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‘Smoke’ Rising
By Jay Pfeifer

It’s offi  cial: Tony Stewart — yes, that Tony Stewart — is the NASCAR Illustrated
Person of the Year. 

Stay with us.
We’re not saying Stewart is Mother Teresa. He’s no saint — he’ll tell you that himself. 

His fans know it. His competitors know it. We know it. 
But, when he chooses to heed the angel on his shoulder, Stewart has proven that he 

can be NASCAR’s most powerful force for good. 
� e numbers don’t lie. And his benefactors don’t care if he’s surly. 
� e Tony Stewart Foundation has given nearly $4 million since it was founded in 2003. 

Posting huge growth in giving over the past three years, the TSF is just hitting its stride. In 
2006, his foundation gave a total of just over $300,000. A year later, they delivered $972,000 
in grants — an increase of nearly 300 percent. In June of this year, Stewart surpassed that 
number at a single event, presenting the Victory Junction Gang Camp with a $1 million 
check. � e foundation is on track to give an estimated $1.4 million by the end of 2008.

But Stewart is our Person of the Year for more than his sizable donations. Sure, he 
is one of NASCAR’s leading philanthropists, but he gives in many other ways as well 
— sharing his energy, his reputation, himself; things more dear than money.  »
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At the track, Stewart will 
always be a wild card. Remember, 
this is the guy who, two weeks 
after announcing the formation 
of Stewart-Haas Racing, scuffl  ed 
with a USAC offi  cial on pit road. 

But away from the track, fans 
and competitors would hardly 
recognize him.

A notorious but sometimes 
misguided animal lover (he 
has owned both a pet tiger and 
monkey, which have since been 
entrusted to rescue facilities), 
Stewart was approached by the 
Indiana Department of Natural 
Resources last year. Would he 
be interested in raising a dozen 
or so baby deer that had been 
abandoned by their mothers?

“Of course, we said yes 
immediately,” Stewart says.

Now, for the past two 
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Boas and � ompson do 
more than just handle busy 
work. � ey play a vital role as 
a buff er between Stewart and 
the organizations soliciting his 
assistance. 

� is past summer, Susie Jean, 
the executive director of Vest 
’N PDP, a nonprofi t that buys 
bullet- and stab-proof jackets for 
police dogs, reached out to the 
Tony Stewart Foundation for 
some help.

Her request meshed almost 
perfectly with one of the 
foundation’s goals of protecting 
animals. So, Boas and � ompson 
presented it to Stewart.

“� ey know that’s an 
automatic yes,” he says. “� ey 
almost don’t have to call and ask 
permission for that one.”

With Stewart’s immediate 
blessing, the foundation gave 
Jean over $27,000. � e money 
bought 40 vests, outfi tting dogs 
in fi ve states.

But Boas and � ompson 
were taking a risk by involving 
Stewart — and not because 
they were afraid he would 
say no. Sometimes, Stewart’s 
enthusiasm gets the best of him.

“Now they’re almost scared 
because I’m so excited about it,” 
Stewart says. “� at police dogs 
idea has put a lot of ideas in my 
head. I’ve been asking a lot of 
questions about other dogs in 
other areas.

“You never feel like you’ve 
done enough. You know you’ve 
made a diff erence and helped a 
lot of people but still, you know 
more needs to be done. So, I start 
wondering what do I do about the 
rest of it. What more can I do?”

Stewart seems to ask that 
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summers, Stewart has looked 
forward to coming home so 
he can bottle-feed his wobbly, 
knock-kneed fawns.

“� e hard part is not getting 
attached to them,” he says. “It’s 
a big stress reliever for me to go 
home and see 16 deer in a pen 
and I’m their surrogate mom. 
� ey rely on me for nourishment, 
safety and security.” 

Unfortunately, come autumn, 
Stewart had to let them go. Well, 
he didn’t release them — some 
neighbors who live on his land 
and help take care of his property 
set them free.

