the coolest car.  I remember it sitting at the starting line ready to race down the track and claim the trophy.  And this memory is clear.  The official pushed a lever and the cars sped down the track.  Well, most of the cars did.  My car immediately jumped off the track and careened off of the floor where it broke into 12 pieces.  Since they don’t have races for car parts, my racing career was over.
And here you are.  Someone mentioned a Pinewood Derby and shoved a box with a log and a few pieces of plastic.  There’s no reason to run or panic.  Pinewood is actually a whole lot of fun.  And if you sell it right with your kid, you are both going to enjoy this ride.

Frame of Mind

Perspective is everything.  Your kid will get his perspective from you.  If you get tied up into a ball worried about winning, so will your kid.  Before taking this route, remember that everyone, except one kid, goes home losing his last race.  If you view it as a fun time where your kid can watch his car race as well as cheering on his friends, he will remember it years from now when he is writing a document on Pinewood for his son’s Pack, even though he got ripped off with a bad track that wrecked his car and robbed…. It’s all a matter of perspective.

Who Does What?

This is a decision that you will have to make on your own.  You will end up doing some of the work and your kid will end up doing some of the work.  The more you can do together, the better the experience.  On race day, you will see cars that were made by parents and cars that were made kids and every combination there-in.  Believe me, you can tell the difference.  The more involved you make your kid, the more it will feel like your kid’s car.  I won’t dodge the question.  Most of the time, parents make cars for kids.  As kids get older, they tend to take on bigger roles.  By the time they reach Web 2 (5th grade), many kids make their own cars.  The key is the time you spend with your kid.  That’s what this is all about. 

Design

The first thing I do with my kid is sit down and decide whether the emphasis is on speed or cool.  Yeh, the car is going to go down the track (assuming it doesn’t fly of and…), but is it more important to do it quickly, or be the first to the finish line.  If you can convince your kid that cool is the way to go, skim the rest of this section and plan for a great Derby.

Every year we publish a set of rules.  Car must be “this high” and “this long” and “this heavy.” Your task is to take those pieces and convert them into a car to race down a track powered by nothing but gravity.   You need to do this, but half the fun is looking cool (even if you want to be fast).  I’ve seen a car look like a guy in a bath tub and a car shaped like a pencil and a car look like a guitar.  For reference, the bathtub beat ours.  Google is your friend.  There are tons of ideas out there.  Pick your 2 or 3 favorite designs and sit on them.
Everything that you need is out on the Internet.  Everything that you don’t need is there too.  I’m an engineer.  I can tell you that most of the science out there is wrong.  They apply high school physics and lose track of scale.  In our case, wind resistance means little.  Remember that I was beat (I mean my son’s car was beaten) by a bath tub.  The only places where science comes in are wheels and axles.  I’ll cover those later.  
For right now, just come up with a few designs that you think will look cool, whther your definition of cool is aerodynamic or shaped like a banana.
First Cut

I told you, Pack 1800 holds your hand through this one.  We will advertise a couple of rough cut days.  On these days we open up a workshop of electric tools to do the basic cuts.  The Pack owns a band saw and dads offer other tools like sanders and such.  We try to have at least 2 times when you can show up with your block and design.  You are welcome to use the tools.  We also have a dad or two who have done this before and know how to shape a pinewood car.  This is another bonding moment as you and your kid see your design transformed to a piece of wood.  Again, as your kid gets older, he can be more involved.  But the more involved the better.

 A Word about Weight

This is the first real discussion of “fast.”  One of the things that makes a big difference is weight.  With the rules will be a maximum weight.  When you turn in your car, it will be at the maximum allowable weight.  The more the car weighs, the faster it will go.  We’ll help you by adding weights at weigh in day, but for now note that you will probably need to add weight, so leave room for it.  For reference, the standard kit is underweight and would lose without added weight.
Our new track is long.  It’s not rare for a care to fly down the ramp only to be overtaken by every other car on the long track.  I haven’t thought through how to compensate, but that’s what we have been seeing.
Tools: the legal and not so legal

I’ve talked to parents in other packs that require that all work be done with hand tools.  I’ve read magazines that will sell you kits that you paint and race.  Hand tools are too much work and kits aren’t you.  While the annual rule guide is the final word, the general rule in 1800 is that tools are fine, but parts have to come from the box.  Exceptions are weights and things to make you look cool.  Don’t buy racing wheels.  Don’t buy precut bodies.  The rule is you and your kid learning and having fun.  These are general rules.  The annual goals are much more specific.
Sanding

No.  You are not done.  Your kid has to sand this thing so that it is closer to the desired shape.  I take it too far.  I keep thinking wind resistance, which I know doesn’t matter.  But you want it smooth enough to look good and paint.
Paint

If your kid didn’t do anything else, have him paint the car.  From the time Max was a Tiger, he painted his car.  I did base, he decorated.  You can use stickers or other decorations.  Make it your own.
Wheels and axels

I’m going to leave you to the web here.  Know that the fastest cars are the ones where there is little friction between the wheels and axel and between the wheels and the track.
Weigh-in
Pack 1800 checks in all cars the week before the race.  This allows us a chance to judge cars for things like “best looking car.”  It also avoid problems and additional chaos on race day.  You need to come to one of the check-ins with your car.  No check-in, no racing.  At the weigh in, we have you weigh your car with the official scale.  You can then add weights with a glue gun until your car hits a good weight.  We supply the glue guns, scales and assorted weights.  I’ve seen dad’s double the weight of a car by waxing on quarters and I’ve seen dad’s chisel pieces of cars off to drop weight.  Just leave room to add weight.  Most folks walk in with light cars.  Once cars are checked in, they are quarantined until race day.
Race Day

The word that comes to mind is chaos.  There is racing that goes on, but there is so much more.  We have a 2nd track for playing.  We have games and food and driver licenses.  We build car stands and color.  Racing is part of it.  But there is more to it.  It is a celebration of fun.  It’s perception.  Set the right expectations and it can be THE event of the year.  It will certainly be something your family will remember for years.

