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Introduction


      
      Sunday, March 11, 1979

      
      Richmond Fairgrounds Raceway

      
      NOBODY STOOD out more than the guy in the nice loafers and the suit. In addition to his sharp threads, he was carrying an eel skin briefcase
         as he slogged through the muddy infield at the half-mile racetrack in Richmond, Virginia. He was from the New York Daily News. This wasn’t the kind of place he was used to.
      

      
      The small band of writers who did this every week, who covered NASCAR for a living, were all thinking the same thing: What is everyone doing here? There were plenty of other stories out there. Some kid named Bird was finally getting a national audience in the first round
         of the NCAA basketball tournament. Spring training was under way, and Pete Rose was no longer a Red. Yet the press box at
         the Richmond Fairgrounds Raceway was overflowing. For a stock car race.
      

      
      Why?

      
      It all started with a fight.

      
      And it wasn’t even a good one.

      
      A few punches were thrown, but mostly it was two men—two exhausted, middle-aged men—grabbing each other. Looking back on it years later, driver Buddy Baker said, “It was more of a slow waltz. If I ever get beat up, I wanna be beat up like that.”
         Indeed, the enduring image of the fracas is of a man in a blue and white jumpsuit grabbing the foot of a man in a white and
         blue jumpsuit. It looked like Evel Knievel was being mugged by an Evel Knievel impersonator.
      

      
      Still, it was a fight, and who doesn’t love one of those?

      
      Because of the melee, and the last-lap wreck that triggered it, the 1979 Daytona 500 got the kind of national play normally
         reserved for Super Bowls and All-Star Games, even in cities, such as New York, that were remote outposts in the stock car
         racing universe. It helped that the people across the country were a captive audience. It snowed everywhere that day. It snowed
         in Cleveland, Chicago, New York, and Detroit. A lot. It snowed in Atlanta and Charlotte. Not quite as much, but hard enough
         to put the locals off their game. It even snowed in the Sahara.* So millions of people who normally wouldn’t be watching TV on a Sunday afternoon were, save for the heartiest of sledders
         and snowman builders, confined to their couches. And in those pre-cable days, the choices were slim. ABC showed local programming.
         NBC had a college basketball game. CBS showed the race live from start to finish, something no one had ever tried before.
      

      
      Ten million people watched it.

      
      They were mesmerized by what they saw. The speed! The crashes! The fighting! The sideburns! And then at the next race it happened
         again. Another wreck, same drivers. No fight this time, but plenty of racers who lost cars were talking like they’d be up
         for one, which was why Richmond was packed. They were anticipating round three.
      

      
      The writers who didn’t feel like cramming into the tiny press box spilled out into the pits, where it wasn’t hard to tell
         the racing beat regulars from the interlopers. The newbies were the ones who were wearing nice shoes, looked afraid to touch anything, and
         jumped every time someone revved an engine. The whole scene—the carpetbaggers coming in to gawk at the feudin’ good ol’ boys—left
         the locals amused. Bill Millsaps of the Richmond Times-Dispatch wrote: “The grist of the mass media, publications like the Washington Post, Washington Star, New York Daily News and Time magazine are sending staff writers down here to mix with us fried-chicken-eating rednecks to discover what all the cursing
         is about.”
      

      
      But saying that NASCAR was discovered in the spring of 1979 is like saying that America was discovered in the fall of 1492.
         Stock car racing and the New World were both around—and, the natives would likely argue, doing just fine—long before the outsiders
         showed up. But stock car racing was chiefly a southern phenomenon, born on the winding Appalachian roads where bootleggers
         souped up their family sedans so they could outrun the revenuers. It was the one sport southerners could call their own. Until
         the 1960s there were no NFL, NBA, or major league baseball teams south of Washington, DC. There was racing in the North, to
         be sure, but if a driver wanted to see how he measured up against the best, he would have to move down south.
      

      
      For years sports pages and magazines all but ignored stock car racing. Sure, a few names were universally familiar to casual
         sports fans. Richard Petty was recognizable to anyone who had ever seen an STP ad. And Cale Yarborough was on the cover of
         Sports Illustrated in 1977. But it’s safe to say that Benny Parsons or Buddy Baker could walk down Fifth Avenue without fear of having his shirt
         torn by a pack of rabid fans. When NASCAR did get some coverage, the tone tended to be patronizing to the serious fan or the
         story read as if the author had stumbled upon a bizarre religious ritual in some faraway country. (A People magazine story reported, “Not so long ago, most of the big name racers on the stock-car circuit were just redneck grease
         monkeys who liked courting death at high speed.”) Even the greatest piece of journalism ever composed about NASCAR—Tom Wolfe’s 1965 Esquire story “The Last American Hero Is Junior Johnson. Yes!”—loses some of its bite when stripped of the details that were scandalous
         revelations in the halls of the Hearst Building but were nothing new south of the Mason-Dixon Line, where almost everyone
         knew someone who ran a ’shine still on the side.
      

      
      And then the fight happened.

      
      Virtually every list of the greatest or most seminal moments in NASCAR history is topped by the Daytona brawl. “It’s astronomical
         how many tickets they’ve sold and how much money they’ve made because of that fight,” said Donnie Allison, whose wreck with
         Cale Yarborough triggered it. Thirty years later, the sport’s growth is undeniable. Those 10 million people who watched the
         1979 Daytona 500 on TV? That’s what the average weekly race draws. The 500 now pulls in 20 million viewers. Races are held
         everywhere from the rolling wine country of Northern California to the hills of central New Hampshire. The drivers are rock
         stars. Their fiercely loyal fans sustain an economy that puts the GDP of many developed nations to shame. Souvenir trucks
         carry shirts, hats, and every imaginable trinket for every driver. Junior Johnson has his own brand of pork rinds. Barbecue
         aficionados with especially discerning palates can argue over which sauce is best: Tony Stewart’s Smoke barbecue sauce or
         Mario Batali’s NASCAR-branded sauce. Harlequin has a line of NASCAR-themed bodice rippers.
      

      
      Attributing all of that growth to one moment, though, to pin it all on one fight, is a little too simple, a little too neat.
         Many of the writers who had descended upon the Fairgrounds Raceway in Richmond would be back to covering the NCAA tournament
         or spring training within the week. The heartland’s infatuation with NASCAR would, like the snow that still blanketed much
         of the country, start to melt away. No, NASCAR’s growth was an achingly slow process that, like any extended period of growth
         in nature, was made possible by a nurturing environment. And in 1979 the world was finally ready for NASCAR. There was a Georgian in the White House and southern culture was suddenly intriguing to the Yankees who had forever dissed
         it. In other words, there were cowboy hats everywhere. The post-Watergate distrust of government was giving way to a new, more rally-round-the-flag vibe, one that meshed perfectly
         with the unabashed patriotism on display at NASCAR races. The sporting landscape was changing as well. Teams and leagues were
         discovering that they could build around larger-than-life personalities, and NASCAR was discovering that it had a rookie driver
         who fit the profile. The notion of what could sensibly be broadcast on television was being challenged by the emergence of
         cable stations.
      

