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FIRST AUTONOMOUS MOTORCYCLE ROBOT TESTING ON 

THUNDERHILL WEST 
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MOTORSPORTS NEWS 2023 by David Vodden 

The year 2023 is the thirtieth anniversary of Thunderhill Raceway Park. The track that started as a 1.9-mile 

single racecourse now has two tracks, one three miles long and the other two miles long. It has a big skid pad 

that can be divided into two smaller pads for side by side use and a dirt area that can be configured for all 

kinds of uses. Thunderhill has no debt and a good book of business. 2023 will see a complete change over in 

the management team that started the project with the retirement of CEO David Vodden and the introduc-

tion of Matt Busby from NCM Motorsports Park. Matt will be taking over the helm as the new CEO. The San 

Francisco Region of the SCCA will run a majority of their race program at Thunderhill, as Laguna Seca remains 

closed longer than expected due to construction setbacks at the legendary facility. The fate of the pro events 

there remains undetermined. Sonoma Raceway will continue as a property of the Smith Family, A.K.A.  

Speedway Motorsports. Upgrades and repaving are in the offing at the wine-country race venue. No dates for 

paving are known. The NASCAR Xfinity cars will be part of their June NASCAR CUP Series weekend for the first 

time. Corporate rentals and higher prices will continue to push the recreational renters toward Thunderhill 

and Buttonwillow. Buttonwillow will open their new racecourse on the property and experience a considera-

ble increase in business just as Thunderhill did when their second track was opened. Fontana will host their 

last two-mile NASCAR Cup race in ‘23 and then begin the process of downsizing to a smaller paved oval. The 

LA market has not been kind to small paved ovals of a half-mile or so which makes me feel that the end result 

will be a mistake.  

NHRA will have Tony Stewart racing a top alcohol dragster at all of their national programs. Compared to 

what Tony Stewart has done in his career, drag racing may not satisfy his needs. The driver stages the drag-

ster, launches, points the vehicle, and then hits all the shut off tools in about six seconds in an alcohol drag-

ster. Look for Stewart to switch to Top Fuel sooner that later if he really wants to race in a straight line. All 

the NHRA stars appear set to do battle again on America’s remaining dragstrips. John Force is in his mid-

seventies now. Sonoma continues to have an NHRA national event as does Pomona to our south. 
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The 107th running of the Indy 500 will get better as Roger Penske continues to up the game there. He is doing 

the same for the Indy Car series that he also owns.  All the Indy car racing will be good throughout their sev-

enteen-race schedule. The season final will take place at nearby Laguna Seca Raceway provided that the 

track is ready for the September 10th weekend. There will be a lot of talk about Kyle Larsen racing the Indy 

500 in 2024. There will also be more cross breeding between Indy Car and NASCAR as Penske sees elevating 

all levels of motorsports in America as a pathway for growth. 

NASCAR will race thirty-five times and end the season with a winner-take-the-title final race in Arizona. This 

is true for all top levels of NASCAR. The large number of young, talented drivers in the CUP series will dilute 

the super stars results. Fans will watch Bakersfield talent Kevin Harvick closely in his last hurrah. Who will 

replace Harvick next year will be a constant topic of the talking heads? The Xfinity and the truck series will 

see the emergence of new stars to replace those who advanced up the NASCAR food chain to the next level.  

