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By Dave Lance 
DAYTON DAILY NEWS 

Her female peers call her a pio
neer, but hydroplane racer Ann 
Fitzgerald shrugs it off saying 
they're just being nice. 

"That means I'm the grand
mother or old fart ," said Fitzger
ald, a resident of Rio Grande, 
N.J. 

Actually, .Fitzgerald is 55 and 
has raced hydroplanes for 24 
years, much longer than her 
female counterparts at the Day
ton Hydroplane Regatta that 
began Saturday and wraps up 
today at the Eastwood Park 
Hydrobowl. 

Fitzgerald has raced all kinds 
of boats, from the 7.0 litre to the 
1.0 litre. She's raced since 1975, 
was inducted into the Hall of 
Champions in 1979 and began 
racing for the Thumann's Deli 
Best team in 1989. 

In 1991 alone, Fitzgerald was 
the state champion of Virginia 
and New Jersey, set the one-mile 
course record and won the Sum
mer Nationals. She was the 
National Champion in 1996-97. 

"Ann opened a lot of doors for a 
lot of people," said fellow driver 
Alicia Cheezum. 

Fitzgerald shies away from talk 
about being a pioneer. In fact, she 
said, if it weren't for her team, 
which includes husband John as 
crew chief and Robert Bernardon 
as the engine builder, she 
wouldn't be involved in the sport. 

"I have a crew that believes in 
me," Fitzgerald said. "I'm not out 
to prove anything. I just have the 
financial support and the team 
support and no one said I 
couldn't do it." 

When Fitzgerald began racing, 
she was often the only woman 
participating. The numbers 
haven't increased dramatically, 
but there will be three women in 
one race today, the 1.5 litre com
petition. 

They are Cheezum of Cen
treville, Md., Valerie Wilson of 
Hampton, Va. , and Jennifer Fal
cinelli of Sterling Heights, Mich. 
Wilson is the veteran having 

Kent Keough (left) and John Jenkins battle during the 5 litre race at the Dayton Hydroplane Regatta qualifying races on Saturday. 

raced eight years. 
There are more than 70 drivers 

entered in the Regatta, only four 
of whom are female, which hasn't 
slipped the attention ofFalcinel
li, last year's 1.5-litre regatta 
champion. 

"It would be cool if the women 
finished one, two and three," said 
Falcinelli, 26. "Hopefully, we can 
get more women involved." 

Cheezum, 32, began racing four 
years ago, a year after her hus
band, Joe, took up the sport. 

"I didn't know anything about 
racing, but I told him I was tired 
of tagging along and I wanted to 
try," Cheezum said. 

So she did and eventually 
became good at it, winning the 

North America Championship in been racing hyproplanes for 25 
the 1.5 litre. But Cheezum's big- years encouraged her to get into 
gest thrill came two weeks ag0 ' the sport. Wilson, 30, barrel
when she won a qualifiying race ., · 1aced horses as a teen-ager, but 
in the 5.0-litre Hydro division; , ,sold her horse to buy a 1,0-litre 
the first time she'd ever won a 5.0' stock hydroplarieWhen s.he was 
race. .'., 19. "It's addictive," Wilson said 

She's had her 5.0 boat, aig · .. :, _about racing. "It's a high and I 
Jake, for two years, but j,ust , •· think it's a great sport for women 
began driving it lastseasori · 1, . t<;> get !nto b~c~us~·itls.fun, 
because she didn't fee.I comfort-· '1,·· · · ·R~cipg' · &"has 
able in it. She's schedW.ed to ra~8if,':/: b~om~ .~: i>d1-er . . 
in the 5.0 and 1.5 litre:finals today '. /1:_i 1 '~~,YI;!~• . ·:;;,t~J~iElc-
after all race finals were canceled mg, sa1a n, who met her , 
Saturday because of strong wind. C_a~ad~an fiance a! a race in ".ir-

"I still prefer the smaller boats, g1ma. Ift,hey do~ t know racmg, 
but I'm not going to give up the I gotta let em go. 
big boat either," Cheezum said. 

Racing is in Wilson's blood. ► CONTACT Dave Lance at 225-7492 or 
Her father, Durward, who has e-mail dave_lance@coxohio.com 

The national modified heat qL 
raced on Saturday. High wind 

Fitzgerald helping women make waves in racing
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