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I moved back to Portand, 
OR in the summer of 2009 
to go back to school and 
study Industrial Design at 
the Art Institute of 
Portland.

With a very supportive wife 
and two children in tow, I 
took them from the deset 
of Las Vegas and into the 
lush Willamette valley.

While we were settling in, I 
noticed a flier for the 2009 
Mt Tabor Adult Soapbox 
Derby and found out more 
about it online.  I took my 
family there to watch it and 
it was one of the best times 
we have had here.  After all 
the cars were raced and we 
were headed home I told 
my wife that I wanted to to 
build one, but by the time 
I was ready to get into it I 
found I had missed the 
application deadline.  

Design Challenge:

Using no more than $300, build a 
derby car no heavier than 500lbs, 
no longer than 12 ft. and no wider 
than 5ft.    The fastest car wins.  
Ready...Go!

All photos in this article are property of the author and may only be 
used with permission.
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In the fall of 2010 I approached My program Director, 
Jamie Hurd about doing this for 2011 and she was 
excited though we both had some hesitations.  There 
was a lot to make happen before then.  She asked if I 
would head it up and get some of the design faculty 
involved for guidance.  

Applying for the race came a few hurdles.   I had a five-
person maximum for the team and I didn’t know where 
I was going to get the money.  I had to send a design in 
for the initial  application approval and didn’t have a clue 
what to build.  I  thought the best place to find 
teammates was going to be in the design program so 
I went to the IDSA student chapter meeting and asked 
for four volunteers that could commit to 4-5 months of 
weekly meeting to get this done.  It took about three 
minutes and I had the team.  The members of the team 
were Scott Saunders, Rob LaCosse, Katherine Adams, 
Robb McCullough and myself as captain.  

The initial application had to be approved by the event 
planners before we could be invited to race so we got 
busy putting our heads together for a concept to enter.  
It seemed like a long shot considering how many people 
attend and participate in the event.  When we got word 
that our application went through it was relief and panic 
and excitement all at the same time.

The next thing I had to do 
was get help putting a de-
sign schedule in place that 
would keep us on course.  
We started with a 3 hour 
brainstorming session aided 
by Jim Arnold, one of the 
faculty advising us.  Patrick 
Meyers, the shop 
supervisor was also a great 
help to us.  

We took about 15 ft of 
butcher paper and tacked it 
on the wall of the shop and 
with the aid of two black 
markers we went to town 
coming up with all kinds of 
crazy themes and designs.  

We wanted something slick, 
fast and beatiful and were 
inspired by Eva from Pixar’s 
“Wall-e.”  Obviously it took 
some design shifts at the 
begining as we began to 
gather material and start 
putting things together.  
We had some pink foam 
models we used to do form 
studies and selected one 
of them to move us to the 
next stage.

Having such a small budget 
for materials really brought 
out the creative side of the 
team.  We were given a 
wheelchair, used the front 
fork and wheel of Scott’s 
dirtbike and I found the 
frame of a porch swing in 
the back of a pick-up I had



to haggle for.  We also purchased 40 ft of steel tubing 
from a local steel yard to complete the frame.

Scott welded about 95% of the frame.  Soon the car 
started to take shape.  Afer the basic structure was 
completed, we knew we had to give it a little more body 
and volume.

Scott and I set up a table and clamps to bend the tubing 
to our likeing and muscled 4 lengths with identicle 
curvature to fill out the form.  Once we had them bent, 
we cut them to length and welded them to the frame.  
These touches really made a difference to the overall 
look to the racer providing a curve for the ey to follow.

Rob LaCosse can be seen here working on the water 
cannon element of the design.  He spent a week of spare 
time studying hydrodynamics and their applications just 
for this.  In the end, we had some hardware issues and 
design concerns that delayed a final concept, though we 
did get a working prototype.  As the deadline was Rob LaCosse
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approaching for the race, I made the decision to scrap 
the feature as we really needed a finished racer more 
than we needed to douse the competition with water.

One of the interesting aspects of the racer was the seat.  
It was custom built to the contours of the driver and the 
space it was to occupy.  I began by drawing up sketches 
of different ideas I had and then once I found one I 
liked, I started cutting out butcher paper patterns.  To 
get the large radius I used a true old-school method and 
tied a length of threading to a pin on one end and a 
pencil on the other.  It was easy to make adjustments 
and after a few minutes,I had my curves.

I trimmed it with piping that I had found outside in a 
construction dump and white outdoor fabric I found at 
home.  I had a length of foam cut from a king-size pad 
that turned out to be just an inch or so over what was 
required.  After stuffing it (with a little effort) We placed 
it in the racer and it fit as expected.  

It was really cool to make the seat because I was able to 
apply what I had learned in a class I took the previous 
term called “Intermediate Product Design: Softgoods.”  
How fun is it to learn a few techniques that take your 
production to a higher level and your designs to fruition?  
The styling was meant to give the eye a direction to 
follow and to mimic the styling of the racer even at rest.

I was able to get a lot of 
process shots throughout 
the build.  Looking back I 
wish I had taken more, but 
I am satisfied that we 
accomplished so much in 
the time we had.  We could 
not have been as successful 
without the constant help 
with design and assem-
bly from Katherine Adams 
and our brave pilot, Robb 
McCullough.  They made 
themselves available 
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whenever it was needed.  
Katherine was a great 
support and also kept track 
or our budget and receipts 
so that we kept under $300 
and Robb was willing to 
drive the racer and helped 
nudge the design in a safer 
direction like the addition 
of a seat belt and handles 
and the sweet addition of 
the fender.

Once all the side panels 
were made by gluing fabric 
to polystyrene, or painting 
them, and the decals were 
painted to them, we took it  
apart for one last touch up.  
The last detail was the 
addition of racing stripes 
that completed the look.  
Finally, we called it done.

We assembled it and put it 
on display for an unveiling 
in the School’s Gallery.  

The Race went well but 
due to some mechanical 
problems we couldn’t fix, 
we failed to qualify.  We did 
however get 3rd best 
Engineering (of 42 entries), 
and 2nd best rookie (of ten 
10 entries).  We did great 
and had a great time!

My thanks and gratitude go 
out to the team for their 
sacrifices to complete the 
racer, to the Art Institute 
of Portland whose support 
has been enduring both 
in resources and finances, 
and IDSA local and national 
without which we could not 
have funded this build.

Portland’s Adult Soapbox Derby 
is held annually on Mt. Tabor 
each summer and their website 
is a great place to go for anyone 
looking to get information on past 
races and future deadlines. 

http://soapboxracer.com
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