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By David Swarts

here’s a popular saying that necessity
is the mother of all invention. Well,
racer David Podolsky didn’t invent tire
warmers, but it only took a few times going
out to practice on cold tires on 40-degree
mornings before he felt compelled to come
up with a way to improve his situation. But
instead of just rigging up something that
worked for him, Podolsky’s business training and entrepreneurial spirit kicked in and
he created a product that has helped grow
Chicken Hawk Racing (CHR) into one of the
top tire-warmer manufacturers in the world.
Like many of us, Podolsky remembers
exactly when he fell in love with motorcycles. “My dad was into bikes. He rode a
Honda CB350 back in 1971,” said Podolsky, the founder and President of CHR. “One
year when I was four, we went upstate for
the summer and we went to Unadilla to
watch the motocross races. Man, when I
saw those guys going over the jumps and
stuff I was just enamored. I blew out a lot
of birthday candles hoping I would get a
mini-bike or something.”
Podolsky’s parents did not want their
young son riding around on a motorcycle,
especially considering they lived in the
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After starting Chicken Hawk Racing in his apartment in New York City, founder David Podolsky now
operates the company from a 100-year-old building in Red Hook, New York. Photo by David Swarts.

Queens, a borough of New York City, and
there wasn’t exactly a lot of space to house—
let alone ride—a dirt bike. So Podolsky had
to wait until he turned 16 and got his driver’s license before he could buy his first
motorcycle.
With so many years of build-up, Podolsky’s love of motorcycles flourished as he
got older, and during college he stepped up
from a scooter to a Suzuki GS550, a Honda
Nighthawk 650 and finally a Harley-Davidson Sportster 883.
“That’s how new I was to it. I thought,
‘883, that’s bigger than a 650. It’ll go faster,’”
recalled Podolsky, who ended up fitting the
Harley with a 1200cc big-bore kit, cams,
bigger carburetors, sportier suspension and
Performance Machine brakes. “Many dollars later I realized you just couldn’t make
a performance bike out of it.”
Taking two of Keith Code’s California
Superbike School sessions on rented
Kawasaki Ninja 600s at Watkins Glen only

further drove this point home. Then a magazine article opened Podolsky’s eyes to
the world of club racing.
“Instead of spending all this money and
waiting to ride once a year (with California Superbike School) at Watkins Glen,”
said Podolsky, “I could go riding on a racetrack a lot more often. Plus, I realized riding on the street I was gonna kill myself trying to put my knee down.”
After a day of telephone calls, Podolsky
finally reached his local road racing club,
the Loudon Road Racing Series (LRRS), and
he signed up for his first race at Bridgehampton Race Circuit.
“So the first time I ever saw a road race
was my own rookie race on that Saturday
morning,” in 1992, said Podolsky, who
bought a Honda Hawk for a racebike. “That’s
where I got the name from. My friend and
I both raced Honda Hawks, and we thought
Henery Hawk (a Looney Tunes character
that often appeared opposite Foghorn

Leghorn) was the kind of antimacho guy. We thought Henery Hawk was this little pipsqueak
who was gonna kick everyone’s
ass. So we called ourselves
Chicken Hawk Racing.”
Podolsky’s racing soon led
him up to what was then called
New Hampshire International
Speedway, in Loudon, New
Hampshire, where he found the
inspiration that created his company.
“Racing at Loudon in April
is just awful,” said Podolsky. “I
remember going out on slicks
for the first time during my practice at 8:00 a.m. and it was maybe
40 degrees F. The track was so
cold and without warmers the
tires were bricks, so it was like
trying not to fall down more than
anything else. I certainly wasn’t
learning anything riding six,

(Above) Within this 2000-square-feet operates
one of the world’s most successful tire warmer
companies. Tire warmers are designed, manufactured, tested and shipped worldwide from
this small space. Photo by David Swarts. (Left)
David Podolsky (71), seen here racing his Ducati
1198 this season, got the inspiration for his company when he found himself running cold
morning practices in New England and the only
tire warmers he could find at the time cost
$1000 per set. Photo by VHS Photography.

seven, eight seconds off the pace.”
Later, Podolsky saw tire warmers being
used on a bike in a European motorcycle
magazine, “and I thought, ‘That’s exactly
what we need. I can’t believe that’s not here.’
So I contacted the tire warmer company
in Europe, and they wanted $1000 per
set. At that time my total racing budget was
maybe $4000-5000. So I said, ‘Forget it. I’ll
try to build something.’”
After spending days doing research at
his local public library (remember, this was
the pre-Internet era, kids) and a few weeks
to gather materials, Podolsky was building two sets of tire warmers, for him and

his buddy, on the coffee table in his apartment in Queens. And the warmers worked.
“Sometimes I was able to get a two-second lead on the first lap,” said Podolsky,
“and then win the race by two seconds.
So it sometimes made a big difference. It
didn’t take long for the faster guys at the
track to get some. And little by little the
most competitive guys started to get them.
“At first, I thought of it as a way to supplement my own racing costs. I thought, ‘I’ll
bring them to the track. I’ll sell some at the
track. It’ll help pay for some of my racing.
That’s all it was in the beginning. I still had
a full-time job with my family’s business (in