“� e Saturday of the 
California race, they opened the 
gates,” he says. “I didn’t want 
to be there because that’s a 
heartbreaking day.”

However, since the livin’ is 

easy on Stewart’s land, many of 
the deer don’t wander too far.

So Stewart, currently 
crashing in the basement of a 
neighbor’s house while his house 
has some work done, continues 
to delight in his ersatz menagerie.

“It’s a walk-out basement 
and we have lights that shine 
out and at night, you see deer 
eating and raccoons,” he says. 
“And then, when you wake up in 
the morning, they’re back. It’s a 
pretty peaceful way to wake up.”

Although it’s a relatively 
minor example of his largesse, 
Stewart’s attachment to those 
deer encapsulates how he 
approaches giving. If he sees 
someone (or something) in need, 
he’ll do whatever it takes.

“� at’s a feeling you don’t get 
from winning races,” he says. 
“How can you not be passionate 
about it?”

Right now, he’s never been 
more capable of helping.

A year and a half ago, Stewart 
and his mother, Pam Boas, who 
was managing the foundation, 
hired its fi rst full-time employee, 
signing Joni � ompson as 
executive director. Adding 
� ompson is an encouraging 
sign of the foundation’s waxing 
legitimacy. Stewart had a 
problem every business should 
have: too much work. 

“You know, someday I want 20 
people working full-time; I want it 
to be that big,” Stewart says. “You 
hope that it gets that way.”

Boas and � ompson now 
manage the foundation day-to-
day without involving the ever-
busy Stewart. And that’s how he 
likes it.

“� e hard part is going 
through the process, making 
sure every request is legit,” 
Stewart says. “And just knowing 
that they’re doing that is so 
important — whether I talk 
to them once a month or once 
every three months.”

question a lot, not always waiting 
for the foundation to provide an 
answer. � at’s why it’s so diffi  cult 
to assign a value to Stewart’s 
eclectic charitable activities.

� is summer, as his 
hometown of Columbus, Ind., 
slipped beneath once-in-a-
century fl oodwaters, Stewart 
simply transferred his share of 
the winnings from a fi fth-place 
fi nish at Michigan — a little 
more than $35,000 — to the 
American Red Cross. 

Even when Stewart’s not 
giving money, he’s raising it. By 
lending his time, his likeness 

or his equipment, Stewart uses 
his notoriety to attract donors, 
often giving other foundations 
and charitable organizations a 
lift. Even if it still puzzles him 
that people line up to see him.

“I’m amazed when I go to a 
Home Depot store and fi nd out 
that the people that are fi rst in 
line showed up at 9:00 the night 
before and have been there for 
15-16 hours by the time I get 
there. I wouldn’t have stood in 
line,” Stewart says. “I don’t know 
anybody that I’d stand in line 
for. � ere’s no one that I feel that 
strongly about. But that’s when 
you get a sense of what you mean 
to people.”

No matter how abashed he 
may be, no one can argue that 
Stewart can draw a crowd.

In August, he hosted the 
“Smoke Show” at Texas Motor 
Speedway. Twenty-nine patrons 
so wanted to spend time with 
“Smoke” that they paid between 
$6,000 and $8,250 each to 
spend the day racing with their 
favorite driver.To
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Simply by showing up, 
Stewart raised $217,000 for 
Speedway Children’s Charities-
Texas Chapter — a single-day 
record for the organization.

But of course, that’s an easy 
day for Stewart. His crowning 
fund-raising achievement, � e 
Prelude to the Dream, takes a 
little more work. 

Stewart managed to lure 
more than a dozen of racing’s 
biggest stars to western Ohio for 
a Tuesday night race during the 
dog days of the NASCAR season.

He also persuaded the Fox 
NASCAR TV crew to cover the 
race, treating it just like a Sunday 
Cup race. 