Ty Gibbs will be a story as will the sophomore year for Track House Racing and Ross Chastain. Bubba Wallace 

will continue to get a lot of attention but will have to get results to keep his momentum going. Kyle Busch 

will be watched to see if his highly publicized departure from Joe Gibbs Racing to Richard Childress and Chev-

rolet will produce wins and a third championship. Jimmy Johnson, although not full time, will be assessed 

based on his poor performance in Indy cars to see if he can return to glory in a stock car. Failure to do so 

would be sad. The absence of the Petty name from the sport, even though Richard Petty is still around will be 

new. The team he is associated with now, Legacy Racing, appears set to make some noise with dramatic 

rookie Noah Gragson, almost veteran Eric Jones, and part timer Johnson. A. J. Almendinger will be tense as a 

full time Cup driver for the ever-growing Kaulig Racing. The series will race on the streets of Chicago for the 

first time. Almendinger will have an advantage there. The list of changes goes on and on in all NASCAR activi-

ties. Big track owner Speedway Motorsports will take the NASCAR All-Star race to the long-closed North 

Wilkesboro Speedway. If you can build a one-race track in a coliseum why not revive an old track from the 

ashes? It will be interesting to see if the old place pleases more than those NASCAR fans over seventy. The 

renewal of the NASCAR television contracts will be big in 2023. As the money goes, so goes the show.  

Cont. on Pg. 57 
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Cont. from Pg. 55 

Formula One will be great with American ingenuity adding to the growing trend of that sport. The streaming 

special, “Drive to Survive” will continue to add new fans who are enamored with the unique international 

personalities. Lewis Hamilton will tell us if he has passed his peak. Mercedes cannot have two years of miss-

ing the set-up. Ferrari and Red Bull will remain part of the big three with no real indications that there will be 

a new team on the block able to upset the order of things. Red Bull announcing a Ford partnership in the fu-

ture will be a story especially if it gets other American or Asian auto manufactures into the billion-dollar 

game of the rich and famous. Three races in the United States is new with the amazing Florida Grand Prix up 

for a second time, the Circuit of the Americas ensconced in Texas and the Las Vegas Grand Prix new on the 

schedule. A Formula One event in Vegas stretches the imagination of what can be done in Sin City. The tradi-

tional Formula One events exude aristocratic class such as Monaco, Spa, Great Britain, Singapore, and most 

of the European venues. Vegas is as American as the rest of the world sees us. It will be interesting to see if 

Vegas can set a new standard for the most opulent, audacious, and garish event in the history of F-1. Look for 

Max Verstappen, Hamilton, George Russell, Charles LeClerc, Sergio Perez, and Carlos Sainz to stand on the 

podiums. The American team of Kevin Magnussen and returning Nico Hulkenberg will experience mixed re-

sults. Talk about the second American team request of Michael Andretti and General Motors will abound. 

IMSA will grow as will endurance racing overall. Sprint car racing is once again facing split-off series formation 

that weakens the whole. World of Outlaws remains on top but the All-Star Series owned by Tony Stewart is 

closing in. Programs offering big money payoffs for sprint racing such as the one created by Kyle Larsen and 

WoO Champion Brad Sweet will have steep learning curves. The World of Outlaws cancelled their western 

spring tour and will only be in California in the fall.  

Locally look for changes in NASA, Lucky Dogs and LeMons as these business models face rising costs and com-

petition. The SCCA will do largely what it has always done but with more funding . 

There will be fewer racetracks in California at year end for all the same reasons. If the state of California ever 

sells off its money draining rural fairgrounds, Saturday night dirt track racing will experience a dramatic 

downturn.  

The year 2023 will be full of surprises, great races, turmoil, and status quo in most cases. Change is the only 

constant and necessary for survival in this business/sport. 
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My First Race with SFR SCCA—By Schuyler VanBuskirk 

Being infected with the racing bug later in life than most has provided me with a unique perspective 

on our beloved sport. I don’t have to look back too far to see, hear, smell, and feel every corner of my first 

true wheel-to-wheel race at Thunderhill Park with the San Francisco Region SCCA in 2015. Coming to Thun-

derhill in 2011 as a bright-eyed college student and working my way up to the office over three years built up 

the anticipation to salivatory levels. I had the good fortune to drive the track everyday as the Assistant Events 

Manager (in a pick-up truck…) and in rental race cars for the SCCA Competition Licensing School. With help 

from our long time Facilities Manager Bob Maybell and local mechanic extraordinaire Jeff Baxman, my good 

luck continued and in late 2014 I was able to purchase an old, abused, but still willing Mazda RX-3. After 

countless hours of grinding, tightening, Bondo-ing, sanding, and painting, my tired old race car came out of 

retirement. I now had one goal for my first race weekend- finish. 