industrial hydraulic machinery).”
Taking CHR from a side business that
supplemented his racing budget to the smallbut-thriving enterprise it is today didn’t
happen overnight, according to Podolsky.
“We really had to sell the concept,” he said.
“Most guys were racing without tire warmers. They thought, ‘Ah, one lap (to heat up
the tires), no big deal.’
“And the tire warmers at the time would
only go up to 120 degree F. If the tires want
to be 175 degrees F out on the track, why
are people using tire warmers that only
go up to 120? There’s a big difference between
something that gets hot and something that
is specifically designed to heat up a tire in
a manner you want to heat a tire, meaning how fast it gets hot, being able to make
heat evenly and being able to heat up the
carcass thoroughly.”
From the beginning, Podolsky chose to
continued on page 102
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go with the best components and materials
he could find, which resulted in a product
that proved to be capable, durable and most
importantly safe.
“We’ve always known we were making
a product that was building heat and that
was going to be very close to gasoline. So
we were always very concerned with safety,”
he said. “DuPont had this small business
innovative development section, and they
were one of the first places we went that
helped us. That’s how we ended up using
Nomex, Cordura and all these DuPont products that we still use today.
“And we’ve worked really hard on making an element pattern that creates full coverage heat and is durable. If you take a piece
of metal and bend it back and forth over
and over again it’s gonna break. We got
smart about using types of alloys that will
give us flexibility and at the same time
the kind of power and heat we want, because
a tire warmer gets rolled up, unrolled, stepped
on, run over—that’s the life of a tire warmer.
“And we had to be smart about the insulation materials. We needed something good
that would still fit inside of fenders and
chains and would still drive the heat down
into the tire, because achieving hot pressure is such a big deal.”
Improving its products, however, is a
never-ending process at CHR. “The product
has gone through probably 20 steps of innovation, but it looks pretty much the same
so people don’t perceive a giant advance,” said
Podolsky. “But every single year we make
some change to improve our product. And we
test them ourselves (on the bench and at
the track) and with the riders and teams we
support to make sure they are better before
we put them on the market.”
Podolsky is also capable of testing the
product personally, as he has won 11 National
Championships over his years as a clublevel racer.
“We’re small,” continued Podolsky. “We
just want to spend all of our time building
new products. We do repairs as a customer
service, but we don’t want to be drowning
in customer repairs. Then again, I think
doing our own repairs and repairs on other
companies’ products and brands has been
a tremendous asset, because we’re constantly learning how things break and using
that to improve the product.”
That’s also the reason why CHR offers
discounts to racers who trade in their old
warmers, so the company can study them
and learn from them.
At a glance, CHR tire warmers are relatively simple products. They have a heat102——Roadracing World, November 2009

(Above) Chicken Hawk Racing warmers are
essentially a special heating element (white
material on bench) encased between two hightemperature fabrics and sewn into a durable
Cordura exterior (Right). Photo by David Swarts.
ing element encased in fabric, but the key
to the soup is in the ingredients, as they
say. As Podolsky mentioned, the heating
element used in each CHR tire warmer is
made of a premium alloy chosen for heating ability and durability, and this element
(with its electrical connections already
attached) is heat-sealed between two layers of high-temperature fabric using a special press to ensure that the heating element stays perfectly in place when it is
wrapped around a tire over and over again.
These “heaters” are made and stocked
up until an order is taken. Then the heater
is sewn to an exterior, which is made of
tough Nylon Cordura (the tear and abrasion-resistant material used in riding clothing) and can be customized with a team
or sponsor name or color.
Originally, Podolsky assembled his own
heaters on nights and weekends in his apartment and paid a seamstress to sew them into
the exteriors. He ran CHR that way for years
while still working full-time for the family business. And as sales grew, Podolsky hired employees, who also worked in his apartment.
In 1999, Podolsky noticed that Aprilia
was looking to enter the U.S. streetbike market, so he sent in a resume seeking racing
sponsorship. Instead of support for his racing, Aprilia USA offered him a job as District Sales Manager for the Mid-Atlanta and
New England regions. Podolsky accepted
the position and started racing an Aprilia.
“Then I got married, and it was nuts all
of a sudden,” said Podolsky. “My whole,

four-room apartment was filled with stock
and inventory. I had a desk and a work space
in my living room. The kitchenette started
to get taken over. When you’re a young
guy and people come over you don’t care.
‘Pretty cool, huh?’ But it’s different when
you’re married.”
So Podolsky started looking for a new
home for himself, his wife and CHR north
of New York City along the Hudson River,
and in 2001 they rented an old, six-bedroom roadhouse to test the waters. Things
went well at the new location, so Podolsky
bought 23 acres of land, built a house
and asked the local government for permission to run CHR out of a second building on his property. That plan was not
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them in every way. Part of that process includes in-house bench testing.
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