      
      It all made 1979 the most significant year in the history of stock car racing. When it was over, the sport had taken its first
         steps on the journey from regional curiosity to national phenomenon.
      

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter One


      
      Something Borrowed, Something Blue

      
      Sunday, February 4

      
      High Point, North Carolina

      
      THE BRIDE looked stunning, wearing an immaculate gown that Irish nuns had spent nine months crocheting. The groom looked like he was
         auditioning to be a Welcome Back, Kotter extra: a gangly teenager with a frizzy perm. If he thought his mustache made him look more grown-up than he was, he couldn’t
         have been more wrong.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the guests who packed Kepley’s Barn—the biggest party venue this side of Greensboro—all seemed to agree that
         they made quite the handsome couple. She was Pattie Huffman, a schoolteacher from High Point. He was Kyle Petty, a recent
         graduate of the high school just up the road in Randleman. His status as the only son of Richard Petty, stock car racing’s
         reigning king, made their wedding the social event of the season, which explained why all nine hundred seats were filled and
         there were people standing in the balcony.
      

      
      The resemblance between the groom and his father, who was standing beside him as his best man, was uncanny. From the back
         of the barn, the only discernible difference a squinting guest could make out between the two was that one of them—the groom—was holding
         a top hat. They were both wearing identical long-tailed tuxes and had the same curly hair, the same mustache, and the same
         tall, angular build—a natural frame for a growing young man like Kyle, but one that made a forty-two-year-old, normally hearty
         man like Richard appear gaunt. And they were both wearing the same wide, aw-shucks grin. That was something the King hadn’t
         had much reason to do recently.
      

      
      Richard Petty had been driving a race car since ten days after his twenty-first birthday. His first race at NASCAR’s highest
         level was in Toronto in 1958. He was knocked out by his father, Lee—a three-time NASCAR champion—who put him into the fence
         on his way to Victory Lane. “Daddy and Cotton Owens were racing for the lead halfway through the race,” Richard recalled fifty
         years later. “They came up to lap me, and Daddy thought I was in the way, so he hit me.”
      

      
      Lee loved his son. He also loved a good payday.

      
      The winner’s share that day in Toronto was $575, which Lee Petty and his cronies didn’t consider to be too bad for a few hours
         of work. But Richard was young, and he looked at things differently, more optimistically. Where the old guard saw racing the
         family sedan as a hobby—albeit one they took very seriously—Richard saw it as something that could one day allow him to make
         a nice living. But for that to happen, there had to be a demand from fans. For a demand to be created, there had to be awareness.
         And for that reason he had been talking about driving a race car since about eleven days after his twenty-first birthday.
      

      
      Talking came naturally to Richard Petty. He was a southern gentleman, blessed with a gift for making people feel at ease,
         and he peppered his speech with enough “YouknowwhatImean?’s” and “Seehere’s” to make his interviews feel as informal as a
         couple of old friends discussing a hunting dog or a tractor on the front porch. He’d hold court on the pit wall, talking to
         anyone with a notebook, discussing the track, his car, or them cats he raced against. (Everyone, it seemed, was a “cat.”) He was good-looking and bright, and whatever he might lack
         in book smarts he more than made up for in charm and an ability to think on his feet. In 1978, a racing observer described
         the difference between Petty and David Pearson, his main rival of the day: “The reason David doesn’t say much is that he’s
         worried about his lack of education. He’d be mortified, for instance, if somebody asked him, ‘How would you compare your driving
         as art next to Michelangelo’s?’ Richard would make a joke out of not knowing it. He’d say, ‘Oh, you mean Joe Michelangelo
         what paints the track billboards?’ And that would be that.” Petty was so fond of the fourth estate that he joined it: throughout
         the 1970s he wrote a regular column for Stock Car Racing magazine.*

      
      As giving as he was with the press, Petty was even more generous with fans, who almost universally adored him—rare in a sport
         in which spectators take almost as much delight in booing drivers as they do in cheering for them. (Some adored him so much
         that they took advantage of a magazine offer to buy one square inch of the Petty compound in Level Cross, North Carolina,
         for $2.) No one who asked for an autograph came away unsatisfied, unless the person violated his one rule: “I do draw the
         line at some things, like folks following me into the bathroom or into the shower when I’m changing out of my uniform.” Petty
         was one of the rare individuals—the president of the United States and Santa Claus also come to mind—who was recognizable
         enough that he’d receive mail even if it didn’t have an address, as one young autograph seeker from the West Coast found out when he glued a picture of the King and his car to an envelope in lieu of a
         name or address and promptly received a picture adorned with the royal signature.
      

      
      And when Petty gave an autograph, he didn’t just scribble his name. No, his signature was an ornate collection of loops and
         lines that took several seconds to compose, the product of an Oriental handwriting class he had taken at King’s Business College
         in Charlotte. Lee Petty had insisted that Richard go to business school because he knew that he would eventually take control
         of Petty Enterprises, the race team Lee had started at the family farm in Level Cross in 1949. Petty Enterprises didn’t start
         as a huge operation. Lee drove, and his two preteen sons—Richard and his older brother, Maurice, who’d come to be known as
         “Chief”—were his crew. But by 1979 it had grown substantially. Chief was still there, building the engines. Richard’s cousin
         Dale Inman was the crew chief. And there were a couple of dozen mechanics, fabricators, and engineers on the payroll.
      