The opening sessions went well. Full of nerves and unable to keep any food down I managed to quali-

fy 5th in ITA and 10th overall in Group 5. Being quite the neophyte, I needed mechanical and logistical support 

from those who had helped me along the way already. A couple friends and family came to watch as well so 

my pit space was busy! With all the activity, I missed my grid call for the race. The call came earlier than it 

had for the practice and qualifying sessions, so I was the last car out and had already forfeited my qualifying 

position. Great. Did I mention I was new to this? 

I catch up to the field and start eyeing my competition. The back of the pack in Group 5 is…

interesting. A gaggle of Miatas buzzed and sawed across the asphalt- trying to put heat in their tires on a chil-

ly fall afternoon. One brightly liveried Miata a few rows ahead of me managed to drop a wheel off the track 

(twice) during the pace lap with the incessant weaving. This wasn’t the cold, calculated precision of an expe-

rienced shoe- this was wild youth with more ambition than adhesion. We crested Turn 9 and a field of almost 

fifty cars splayed out before me. The myriad of the positions I had yielded sank in, but all I have to do is finish. 

The field concertinas into the final corner. The big N on the back of my car feels like it’s branded into my fore-

head. Uncertainty looms and I struggle to get close enough to the car ahead of me and also time the start 

well. We pulse down the front straight and finally the green flag drops. 
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The bright, wild Miata decides the infield dirt is the fastest way to turn 1. His tires disagree. The car 

shimmies and darts trying to find the asphalt, but somehow he manages to keep the nose pointing forward. 

The field squeezes through Turn 1 and I manage to grab a couple positions around the outside in Turn 2. We 

slalom through 3 and 4 but Turn 5 bunches the back markers tightly. There was no where to go so I just had 

to be patient and wait for the pack to string out a bit to pick off the next few. I gain a couple more spots on 

the back half of the track. They either dove out of the way at the first sight of another wheel or were too una-

ware to know there were other cars on the track seemingly. Careening down the front straight for lap two, 

my brightly colored friend is next up. I remember thinking to myself “Treat with Caution” … 

I round Turn 2 and gain a couple car lengths on my target- close now. As we crest into Turn 3 a solid 

white Miata just ahead of us goes a bit too wide and spins. I pull my car to the right as far as I can to leave the 

bright Miata space to dodge. He wildly weaves far beyond what was required and *clunk*- we touch, hard. I 

can still hear the crunching sound of my dutifully restored front left fender. My vision immediately fills with 

copious amounts of smoke. The newly remodeled fender was rubbing on the tire. I back off a bit, check my 

gauges and listen. Sounds okay, turns okay, revs okay- keep going! The tire rub continues, but only in right-

handers. Thankfully rights are few and far between at Thunderhill. A lap later the tire rub is all but gone and 

the bright Miata is disappearing in my mirrors. I settle into a rhythm and try to think up as many racecar driv-

er excuses for crashing in my first race as I can. The leaders pass by in a soberingly few number of laps. I pass 

a couple more cars and the track begins to open up. I see the asphalt stretch out before me, glaring in the 

afternoon sun. All the work and learning and nerves coalesced into an overriding sense of calm- time slowed 

and my vision widened.  Operating the car became automatic, I felt as though I was simply watching some-

one else drive whilst floating just behind them. 20 minutes later and excuses at the ready I took the check-

ered flag. Unsurprisingly I was ushered into the impound area. The tech stewards interviewed me and the 

driver of the bright Miata separately. No one found at fault. I shook hands with the other driver as we both 

confirmed the other was okay.  I later learned he bought a Spec Racer Ford. Sounds about right.   