� en, for the cherry on the 
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Still not convinced Tony Stewart should be the 
2008 Person of the Year? Here’s a timeline of 2008, 
contrasting some charitable highlights — it’s not a 
defi nitive list — and his more forgettable moments 
of the 2008 season (so far). 

MARCH 17: Operation: Wax 
Smoke. Stewart makes good 
on his bet with Kevin Harvick 
that if “Happy” and his fans can 
raise $100,000, Stewart would 
have his hirsute back waxed 
— live on Stewart’s satellite 
radio show. Harvick fans (and 
Stewart haters) kick in about 
$30k. Harvick pitches in the 
rest just to see Stewart live out 
his own “40-Year-Old Virgin” 
nightmare.

MAY 6: The Tony 
Stewart Foundation 
pays for 15 children 
to attend Camp John 
Warvel, a camp for 
diabetic children in 
northwestern Indiana.

JUNE 15: Stewart 
donates over 
$35,000 — his 
share of the winnings 
from a fi fth-place 
run at Michigan 
International 
Speedway — to 
the Red Cross in 
Columbus, Ind., to 
help his hometown 
recover from 
catastrophic fl ooding.

JUNE 25: Six children 
attend Happy Hollow 
Children’s Camp, a 
summer camp for 
fi nancially disadvantaged 
children, courtesy of 
Stewart’s Foundation.

AUGUST 15: Through 
the foundation, 
Stewart sponsors four 
guest rooms at the 
Ronald McDonald 
House of Indiana.

MARCH 9: After 
fi nishing second at 
Atlanta, Stewart stirs 
up some controversy 
when he blisters 
Goodyear, accusing 
them of bringing a 
bad tire to the race.

SEPTEMBER 6:
Stewart’s snide 
postrace remarks 
about his team’s 
efforts at the second 
Richmond race 
attract unwelcome 
attention.

Good Tony Bad Tony

FEBRUARY 9: Stewart earns a 
six-race probation after clashing 
with Kurt Busch on the track 
and allegedly scuffl ing in the 
NASCAR hauler.

JULY 22: Stewart 
partners with non-
profi t organization, 
Vest ‘N PDP, to buy 
bulletproof vests for 40 
police dogs in Indiana, 
Georgia, New Mexico, 
North Carolina and 
Minnesota.

OCTOBER 3: Stewart’s 
foundation funds 
construction of new 
enclosures and general 
repairs at the Exotic Feline 
Rescue Center, just an hour 
southwest of Indianapolis.

AUGUST 29: Stewart’s controversial 
Rolling Stone profi le hits newsstands. 
In it, the magazine highlights some 
particularly vulgar quotes from Stewart.

top, HBO broadcasts the race 
on pay-per-view, securing a 
nationwide audience and a nice, 
fat revenue stream.

In the process, Stewart 
has created a de facto all-star 
race that has raised over $1.5 
million in just two years (and 
not coincidentally, introduced 
late model dirt track racing and 
Stewart’s Eldora Speedway to 

NASCAR’s fan base).
“I really give Tony a lot of 

credit for growing the event the 
way he has and growing it year 
to year,” Jimmie Johnson said, 
after the 2008 Prelude. “� e fact 
it’s live on television is amazing. 
� e event really gives back to the 
dirt community, on top of all the 
amazing things it does for the 
Victory Junction Gang Camp.”

� is kind of initiative is what 
distinguishes Stewart. Most 
drivers are content to put on a 
golf tournament and call it a day. 
Why go to all the trouble?

“First, I’m terrible at golf. It’s 
not me,” Stewart says. “Bringing 
NASCAR drivers to the dirt 
track and having fans in Ohio 

see them drive cars they’re not 
familiar with on a surface they’re 
not familiar with is incredible. 
� at’s something that we’ve been 
able to do that’s raised more 
money than we ever would have 
with a golf tournament.”

Well, that’s half the answer. 
Stewart won this year’s race at 
Eldora, but even if he’d fi nished 
last, he would have been happy 
just to present that big check. 

