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participate in a Viper Days event
so he could take the car to its limits
someplace safer.

Viper Days is a series of 13
annual events across the country
where Viper owners can work with
instructors to learn how to handle
the powerful cars and put them on
a track to race against the clock.

The weekends also include
Viper Racing League races,
wheel-to-wheel club racing for
more advanced drivers whose cars
meet certain specifications.

At the end of the year, east and
west division leaders compete for
a championship. Mary videotaped
that first outing at a 1996 Viper
Days event, including a short
interview with Ellis’ instructor for
the day.

“What do you think of my hus-
band as a racecar driver?” she
asked. ‘

“He's evil,” was the short
response and Ellis’ racing nick-
name, ‘Evil Joe Ellis,” was born.

By 1999, Ellis was competing in
the VRL events, winning the
national championship in 2000 in
a new competition coupe Viper.

In 2001, he got his professional
license and participated as a co-

. driver for American Viper Racing
-in the American LeMans Series.

He drove in four races and placed

in all four, scoring 11th in driver

points overall in the GTS class.

But 2002 brought some set-
backs. He hita concrete wallat 110
mph at a Viper event in Wisconsin.
His car was demolished, so he
spent much of the year cbtaining
and learning to handle the 1999
GTS he now races.

He recently purchased a 2003
street model Viper as well, con-
tinuing this year to compete in
Viper Racing League events while
not ruling out the possibility of
more pro events.

His wife acknowledges having
some reservations, but said she
knows how he is and why he does
it.

“T'm proud of Joe because there
aren’t many people with the lim-
ited amount of time he has that
could perform and do as well as he
has,” she said. “We human beings
have to support each other in

V

JOE ELLIS OF BUTLER TWP. raced his 1999 Dodge Viper in two Viper Racing League events at the
Mid-Ohio Sports Car Course in Lexington and placed third both times in the 6T-1 divisioq.‘ ‘

things we feel passionate about.
There are financial and safety
concerns, but it’s about satisfying
one’s soul.”

At the recent Mid-Ohio event,
Vandalia City Council member
Mike Blakesly, who is also a cap-
tain in the Butler Twp. Fire
Department, got a ride in the
Viper, a privilege he won in a
township employee Chnstmas gift
exchange.

“I didn’t have a lot of time to
think, but I never had a problem
with safety,” Blakesly said after his
high-speed ride. “I felt very secure

with Joe. I can see how you get the -

bug — it’s exhilarating.”
With Vipers beginning at

around $85,000 for a street model

and $120,000 for a competition
package, it takes money to own a
Viper, but winning %aces also
requires things money can’t buy.

Driving the car is physically
demanding and Ellis runs 3.5
miles six days a week and works
out with weights for two hours
every day. .

“You have to be in that kind of
shape, but I'm very physical and
very competitive and I like doing
it,” he said. “It’s takes me a little
longer to get in shape now but 'm
probably in better shape than I
ever was.”

Ellis started racing at an age
when most people wouldn't con-
sider taking up such an activity,
but it's not a fluke.

Born in Piqua and later moving
to Covington, where he graduated
from high school, Ellis went to

Bowling Green State University to
earn a degree in business
administration.

Having worked for a painting
contractor through high school
and college, he was approached to
start a painting business shortly
after graduating from BGSU in
1976.

“I said no, that’s not why I went
to college,” Ellis said. “I figured I'd
never have to paint again.”

But he did end up signing on as
co-owner, then buying out his
partner's share in 1980. By the
time he sold the business in 2001,
Midwest Painting was the largest

commercial painting contractorin

the state.
In the early days, one of his
employees was a boxer and needed

a place to train. Ellis, then 27, built
a complete gym for him in a-

company warehouse. He soon

asked the trainer if he could work

out, too.

“I was intrigued by boxing,” he
said. “I was out of shape then, and
when I ‘mentioned I wanted to
learn how to box, they laughed a
little bit and said, “Well, it's your
place, you can do what you want.’
So I trained every night. And the
more I trained, the better I got.”

Two years later in Dayton, he
won a regional Golden Gloves
tournament in the light/
middleweight d1v1s10n reaching
his goal.

Ellis returned to boxing two
years ago, when heavyweight
Rocky Phillips out of Dayton
needed a sparring partner, He also

trained a little with Tony Tubbs of
Cincinnati, another heavyweight.

It wasn't long before he con-
sidered taking it even further.

“I was going to do the Tough-
man contest, train for another
Golden Gloves and then try to turn
pro,” Ellis said.

But a broken nb ended that
plan, at least for now.

“I still want to do the Toughman .

contest, look for me when I'm 50

there,” he said. “If I feel as good

then as I do now, I'll do it.”
Andhe on something

totally different when he became a |

township trustee,

“It's been interesting, seeing |

how a local government is run,”
Ellis said. “T've learfied a lot and
enjoyed it.”

And whetherit’s rapmg, boxing,
business or being an; elected offi-
cial, hesaid heapproachesitallthe
same way.

“There is a dlffereqce between
being good and being a champion
and what most people don’t realize
is that it's not that much of a

difference. But it is that extra 10 |

percent and it counts for a lot.

“T know a lot of pros and, yes,
they’re good and, yes, there is
some natura] talent involved. But
it’s that little bit extra that sets
them apart. Those wha try hard
and try hard enough carﬂ compete
with some of the best.” " .
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