      
      Spending two decades being everything to everyone—driver, businessman, spokesman, face of his sport—had taken its toll, which
         is why Richard looked so frail at his son’s wedding. Two months earlier, in December, he’d had nearly half of his stomach
         removed because of ulcers. “He internalizes a lot, so he’s always had stomach trouble,” says Kyle. Richard’s agita was part
         of the Pettys’ daily routine and an occasional source of amusement for Kyle. The family lived a hundred yards from Kyle’s
         grandparents, Lee and Elizabeth. “At night,” Kyle recalled years later, “my father would eat supper, and at about eight thirty
         or nine o’clock he’d say, ‘I need some stomach pills. Run over to your grandaddy’s house and get some.’ They were these little
         pink pills or these little white pills, like Zantac or something. And I’d say, ‘All right. Here’s what I’m gonna do. Time
         me. Let’s see how quick I can run over to his house, get a pill, and run back.’ ”
      

      
      After the first race of the 1976 season, Richard developed what he called a “bellyache.” Doctors told him that he had the
         beginnings of an ulcer and that he should take it easy and stay away from the race shop. Petty decided that the best way to remove the temptation
         to work was by checking himself into the hospital. “They put me in the hospital like some folks get put in jail,” he said.
         Unable to bear the tedium, he returned to the track without missing a race. But by the end of 1978, the problem could no longer
         be ignored. After he returned from a cruise with his wife, Lynda, he had a three-hour procedure to remove scar tissue left
         by an ulcer. He was supposed to spend two or three days in the hospital, but his recovery turned into an ordeal. Petty spent
         twelve days in the hospital, suffering nearly constant nausea as his stomach failed to function properly. As the start of
         the racing season approached, Richard insisted he was fine, and no one in the Petty clan made too much of it. “We’re a strange
         family,” says Kyle. “We don’t worry about each other. I don’t know how to explain that. When anything happens, as long as
         you’re walkin’ and talkin’, we figure you’re all right. You may be slower, you may not be moving as fast, you may not be exactly
         100 percent, but you’re all right and that’s the main thing.”
      

      
      The guys in the shop—who had seen Richard survive some truly horrific crashes, including one that sent him over the wall at
         Daytona and into the parking lot—were the same way. “It’s like the old Monty Python movie where the guy’s cut into pieces
         and just the head is still talking,” says Steve Hmiel, who was a mechanic on the team. “Richard could do that. We all thought
         so much of Richard—they can do whatever they want to him, he’s still going to be the King.”
      

      
      To an outsider raised in a less macho world, it was easy to see how serious the situation at the Petty household really was.
         And it was made even more serious when Lynda had to have an operation of her own. Things were so dicey that Kyle’s fiancée
         moved in to help take care of his younger sisters, Lisa and Rebecca.
      

      
      Petty’s doctors advised him not to race in the first event of the 1979 season, at the road course in Riverside, California,
         on January 14. “Richard thinks he’s Superman,” one of his doctors told a Florida newspaper. “And he has been a remarkable patient. But he’s putting himself under great stress. That was a serious operation, and it’s asking
         too much of the body to come back this quick.” Petty predictably ignored those orders, but the team arranged for Oregon driver
         Hershel McGriff to be on hand and relieve Petty at some point during the 312-mile race just in case. It wasn’t necessary:
         Petty’s engine blew up after just fourteen laps. He finished thirty-second, a terrible result—but the kind that was becoming
         all too familiar. NASCAR’s King hadn’t won a race since the middle of 1977.
      

      
      In his first eighteen and a half seasons—from that day in Toronto when his own father wrecked him through that last win in
         the summer of ’77—Richard Petty won 185 races, more than twice as many as any other driver except David Pearson (who had won
         103). Whether that made him the best driver in the sport is a question that is still debated. It was no secret that Petty
         Enterprises turned out the best cars, and Petty had the wherewithal to run every race in an era when most drivers picked and
         chose a limited number of events. He won everywhere, from the most hallowed tracks (he had won the Daytona 500 five times)
         to the most rinky-dink bullrings (his 1962 win in Huntsville, Alabama, featured only sixteen cars and was over in fifty-four
         minutes). His six championships were twice as many as Pearson’s, although Pearson ran a full season only five times in his
         career.
      

      
      For years Petty’s stiffest competition came from two teams: Wood Brothers, a Virginia outfit whose driver through most of
         the 1970s was Pearson, and Junior Johnson, the old moonshine hauler whose driver, Cale Yarborough, won the NASCAR Grand National* title in 1976, ’77, and ’78. Like Petty Enterprises, the Woods and Johnson ran down-home operations—the Wood boys up in the
         Blue Ridge Mountains and Johnson from his farm in Yadkin County, about seventy miles north of Charlotte. But in the mid-1970s the sport began to see
         a new kind of team, backed by outsiders with deep pockets—most notably DiGard, an outfit fronted by Bill Gardner, a Connecticut
         real estate maven. His driver was the brash young Darrell Waltrip, who was hated by many drivers and most fans for being unbearably
         cocky and having fancy hair that never seemed to get messed up. During Petty’s winless 1978 season, Yarborough, Pearson, and
         Waltrip combined to win twenty of the thirty races, and Bobby Allison took another five.
      

      
      But Petty’s problems ran deeper than increasingly stout competition. For years Petty had been racing Dodges, but after going
         twelve months without winning a race, he switched to Chevrolets in the middle of the 1978 season. It was a big deal. Even
         though the invention of those stickers of Calvin from Calvin and Hobbes pissing on a Ford or Chevy logo was still years away, stock car fans were still intensely loyal to their brands. Their opinions
         of the products coming out of Detroit were strongly shaped by how the cars performed on the track. “Win on Sunday; sell on
         Monday” had been the factories’ mantra for years. So when someone of Petty’s stature began entertaining notions of switching
         models, as he first did in 1977, it raised eyebrows. Auto Racing Digest devoted its September 1977 cover to the question “Should Richard Petty Have Switched to Chevy?” When he made the move, Stock Car Racing gave the story five pages. And in early 1980 STP released a sixty-four-page comic book, with art by Batman creator Bob Kane, that devoted an entire page to the switch. In one frame a sober-looking man in a fedora is reading a newspaper
         with the banner headline PETTY SWITCHES CARS. His son, with a tear in his eye, says, “Sob. Is it true, Daddy?” “I’m afraid so, son!” comes the grave reply.
      

      
      Switching cars, let alone makes, was uncommon at a time when drivers stuck with rides as long as they could—partly because
         there was no need to fix something that wasn’t broken, and partly because new cars were expensive. Waltrip won the Riverside
         season opener in a two-year-old Chevy he called Wanda; her stablemate was a four-year-old named Bertha. When Petty abandoned his Dodges, it meant
         starting from scratch with Chevrolets. Nowadays, the size and shape of virtually every part of a car is dictated by NASCAR.
         Thirty years ago, there were only a few templates, so while the cars were supposed to resemble actual street models, a clever
         crew chief could manipulate the body in scores of different ways to make it sleeker—and faster. Petty’s team knew none of
         those tricks, at least not for a Chevy.
      

      
      After the fiasco in Riverside, Petty had a month to prepare for the next race: the Daytona 500, easily the biggest event on
         the thirty-one-race schedule. He decided to build a Chevy Caprice and took the car to the two-and-a-half-mile superspeedway
         shortly after New Year’s to test it. “We came down and ran like a box of rocks,” says Kyle. Petty decided to scrap the Caprice
         and run an Oldsmobile, which was the preferred ride for the rest of the drivers in the General Motors stable. The problem
         was, everyone loved their Oldses so much that no one would sell Petty a body, so over the next couple of weeks Kyle, Steve
         Hmiel, and another mechanic, Richie Barsz, built an Oldsmobile from scratch, working fourteen-hour days all month.
      