“To make these donations and 
know that you’re going to make 
a diff erence,” Stewart says. “You 
can’t buy that feeling. You can 
tell what kind of diff erence you’re 
going to make by their reaction.”

He got quite a reaction from 
his seven-fi gure donation.

“Kyle Petty kissed me at 
Eldora,” Stewart says. “I have 
never seen Kyle kiss a guy in my 
life. But he did, and that showed 
just how appreciative he was 
of what we accomplished that 
night. � at’s the payoff  for me. 
� at’s the fi rst sense that you get 
for how people will feel.”

� at million-dollar check was 
Stewart’s idea — the race may 
not actually generate a million 
dollars. Pay-per-view revenue 
takes months to hit the books, so 
six months later, the foundation 
still isn’t sure just how much will 
come in. 

But neither Petty nor the 
camp has anything to worry 
about. Stewart wanted to give 

a million bucks and he’ll make 
sure it happens. He’ll personally 
cover any shortfall, if necessary.

Now, looking ahead to 2009, 
Stewart is already knee-deep in 
making Stewart-Haas Racing 
a worthy namesake. With his 
hands more than full at his 
cavernous Kannapolis, N.C., 
shop, he will have to leave even 
more of his giving to the staff  at 
the foundation. 

In mid-September, Stewart 
was already logging full days 
there, trying to keep his head 
above water (the normally 
free-wheeling driver was even 
carrying a binder, trying to 
capture all the to-dos and 
thoughts that crossed his mind).

He’s hoping to ingrain his 
way of giving into the new team’s 
character — and it sounds like 
sponsors want to help.

“It’s been discussed but I don’t 
know what we have decided. A 
potential sponsor asked about 
the foundation,” he says. “It won’t 
be mandatory but a majority 
of our sponsors will become 
involved and support it.”

Despite all the questions that 
await him in 2009, Stewart will, 
at least, be able to count on one 
thing: He’ll be doing good off  the 
track even if he isn’t running good 
on it.

MAY 2: Stewart and Matt 
Yocum, his satellite radio 
show co-host, buy longtime 
racer and friend, Morgan 
Shepherd, a couple sets 
of tires for his Nationwide 
car. With the new rubber, 
Shepherd, 67, goes on to 
fi nish 29th out of 40 cars.

JUNE 4: Stewart 
hosts and wins 
the Prelude to the 
Dream, giving Kyle 
Petty a million-dollar 
check to support the 
new Victory Junction 
Gang Camp in 
Kansas.

JULY 27: Stewart 
shoves a USAC offi cial 
after he refuses to let 
a Tony Stewart Racing 
car rejoin the race 
after making repairs.

AUGUST 27: Stewart 
hosts the fi rst “Smoke 
Show,” a fantasy camp 
at Texas Motor 
Speedway, and raises 
$217,000 for the Texas 
chapter of Speedway 
Children’s Charities.

Good TonyGood Tony
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track even if he isn’t running good 



What about that Rolling 
Stone article — the 
one that painted our 

Person of the Year in a very 
non-Person-of-the-Year light?

Reactions to the story vary 
wildly. Here at Illustrated, the 
nuances of the story — and 
some of Tony’s eccentricities 
— actually made us like him 
more. Stewart’s fans didn’t seem 
to mind, if Internet message 
boards are any indication.

Still, it was hard to write 
off some of the things Stewart 
said  — ridiculing Kurt Busch 
(Stewart fans probably loved 
that) and locker-room talk that 
would make a sailor blush.

In public, Stewart hardly 
seemed to fl inch after it hit the 
newsstands. He didn’t deny 
anything from the story. But 
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Tony Stewart can get a lot done by himself — donating and 
raising millions of dollars. But his charitable activities have also 
had a powerful effect on fans and sponsors, setting off a chain 

reaction of giving. 
In October, Bass Pro Shops, a sponsor of Stewart’s USAC and 

World of Outlaws racing team, offi cially followed the example he set 
at Eldora Speedway and donated $1 million to the Victory Junction 
Gang Camp.