 Despite the crash and the wild back markers I had a blast. The track was safe, clean, and open for us. 

That day it asked me what I was made of and I responded with my best, and best of all I learned. Thank you 

to all who made it possible for me and those like me who pray to the alter at the church of speed. See you 

out there.      
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THUNDERHILL ECONOMIC IMPACT STUDY SHOWS VALUE TO AREA 

The most recent Economic Impact Study commissioned by Thunderhill with the Center for Economic Devel-

opment in Chico in 2022 demonstrated the major positive financial benefits that accrue to the area from ac-

tivities that take place at the 530-acre complex seven miles west of Willows. The study used current analysis 

tools and formulas to dissect interviews and surveys of participants and local business owners.  The study re-

vealed that Thunderhill puts over $20 million dollars in the local economy each year and supports close to 

178 jobs serving the attendees at the track. This represents almost 4% of all jobs in the County of Glenn. The 

track itself, through spending and employment, adds another $10 million to the economy. Property taxes add 

another $205,791 to the County till. Transient occupancy taxes generated by tourism in the area largely asso-

ciated with Thunderhill added close to one million dollars to the City of Willows coffers. If you multiply the 

impacts of visitors by what they spend and how that spending converts to other spending in the economy, 

the numbers double or triple easily.  Thunderhill Park also creates awareness of the City of Willows and the 

County of Glenn among a global audience aware of motorsports and automotive industry activities. Thun-

derhill is the home of several cutting-edge car developers working on alternative fuels, autonomous driving 

and electric vehicles. There is more. The results of the survey is available on-line at www.thunderhill.com un-

der Economic Impacts.  

2019 Thunderhill Staff (Left to Right) - Geoff Pitts, Sean Cradall, David Vodden, Terry Taylor, Shannon Ell, Bob Maybell, Lee Noll,  

Jim Thompson, Schuyler VanBuskirk 

http://www.thunderhill.com
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Craig T Nelson at the Grand Opening, 1993 
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‘93 
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What’s Next? 

After 35 years one change at Thunderhill will be my retirement and the takeover of the CEO position by Matt 
Busby, the current General Manager.  Matt will be supported by our new Accounting Manager, Jennifer 
Hook.  Terry Taylor is now enjoying retirement as is Bob Maybell. These two great team members left Thun-
derhill in 2022. Jim Thompson has indicated that he is getting close to retirement which likely makes him next 
on the list of former team members. The rest of the staff is set to stay for a long time, we hope.  

The immediate future of the track will see the addition of twenty-three more garages located where the 
small skid pad is now. These will be taller and wider garages with ten of them having outside RV plug ins. The 
taller size will allow tenants to build a loft or storage area above the ground-floor activity. Bigger bay doors 
will also be included. Interested parties should contact the track to reserve a garage.  

Thunderhill has flattened the big hill to the left of the entry road with plans to build a multi-purpose room 
that can accommodate big social events, serve food and drinks, and adjust to do many other things. This will 
take some time as it is just in the thinking stages. A plan to enclose the viewing canopy just north of the Club 
house has been designed and bid. If we do this the last of the trailer buildings currently serving as the work-
ers lounge and medical center will go away leaving this structure to take its place. We are thinking of ways to 
modify the west track to create more business but have not locked in on a specific plan. The growth of Thun-
derhill has used up all of its 530 acres.  As a result, the idea of buying more land and expanding the footprint 
of the facility is on the table. With more land, a recreational drag strip would add an important new customer 
base and income.  We could do a dirt oval and, if we got enough new land, we could build a test track that 
could be used as a raceway.  The possibilities are many and the visions are real.  The future of Thunderhill 
depends on the leadership and their understanding of the importance of financial performance and the need 
to change. Being relevant to the market, being willing to change will result in a better, stronger more valua-
ble Thunderhill.  
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