      
      The uncertainty that hung over the team also caught the attention of Petty’s chief sponsor, STP. The oil and gas treatment
         company had come on board in 1972 and immediately became NASCAR’s most high-profile sponsor. Until that time, all of the Pettys’
         cars had been a shade of robin-egg blue that became so iconic that it was patented as Petty Blue.* When STP first expressed an interest in sponsoring Petty, the major sticking point had been what color to paint the car—Petty
         Blue or STP red. “I don’t give a damn what color Petty likes,” said STP president Andy Granatelli, a short, round, pushy Chicagoan who was used to getting his way.* “I happen to like red.” Negotiations lasted two days; at one point, crayons were broken out. “I offered him $50,000 finally
         to paint it all red,” Granatelli said, “and, by God, he wouldn’t.” Petty finally left to go to the track for the first race
         of the season, leaving Chief at STP headquarters in Chicago to bicker about swatches. He and Granatelli came to a compromise:
         blue on top, red on the sides. It quickly became auto racing’s most recognizable paint scheme.
      

      
      As these were the days before extensive TV coverage, the only guaranteed exposure for a sponsor came in Victory Lane. And
         as Richard Petty seemed to have forgotten how to get there, STP cut back its financial commitment; instead of a large logo
         on the hood, there would be only a small one on the rear quarter panels. The car was almost entirely blue, a fact that wasn’t
         lost on the crew members, who had a large chunk of their salaries paid, at least indirectly, by money from STP. Says Hmiel,
         “I don’t think people realized how close we were to not having the funding we needed.”
      

      
      Even Petty’s wife couldn’t ignore what was happening. Lynda opened an antique store. “With Richard on a losing streak,” she
         said, “I figured somebody should start making some money.”
      

      
      If all of that—the surgery, the losing streak, the loss of sponsorship money, the sight of his wife selling tchotchkes—wasn’t
         enough to tie what was left of Richard Petty’s stomach in knots, he had one other thing to deal with: his son was getting
         into the family business.
      

      
      In one of his Stock Car Racing columns, Petty wrote that as he was sorting through his mail, “I could hardly believe the percentage of questions from young fellas, plus an increasing number of gals. They wanted me to tell ’em how to break into the racing business.
         In response to all of them, one more time around, my best answer is a simple negative: ‘Don’t.’ I can’t think of a tougher
         road to set out on.” Richard had always wanted Kyle to go to college. Lynda had a more specific vision for her son: she wanted
         him to be a pharmacist. “She just thought that when she was growing up, the pharmacy in Randleman was the coolest place in
         the world,” says Kyle.
      

      
      Ken Squier, who had been calling races on the radio since the early 1970s, remembers playing basketball one night at the Petty
         house when Kyle was eleven or twelve. After Kyle went inside, Squier asked Richard, “So, is he gonna be a racer?”
      

      
      Petty said, “You know, when I grew up, my dad wouldn’t let me have a car until I was twenty-one. Then I could make my decision
         as to what I wanted to do. That’s all I’ve ever done was cars. You know, Kyle has got so many things he can do. He can go
         to college, he loves music, so I don’t know if he’s gonna race or not.” Then he paused and added, “You know, once you make
         up your mind in life what you want to do, you got your whole life to do it, so there ain’t no sense in hurrying.”
      

      
      So, just as his father had done with him, Richard did his best to keep Kyle out of the driver’s seat. The only time Kyle drove
         a race car as a kid was when he was fourteen. Richard and Kyle were in Georgia, selling Chrysler Kit Cars—basically, a Petty
         Enterprises race car in a box. Richard let Kyle take a finished car out onto a half-mile track, with strict orders to keep
         it in low gear and with the understanding that if he wrecked it, it would be the last race car he ever crashed.
      

      
      Kyle had plenty of things to keep him busy. He played guitar—and he did it very well. (“He borrowed one from somebody and
         spent two afternoons alone in his bedroom,” his grandfather Lee boasted. “The third day he was playing the thing well enough
         to make you want to tap your foot.”) He looked after horses on the family farm. When he got to Randleman High, he lettered
         in golf, basketball, and football. He was a good enough quarterback to attract the attention of a few colleges: Georgia Tech, East Carolina, and some smaller schools
         near home. But Kyle just didn’t see the use in going to school, not when he knew that he was going to end up doing what his
         father and grandfather had done. He’d always hung around the race shop, at first sweeping the floor or helping clean up, and
         as he got older he became friendly with some of the younger crew members, including Hmiel, a twenty-five-year-old sharp-tongued
         Yankee from upstate New York, and Barsz, who was thirty-six but didn’t always act it.
      

      
      Barsz was a Chicagoan who went to work for Holman Moody, the Charlotte-based outfit that built the cars for the Ford factory
         teams, shortly after he got out of the army in 1964. Freed from the rigors of service life, Barsz embraced his inner hippie,
         which made him stand out at the track. By the time he latched on with the Pettys in 1970, he says, “I had hair longer than
         Jesus Christ, and I protested everything.”* He used nylon rope as a makeshift headband, and when it frayed, it made his hair look twice as long. The only way NASCAR
         officials would let him into the garage was if Richard came out to the gate and personally walked him in.†

      
      At first Hmiel and Barsz would help Kyle work on his minibike. “We weren’t supposed to do that because we weren’t supposed
         to fool around with any of the stuff in the machine shop, so we’d do it at lunchtime when nobody was looking,” says Barsz.
         They were then told to teach Kyle to be a mechanic by having him build kit cars. Kyle was a typical teen—“pretty wild in the
         street,” says Barsz—and he had a tendency to wander off in search of something more exciting than welding. Barsz joked that
         they should weld a piece of pipe around his ankle and attach a cylinder head on a chain to it. “That way,” says Barsz, “when Kyle would run off, you could
         at least see his tracks.” But eventually he became pretty handy with a wrench. He fixed up a ’69 Dodge Charger and sold it
         to a guy, who then proceeded to lead half a dozen state troopers on a chase at 140 miles per hour. “They couldn’t catch him,”
         Kyle beamed as he recounted the story. By the time he was in high school, he’d become such a valuable member of his father’s
         crew that a team member would be charged with the task of hanging around Friday night and waiting for Kyle’s football game
         to end, then driving with him to whatever track his father was racing at.
      

