PINEWOOD DERBY CAR TIPS For Scouts and Parents

1. First and foremost, make this a FUN project! Scouting is about discovery, growth and having FUN! 

2. Keep it simple,especially if you're a beginner. There's nothing wrong with a simple wedge-shaped car. Besides, a "wedgie" can be modified beyond the "boring" look and design by adding decals, racing stipes, a driver and other accessories (as the rules allow, of course).  Aerodynamics don’t really matter at these speeds.

3. Trace out your car design onto the wood block so the lines can be cut with a jigsaw or scrollsaw  (A bandsaw will be available at the PACK meeting/workshop.) SAFETY FIRST... 

Please follow the safety guidelines for using power tools and ensure that Parents and Helpers AND Scouts wear safety glasses while cutting and smoothing the block (soon it will be a car). Take your time and have fun with your design!  Get creative! 

4. Once the car is "rough cut", you can begin smoothing it down with a file or rasp and then work your way up the scale from coarse grit sandpaper, to fine grit sandpaper. 

5. Once you have sanded your block smooth and to your liking, it's time to add weight. 

There is a 5 oz. weight limit rule. so you want to get your car as close to 5 oz. as possible. You can take a Dremel tool or drill press with a cutting disk and burrow a shallow basin into the bottom of the car, approximately midway back to insert or pour weight.  Come as close to the car’s center of gravity just ahead of the rear axle.


6. Take your car (with the wheels and axles) to the local Post Office and weigh it on a postal scale (unless you have access to one). This scale may not be exactly calibrated exactly to the scale at the derby, but it should be close enough for government work and get you in the ballpark. You can add or remove lead from the bottom of the car to stay within the maximum 5 oz.

 
7. It's time to begin painting the car.  Make sure you cover all surfaces with newspaper to catch the overspray. It is best to use automobile primer or flat white spray paint for a primer coat and once that's dry, you can begin applying topcoats. When spray painting, remember that MANY LIGHT coats are more effective than one or two heavy coats (plus your car will dry quicker between coats). 

You may want to sand your car with extra fine grit sandpaper between coats to get a cleaner finish. After your final topcoat, you're ready to decorate your car with decals and accessories. Please make sure you follow the rules when adding accessories. 

8. Axle preparation helps with speed.  First, take the axles and a small fine round file (you can get these at a hobby shop or hardware store) and file the casting burr from where the nail shaft meets the head. This may seem tedious, but it really makes a difference. 

Next, place the axle (pointed end first) into the chuck of a cordless drill or Dremel tool. Take a piece of medium or fine grit sandpaper and tear it into 1/4" wide strips. While the scout holds the drill (don't forget your safety glasses), the parent/helper bows the sandpaper in a semi-circle around the axle. As the drill turns the axle, the sandpaper smoothes the nail down.  It's important that the axle is centered in the chuck of the drill to maintain accuracy and roundness. Don't apply too much pressure to the sandpaper or it'll snap in half. Trial and error is the best advice for this step. 

If desired, you can move to finer sandpaper and repeat the process.

Finally, the axle can be polished by using a clean cotton cloth and applying some car wax (or chrome polish) to it.  Be sure to remove any wax residue from the axle. 

9. Pair up an axle with a wheel and apply black graphite dry lubricant (you can pick this up at hobby and craft stores or any hardware store that sells locks and keys).  Don't be stingy with the graphite.  It may be a little messy, but neatness doesn't count at this point! 

10. Hold the pointed end of the axle and give the wheel a spin (with the nail head side down). Wheels should spin for a minimum of 30 seconds. If they don't, your axles may need to be re-polished.  Tweeking is all part of the process. Do what works best for you. 

11. This is an important step... inserting the axles/wheels to the chassis. When you push the axles into the chassis, ensure that you push them in as STRAIGHT as you possibly can. There's little room for play and little margin for error... the parent/helper should probably perform this step.  Push the axle into the slot so that about 1/16" of axle is between the inside of the wheel and the car chassis. 

The track has a hump in the middle.  So, don’t do anything to your wheels that would interfere or drag with this hump.
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Us the axle cuts precut in the block.  It is OK to true them up a bit, BUT do not change their position due to rules.


13.Now it is time to give your car a roll on a CLEAN surface. We use a 4' long piece of 2x6 "ramp" set up at a very slight angle.  Make sure your car rolls fairly straight and there's not much wheel wobble when it's in motion. If your car gets wobbly, adjust the axles and roll it again.  Make sure that any front bumper or object interferes with the track or forward motion. 

14. Race day.  Good sportsmanship is key on race day. When you win (and you will win), win with grace... when you lose, lose with grace as well! No one likes a gloating winner or a sore loser. After each race, whether you win or lose, shake the other scout's hand and tell him "good race". Have fun, get excited, allow the festivities of the day.  PACK 145 will go to great lengths to provide a fair and fun Pinewood Derby.  Don’t forget, there will be judges of all the fun and cool designed cars for show categories also. 