“All of us at Bass Pro Shops have tremendous admiration for 
the Pettys and the good things they have done through their Victory 
Junction and also Tony, with the organizations he has helped through 
the Tony Stewart Foundation,” says Bass Pro Shops 
founder, Johnny Morris.

But well-heeled corporations with offi cial ties to Stewart 
aren’t the only ones being inspired.

The pay-per-view audience for the 2008 Prelude to 
the Dream late model race had the option of making an 
online pledge during the event. Nearly 650 viewers did, 
contributing over $21,000 during the broadcast.

Stewart’s actions have even trickled down to local tracks 
across the country. This past summer, the Tony Stewart 
Foundation received a letter from Andy and Susan Norris 

and the couple’s 12-year-old son, Will, of Bells, Tenn. After watching 
the Prelude in June, Will, a racer himself, vowed to donate the winnings 
from his fi rst-ever victory to Stewart’s foundation. Just a few weeks later, 
Will won his fi rst race at Milan Speedway, notching $140 in winnings 
— and the money was all there in the envelope to Stewart.

Norris’ father, a modifi ed racer himself, still marvels at his son’s 
commitment to charity. 

“We didn’t force that on him or anything,” Andy says. “He’s got a 
good heart. Once he decided to give, he did. We’re very proud of him.”

The Stewart Effect

in a USA Today story, Stewart 
employed one of his favorite 
tactics, dismissing the whole thing.

“Don’t read it then,” he said. 
“It’s very easy. Rolling Stone 
is an edgy magazine, and it 
was an edgy article. Nobody 
forces that in front of anybody, 
so if you don’t like what you’re 
reading, don’t read it.”

However, a few weeks later, 
at the photo shoot for this story, 
Stewart was clearly a little stung 
— asking if his conversations 
during the shoot were on the 
record or not.

Stewart made clear, again, 
that he wasn’t upset with the 
magazine or the writer. More 
than anything, he was mad at 
himself for being naive enough 
not to know he was on the 
record the entire two weeks he 
spent with the reporter. 

“We aren’t all in a corporate 
setting,” Stewart said, “and when 
you’re in a private setting, hanging 
around with guys and joking 

around, there are conversations 
that you don’t anticipate will be 
put into print.” 

Bottom line: He should have 
known better. Just because the 
tape recorder isn’t running or the 
notebook isn’t out, doesn’t mean 
you’re off the record.

Of course, part of his 
embarrassment stems from the 
high stakes of his new endeavor 
at Stewart-Haas Racing. He 
joked that the article nearly 
made him the fi rst driver to lose 
his sponsor before he’d driven 
for them.

Nevertheless, Stewart still 
doesn’t think he did anything 
wrong.  

“I guarantee that if you take 
anybody and have a guy follow 
you around for two weeks 
everywhere you go except for 
when you go to bed at night, A) 
you’re going to get agitated and 
B) you’re going to say something 
you didn’t want in print.

“Welcome to the real world.”

the Pettys and the good things they have done through their Victory 
Junction and also Tony, with the organizations he has helped through 

My son has just started racing after begging and pleading for three years. I thought I was 

being a typical mother, scared to let a 12-year-old race. My husband has been racing dirt 

track cars for a few years now, so, naturally my son wanted to follow in his dadʼs footsteps. 

Reluctantly, I got talked into it.

This year we had watched the Prelude to the Dream again, since we all are Tony Stewart 

fans. My son said when he won his fi rst race he wanted to donate his winnings to the Victory 

Junction Gang Camp. To our surprise, he won his second race. So we are sending you his 

fi rst winnings. Since then he has won three out of four races.

Thank you, Tony, for the positive infl uence you have not only on kids with special needs, 

but all children.

Sincerely,
Andy, Susan and
Will Norris (No. 22)