      
      In the summer of ’78, right around the time he graduated from high school, Kyle did an interview with Squier in which he declared
         his intention to drive. It aired when the family was in Daytona for the Fourth of July Firecracker 400. Richard saw it on
         TV at the hotel and was more than a little surprised. He found his son at a Coke machine out by the pool. The King took Kyle
         to an umbrella-covered table and sat him down. He pulled out a pouch of Red Man.
      

      
      “Want a chew?”

      
      “You know I don’t chew.”

      
      “Well, I thought maybe you’d changed your mind about that, too.”

      
      Over the course of their talk, during which Richard smoked a cigar on top of his chew, Kyle explained that he didn’t want
         to take a football scholarship away from another kid when racing was what he really wanted to do. Swayed by his son’s argument,
         Richard tapped his ashes into his spit cup, got up, and said, “Oh, boy.”
      

      
      “It’s not that bad, is it, Daddy? I mean, being a race car driver?”

      
      “It’s not the drivin’ part. I gotta go tell your mother. That’s the hard part.”

      
      Later in the year, after Lynda had reluctantly been sold on the idea, the King came up with a plan for Kyle. He gave him one
         of the old Dodge Magnums he had ditched, the one he had driven to a fourth-place finish at the Firecracker 400 in Daytona, and made
         Hmiel Kyle’s crew chief. Newspapermen would have a field day writing that Kyle had been born with a “silver steering wheel
         to grasp,” which stood out in a sport in which most competitors wore their past hardships like an oil- and sweat-stained badge.
         (You had to steal an engine for your first car? Hell, my first car didn’t even have an engine. That’s how poor I was!) But Richard made it clear that there would be no handouts; Kyle was going to have to make a go of it on his own. Everyone’s
         first priority—including Kyle’s—would still be the King’s car.
      

      
      That meant any work done on Kyle’s car was OT. But that wasn’t a problem. “It seems like everybody has a story about how hard
         it was coming up,” says Hmiel. “Then Kyle comes along, and he’s the one kid who does have everything given to him. But nobody
         resented him. He was just a cool kid, a really cool guy. He was real self-deprecating, too. It was a perfect opportunity for
         him to be a spoiled brat, and he didn’t act like one. We all wanted to help him. It wasn’t, Oh my God, the boss’s kid wants to start driving a race car. Ugh. More work for us. It was, Man, let’s stay late tonight and get Kyle’s car going.”
      

      
      Kyle’s first race would be a 200-miler in the ARCA Series—a series for late-model cars that was similar to the Grand National
         circuit, but with a lot less prestige and a lot less prize money. It was a curious choice for a debut. The race was in Daytona
         a week before the 500. Daytona is radically different from most other tracks—two and a half miles with incredibly steep banking,
         which meant that you could just about run an entire race without taking the gas off the floor. It’s not the kind of place
         where a novice can ease his way into things. “Here’s the way I’m looking at it,” Richard explained. “If a man’s got twenty
         years of experience on short tracks, makes no difference. When he gets to Daytona, he’s a rookie. He’s got to learn about
         running 180 to190 miles per hour. He’s got to learn about drafting. He’s got to learn about crosswinds. What he has learned on a half-mile dirt or a quarter-mile asphalt [track] is good for nothing.
         And the future of Grand National racing is the superspeedways. That’s where the money is. That’s where the television’s going
         to be. That’s where the sponsors want to be. And that’s where you want to be.”
      

      
      The first time Kyle got behind the wheel on a track—for real, not some low-speed excursion around a short track in Atlanta—was
         at a test session in Daytona on January 24. Goodyear had already booked the track for a motorcycle tire test that day, so
         Kyle could use the track only when Motorcycle Hall of Fame rider Kenny Roberts was between runs.
      

      
      Before he took his car out, Kyle rode around the track in a van with his father, who drove and pointed out the preferred line
         and the tricky parts—most notably the fourth turn, which, because of the D shape of the tri-oval track, wasn’t as sharp as
         the others. The finish line was just past it, and more than one race at Daytona had been decided by a driver making a bold
         move, or a stupid mistake, coming off of Turn 4. After the tour was over, Richard took Kyle’s car out for a few laps to make
         sure it was running okay. Then he turned it over to the kid and went to watch with Hmiel from on top of a truck.
      

      
      Kyle turned a few cautious laps at 155 miles per hour, then pulled into the pits. Feeling a little more confident, he went
         back out and hit 165. Then, feeling a lot more confident, he dropped the hammer. Richard looked at his stopwatch: Kyle had
         run a lap at 179 miles per hour. He hightailed it off the truck, yelling, “Get that kid off the racetrack! He’s running too
         fast for his experience!”
      

      
      The next afternoon, with one day of experience under his belt, Kyle ran ten consistent laps between 185 and 186 miles per
         hour. His top speed for the day was 187—faster than his dad had ever driven the same Dodge at Daytona. (In the King’s defense,
         the track had been repaved over the winter, which made it a little faster.) Then Richard took his Oldsmobile out so the two could run a few laps together and Kyle could see what it was like to drive in traffic.
         “I noticed he didn’t get too close behind me,” Richard said later.
      

      
      It was a hell of a crash course—sticking a newbie behind the wheel of a ridiculously fast car on a track where nine drivers
         had been killed in the twenty years since it had opened. “It’s more bizarre to me thirty years later than it was at the time,”
         recalls Kyle. “At the time I just assumed it was normal. Looking back on it, I’m thinking, My God, that was wrong.” Coming through things unscathed would have been impressive enough, but his times had everyone excited. Just about everyone.
         “I had to break the news gently to Lynda,” Richard told a writer. “I told her by phone that Kyle had run 154. She said that
         wasn’t too bad, not too fast. Then I told her he had run 160… and 179… and 184… and 187. She had a fit and reminded me that
         I’d promised not to allow him off the apron of the track.”
      

      
      Lest his son think that a couple of hot laps in a test session made him a big-time driver, Richard had Kyle tow the Dodge
         back to Level Cross by himself, a menial task that ate up most of Thursday night. When he got up Friday morning, his hometown
         paper, the High Point Enterprise, had a story about his test session under the headline KYLE’S RUNS AT DAYTONA AMAZING. He couldn’t help but be optimistic about his first race. But before he hit the track again, he had another big event to
         prepare for.
      

      
      Even by high school BMOC standards, Kyle Petty had done pretty well for himself. Before his new bride became a teacher, she
         had been a model. They had met two years earlier, when he was sixteen. She was eight years older.
      

      
      The wedding was a lovely ceremony. The service was performed by Colonel Doug Carty. The music, which included “The Wedding
         Song,” the Lord’s Prayer, and the Everly Brothers’ “Devoted to You,” was performed by the colonel’s wife, Mausty.* The seven bridesmaids wore calico dresses and wide-brimmed hats, looking as if they were, in the words of the bride, “dressed
         like Holly Hobbie dolls.”
      

      
      At the reception, the guests ate barbecue and danced to music provided by some of Kyle’s high school friends. When it was
         time for the bride and groom to run the rice gauntlet, they made their way into an almost–Petty Blue Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow
         II limousine—worth sixty-six grand and on loan from a local dealer—with a bouquet across its hood. They were driven to the
         airport, where they flew to Florida for their honeymoon. Their destination wasn’t uncommon for young North Carolina newlyweds,
         but their itinerary was. Instead of lounging on the sand, they’d spend most of their time at the track, where the young groom
         would do what his grandfather and father had done before him: make a name for himself on stock car racing’s biggest stage.
      

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter Two


      
      Birthplace of Speed

      
      Sunday, February 4

      
      Daytona Beach, Florida

      
      AS THE Petty nuptials were wrapping up, another star-studded event of interest to the racing community was drawing to a close, this
         one five hundred miles to the south: the 24 Hours of Daytona. The endurance challenge kicked off Speedweeks, a fortnight of
         racing at Daytona International Speedway that would culminate with the 500 on February 18. The participants were driving sports
         cars—Porsches, Ferraris, Corvettes, and the like—and they generally weren’t as recognizable, in the States at least, as the
         NASCAR boys who would pull into Daytona later in the week or the drivers who competed in the Indianapolis 500. But in 1979,
         for the third year in a row, the field included one driver everyone knew: Paul Newman.*

      
      Newman had been bitten by the racing bug when working on the 1969 movie Winning, in which he played a hotshot who wins both the Indy 500 and Joanne Woodward. He started racing sports cars in 1972, and by
         the mid-’70s he was good enough to be taken seriously at major competitions. So it was only natural that he’d eventually wind
         up in Daytona Beach.
      

      
      In Daytona Beach driving fast is about the most natural thing a person can do. It’s almost as if God created the town specifically
         for that purpose. The sand on central Florida’s Atlantic coast comes from the shell of the coquina clam, unique to the area,
         and the fine, round grains naturally pack themselves into a surface that is as hard as asphalt. The city was incorporated
         in 1876, and it—along with Ormond Beach, its neighbor to the south—quickly became a choice destination for wintering northerners,
         thanks in large part to the lavish Ormond Hotel. After its expansion in 1890, the hotel was the largest wooden structure in
         the United States. It featured eleven miles of corridors, four hundred bedrooms, and a dining room that seated three hundred.
         It sat on eighty acres covered with palm trees (owner Henry Flagler removed the indigenous pines, as they were not exotic
         enough), and the grounds stretched from the Halifax River all the way to the Atlantic. If guests tired of the hotel’s orchestra,
         seawater swimming pool, archery contests, dog shows, and silent movies, they could enjoy the beach, riding their bikes up
         and down the sand without leaving a hint of a tire mark, or taking a ride in a carriage and trying to talk over the clatter
         of the horses’ hooves, which was so loud it sounded as if they were trotting on bricks.
      

      
      The ultimate mode of beach transportation, though, was the automobile. At the turn of the century, finding a decent place
         to drive one’s car was a chore. Asphalt had yet to be perfected, and with dirt roads one never knew what one was getting.
         Daytona’s beach, however, was perfectly smooth and required neither construction nor upkeep. One paper wrote, “Surely it must
         have been made for the automobile for regardless of weather conditions, there is no dust, no mud, tires are never heated owing
         to the moisture and an exploded tire is unknown. Here, too, the great dangers of road racing are eliminated, and man can never
         build a road so hard and smooth. Repairs are unnecessary, as twice every twenty-four hours it is entirely rebuilt by the tides.”
      

      
      Driving at the turn of the century, before Henry Ford began producing cars the average person could afford, was a pastime
         of the rich. The hoi polloi were often confounded by the horseless carriage. One newspaper account noted that a car owner
         in Daytona “had many queer experiences with the native crackers, who at the time were very much opposed to these ‘new-fangled
         machines.’ ” The “crackers,” however, warmed to them when they realized just how it cool it was to watch them roar up and
         down the beach.
      

      
      Racing was already in vogue overseas, and like so many continental fads, it was quickly adopted by well-to-do Americans. “Automobilism
         is the enthusiasm of the day throughout Europe,” the Times-Democrat of Lima, Ohio, noted in 1901. “All the world loves a race and is ready to apotheosize the winner of it.” The first apotheosizing
         in Daytona took place in March 1903, in a hastily arranged event thrown together after the owners of the Ormond Hotel agreed
         to foot the bill, figuring it would help drum up winter business.* The three-day event featured a handful of races involving cars and motorcycles, mostly against the clock.* Media coverage of the carnival was spotty. AUTOS FLEW AT DAYTONA was the headline of the Atlanta Constitution’s story, which, at about one inch, was significantly shorter than the item next to it detailing the stomach contents of a
         recently deceased insane asylum patient.†

      
      On the Florida coast, though, the races were an unquestioned hit. Locals with cars would drive them onto the beach and park
         facing the ocean, watching as the racers rolled by. Some arrived in chauffeured tricycles with one wheel in the back and two
         in the front, the space between being wide enough to hold a spectator. Others walked. No matter how they got there, they contributed
         to the festive atmosphere, forging a bond that is as strong as ever today: the union of racing and partying. The crowd was
         certainly not as rough as those you’ll see in the infield of a race today, as many of the attendees were well-bred guests
         of the hotel, with names—Astor, Vanderbilt, Ford—that brought to mind brandy, cigars, and staterooms. In other words, no one
         was shouting “Remove your corset” or “Show us thy bosom, my good lady.” But they had a good time nonetheless.
      

      
      When the second Winter Speed Carnival was held, in 1904, it was a bona fide social event. The Atlanta paper noted in its Savannah
         Society News section that a “Mr. and Mrs. E. E. Theus left last week for Daytona to attend the automobile races.” The New York Times reported that in Palm Beach “after the Ormond races, large dinners will be given at which New Yorkers will be prominent.
         Many of the automobilists will come down from the races, and they will add speed to the Palm Beach pace, making the first
         week of February very lively.” But the races really arrived in 1905, when the Atlanta Constitution sent Isma Dooly, the South’s foremost society editor, to write a column unimaginatively titled “International Automobile Races As Viewed By A Woman.” In addition to marveling at the foliage and
         the blue sky that “subdues one into an eloquent silence and creates a longing for the talent of the painter and the expression
         of the poet,” Ms. Dooly described the well-to-do being ferried from their yachts onto the beach and up to the clubhouse, “the
         social rendezvous of automobilists and an excellent point from which to view the racing machines pass on the broad expanse
         of white beach one after another.”
      

      
      Dooly also witnessed firsthand a less seemly side of racing. Frank Croker, the son of a Tammany Hall politician, crashed into
         the ocean when he swerved to avoid a bicyclist. His car flipped into the surf, and he and his mechanic were killed, becoming
         the first—but certainly not last—men to die while in search of speed in Daytona. Dooly wrote:
      

      
      
         Not even the tragic death of young Frank Croker more than momentarily subdued the enthusiastic interest of the hundreds of
               people assembled more than ten days ago at the Daytona-Ormond track for the automobile races that were held there the past
               week. There were expressions of sadness on all sides, that the calamity had occurred, but almost at the moment the sympathy
               was expressed there were cries of “Here he comes,” and groups of people stood aghast as automobile drivers of world-wide fame
               came dashing along the beach, recklessly unmindful of the awful warning given them in the death of their comrade but a few
               hours before.

      

      
      In subsequent years, interest in beach racing slowly began to wane. The millionaires whose deep pockets made the beach races
         possible had a new toy to play with: the airplane. As the number of participants declined, the event became less of a moneymaker
         for Daytona Beach and Ormond Beach, and the cities gradually withdrew their support. Bureaucratic haggling over who had the
         right to sanction the races also hastened the demise of the Winter Speed Carnival, but the coup de grâce came in 1911, when the Indianapolis Motor Speedway opened its doors, bringing about the dawn of a new kind of racing in the
         United States.
      

      
      Daytona’s first golden age was over. It would take only one man to bring about a second.

      
      By the late 1920s, keeping up with the technology necessary to even approach the land speed record made racing even more of
         a rich man’s game than it had been two decades earlier. And Malcolm Campbell was a rich man. All you really need to know about
         Campbell is that his grandfather founded a diamond business and his estate in Surrey had its own nine-hole golf course. Schooled
         in France and Germany, the exceedingly well-bred Campbell cut a dashing figure. He was ruggedly handsome and, like Paul Newman,
         possessed what the morning editor of the London Daily Herald called “those piercing blue eyes, characteristic of lovers of speed.” He was extremely fit; when he came to Daytona for the
         first time in 1928 as a forty-three-year-old, he could have easily passed for thirty. He had a hint of a Scottish burr, and
         his genial nature—one profile asserted that he knew “as many Scotch jokes as [Scottish entertainer] Harry Lauder, and can
         tell them delightfully”—made it hard not to love him.
      

      
      When he was a kid, Campbell had been stopped by a bobby for riding a bicycle down a hill at 27 miles per hour, “to the confusion
         and terror of two elderly ladies.” He was hauled in front of a magistrate, who gave him a 30-shilling fine and the following
         admonishment: “Malcolm Campbell, you have endangered life and property on the public highway. You drove this machine of yours
         at a totally unnecessary speed. If you come before us again, we will take a much more serious view of the matter. We hope
         this will be a lesson to you not to travel so fast in the future.”
      

      
      But Campbell was a recidivist—a serial speeder. He dabbled in racing while he worked as an insurance underwriter. His early
         career was interrupted by World War I, during which he served in the Royal Automobile Club, but after the armistice his day
         job became a thing of the past. Campbell set the land speed record at Pendine Sands in Wales in 1924 and again in 1927 in his car Bluebird, which was the name he gave to all his vehicles.* The mark lasted only a month before Sir Henry Segrave broke it at Daytona, which prompted Campbell to make his next attempt
         in Florida. He and his fellow Briton swapped the record until Segrave retired in 1929 to focus on the water speed record.
         At that point, with his only human competition gone, Campbell’s opponent became a number: 300 miles per hour.
      

      
      Campbell was often asked why he did what he did. On one occasion, he insisted that he was trying to make the world a better
         place, one blazing run at a time. He said that he raced “to explore every means likely to help scientists, metallurgists and
         engineers to make rapid transport cheaper and safer; to uphold national prestige and to provide scientists with data which
         might help in spheres quite apart from motoring.”† Another time, he said, “If I break my neck then I’m unlucky. It’s just a great adventure.” Such derring-do made Campbell
         the most popular sportsman in England and a bona fide celebrity on both sides of the Atlantic. His every move was documented
         by the press, which would make for some racy reading when he and his wife divorced in 1940. Sir Malcolm accused Lady Campbell
         of having several affairs, and she, according to the New York Daily News, “charged that she had heard him invite their [grown] son Donald to go along on a tour of the more gilded bagnios. She added
         that Sir Malcolm had boasted how he had seduced the waitress who had served lunch to his son at a Mayfair bunshop.”‡

      
      Like any good immensely loaded daredevil, Campbell indulged in some seriously cool hobbies. In fact, he was something of a
         real-life Indiana Jones. In December 1931, nine months after he upped the land speed record to 245.73 miles per hour, Campbell
         went treasure hunting on Cocos, an island four hundred miles off the coast of Colombia. Club Med it was not: a month earlier
         three shipwrecked Americans had been rescued there after what one paper called “six months of Crusoe-like existence.” Undaunted—and
         with the full backing of the Colombian government, which provided locals to serve as guides—Campbell went to Cocos in search
         of what he called “the richest and most authentic pirate treasures in the world,” booty he estimated at being worth £12 million
         (somewhere around $1.3 billion today). Campbell said that he had received a clue from someone associated with an old Spanish
         pirate that was supposed to lead to a large rock that hid the entrance of the treasure cave. Alas, he and his men couldn’t
         contend with the scorching heat, the steep hills, the prickly underbrush, and the “millions of beastly little insects” that
         “stung and irritated like the deuce.” Campbell came home empty-handed. Three years later, while searching for Captain Kidd’s
         treasure in Southwestern Africa, Campbell’s plane crashed, leaving him stranded alone for forty hours in an area that was
         home to many leopards. When one happened upon him while he slept, Sir Malcolm scared it away with his flashlight.
      

      
      But that was nothing compared to what happened to him following a plane crash in the Sahara in 1930. There he was held captive
         for several days by the indigenous Riffs in the hills of northern Morocco. Campbell hadn’t been in search of treasure. Rather,
         he had taken his plane up over the desert so that he could scout for a better place to race Bluebird. He was getting worried that he was approaching the maximum speed possible in Florida. It took him nearly six miles to get
         Bluebird up to speed and six more to slow her down; soon there just wouldn’t be enough sand in Daytona. Convinced that the Sahara
         wasn’t the answer, Campbell trained his eyes west. By 1934 he had all but settled on the Bonneville Salt Flats, the dried-up
         bed of a lake that in prehistoric times had covered most of what is now Utah. But before he abandoned Daytona, he wanted to give the beach one last chance, in the spring
         of 1935.
      

      
      The quest was plagued with problems from the outset. Campbell could never get the beach quite smooth enough. At night mules
         would pull scrapers over the course to try to smooth and level it out, the beach being lit by torches as the animals made
         their way across the sand. Though still not entirely satisfied with the course, Campbell grew tired of waiting, and on the
         morning of March 7, the siren atop the Orange Avenue Fire Station sounded, putting the town on notice that a run was imminent.
         A crowd of 50,000 made its the way to the beach, packing the grandstand on the Measured Mile. Those who couldn’t find seats
         sat on the dunes or stood along the thirteen-mile route, their cars parked at odd angles wherever they could find a spot.
      

      
      Bluebird could be heard before she could be seen. Then, trailing the roar, a small dot approached. By the time the spectators were
         able to make her out, she had disappeared in a cloud of sand. Campbell’s speed on the first pass was 330 miles per hour, but
         for the record to be official he had to make another pass in the opposite direction within an hour, and the average of the
         two runs would stand as his time. As he exited the speed trap on the return run, he bit a small bump in the sand and skidded
         sideways through the Measured Mile. He was able to wrestle Bluebird under control and bring the car to a stop, its tires torn to shreds. Leaning up against the car, he related the near catastrophe
         to the press as nonchalantly as he might talk about his dozen Alsatians. “When the Bluebird hit it she shook her head sort of like a fish after a strike and headed for the soft sand,” he said. “In my heart I thought
         I was done for.” He had beaten his existing world record but hadn’t come close to the magic number of 300. Campbell dismissed
         the run as “a picayune world’s record of 276 miles per hour.” That time, combined with the near-death experience, convinced
         him that he’d never reach his goal in Florida. His next attempt, later that summer, would take place in Utah.
      

      
      The Bonneville Salt Flats were two hundred square miles of rock-hard ground three feet thick, caked hard by the desert sun and as smooth as marble. If you tried to drive a metal stake into the
         ground, the stake would bend. There was minimal skidding, and the salt actually cooled the car’s tires. Up to that point in
         time, the Flats had been used for closed-track records; there were two circular tracks, of 10 and 121⁄2 miles. For Campbell,
         a special 13-mile open course was laid out from north to south (so that he wouldn’t have to drive into the sun), parallel
         to the Western Union Pacific tracks.
      

      
      As Campbell made his way to the States that summer in typical luxury—he booked a stateroom on the Cunard White Star liner
         Majestic—he was not sure what to expect. When asked by Arthur Daley of the New York Times whether he thought he would reach 300 miles per hour, Sir Malcolm stated, with typical English understatement, “I’m none
         too sanguine about it.” Down in Florida, his fans followed his exploits closely and with mixed emotions. Campbell was a favorite
         son of Daytona, and the affection went both ways. (He would later call the city his “second home.”) But the locals knew that
         if Utah proved to be as fast as Campbell suspected it to be, he’d relocate his efforts to the desert, and they’d likely never
         see him behind the wheel of Bluebird again. So as much as they embraced Campbell, they could be forgiven for hoping he’d come up short.
      

      
      On September 3, Campbell made his run. A nine-inch-wide black line had been laid down to guide him. His “good lads,” as he
         always called his crew, shoved off the 281⁄2-foot Bluebird, and the 2,500-horsepower machine began making its way across the seemingly endless field of white. Campbell described the
         sensation: “I could not see the line more than 100 yards ahead. I could see the earth was round, for the black line I was
         straddling seemed to go up to the horizon, and I had the same impression the early mariners had. When I met the horizon that
         was the end of the earth, I must be flying into space.” When he had completed both runs, he was given his speed: 299.875 miles
         per hour, agonizingly close but short. Four hours later he was informed that there had been a timing error. His speed had actually been 301.33. “The news comes somewhat flat,” said Campbell,
         his buzz nearly killed, “but I am glad to hear it.”
      

      
      Sensing that their status in the racing world was slipping away, as it had twenty-five years earlier, the Daytona Beach city
         fathers offered $10,000 to anyone who could do what Campbell couldn’t: hit 300 miles per hour on the beach. The move smacked
         of desperation: who was going to be motivated by a $10,000 bounty when it had cost Campbell a million dollars to get his Bluebird past the magic number in Utah? Henry McLemore, the Daytona Beach correspondent for United Press International (UPI), wrote
         in December 1935:
      

      
      
         There are citizens here who will tell you that Campbell never drove on the beach while it was at its best. My answer to that
               is, if you can’t get the best beach in as many tries as Campbell made, then there isn’t any beach. This isn’t meant as a slur
               on this city’s beach. Certainly, it must be the greatest in the world. But it is asking too much of nature to provide 14 miles
               of absolutely level land. It seems to me that Daytona Beach should be satisfied with having the finest beach for bathing and
               pleasure car driving in the world, and let somebody else have the speed records.

      

      
      And that’s what happened. Never again would a record fall on the beach. But Campbell’s departure didn’t end the natives’ quest
         for speed. It just made them realize that they didn’t need to rely on outsiders to provide it. They could race themselves,
         but they needed someone to provide a little order.
      

      
      When Malcolm Campbell set that last, “picayune” record in Daytona Beach in the spring of 1935, not everyone shared in his
         disappointment. Among the gearheads who witnessed the historic run was a bearish service station operator who was new to town.
         His name was Bill France, and he was mesmerized by what he saw.
      

      
      Born in Horse Pasture, Virginia, France grew up in Washington, DC. His father was a bank teller who was confounded by his
         son’s interest in cars, which France said he developed when he was “knee-high to a hubcap.” The young France would sneak out
         in the family’s Model T and take it to a speedway in Laurel, Maryland. “My dad,” he said later, “never could figure out why
         his tires were wearing out so quickly.” He met a pretty nursing student named Anne at a dance in December 1930, and they were
         married by the next summer. In October 1934, in the middle of the Depression, Bill and Anne loaded their one-year-old son,
         Bill Jr., and all their possessions into the family car, a 1928 Hupmobile Century Six, and drove south for Miami. France had
         $100 to his name. As they are with many larger-than-life figures, stories about France tend to be embellished. The most oft-told
         version of the tale of the Frances’ settling in Daytona holds that the Hupmobile serendipitously broke down in town, as if
         the racing gods reached down and cracked its head gasket. In reality, France just wanted to have a look at the beach he had
         heard so much about. The empty, placid beach was inviting, so he took his family for a swim and fell in love with the place.
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