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      FEBRUARY 18, 2001


      The Last Lap


      

         He wasn’t going to win the race, but Dale Earnhardt was still driving hard.

      


      He steered his car along the straightaway toward turn four during the last lap of the Daytona 500 NASCAR stock car auto race

         on February 18, 2001. Earnhardt trailed the leaders. Ahead of him, Michael Waltrip and Dale Earnhardt’s son, Dale Junior,

         powered toward the finish line, bumper to bumper, fighting for first place.

      


      It had been a long, tough race. The Daytona 500 is the first race of the NASCAR season and also the biggest NASCAR race of

         the year. Already, the 2001 Daytona 500 had been one of the most exciting and memorable in history. More than 200,000 fans

         packed the grandstand and infield to watch the race on the 2.5-mile “tri-oval,” a steeply banked track

          featuring three wide turns. Millions more tuned in on television. The lead had changed hands forty-nine times over the five-hundred-mile

         race, and even a spectacular eighteen-car crash twenty-five laps from the finish hadn’t dampened anyone’s spirits, for none

         of the drivers had been hurt seriously.

      


      Dale Earnhardt was one of the most successful and popular drivers in NASCAR history. Since his first NASCAR race in 1975,

         he had won seventy-six races and earned more than $42 million. He had won seven driving championships and earned a reputation

         as one of NASCAR’s best drivers, known for his never-say-die attitude and his aggressive driving.

      


      Despite his fame in the race car circuit, Earnhardt never acted like a big shot. In an era when NASCAR was trying to be big

         time, he reminded everyone that NASCAR’s roots stretched back to the days when drivers worked on their own cars in small garages

         and raced on weekends on small dirt tracks in the middle of nowhere. Like those predecessors, Earnhardt didn’t race for the

         money but because he loved the sport.

      


      At age forty-nine, Earnhardt’s quick smile and hard driving style appealed both to longtime fans

          and to those who had recently discovered NASCAR. His black Chevy Monte Carlo emblazoned with the number 3 was one of the most

         recognized cars on the racetrack.

      


      Other NASCAR drivers looked up to him, not just for his success on the track but for the way he drove and lived. Earnhardt

         had started with nothing and built a NASCAR empire. He wasn’t just a champion driver but also a car owner and a leader of

         the sport. He gave generously to charities and to his sport but refused to take credit for simply doing the right thing. As

         one driver put it, “Dale Earnhardt was what we were all trying to be on the racetrack and off the racetrack, too.”

      


      Although Dale Earnhardt had won Daytona before, as he entered the last lap, he realized this time he would lag behind. His

         car just wasn’t running as fast as he liked. He decided to drop back from the lead pack and join the second group of six drivers.

      


      Just because Dale Earnhardt was backing off didn’t mean he had given up. He never did. He loved racing and always tried to

         do as well as he possibly could. He knew that a third-place finish would mark a good beginning to the season. A driver earns

          points toward the season title depending on where he finishes, so each place counts. Furthermore, by backing off he had decided

         to do everything possible to help Dale Junior and Waltrip, blocking other cars to prevent anyone from catching the leaders.

      


      As he approached turn four, Earnhardt was going about 160 miles an hour. The rest of the pack was gaining on him. Another driver, Sterling Marlin, was pulling up to him on the inside, and another driver, Ken Schrader, was gaining from the outside. Dale, still trying to block the rest of the racers out, was trying to stay ahead of everyone.

      


      Thinking he was clear of Marlin, Dale turned his steering wheel ever so slightly to the left, to close the gap and squeeze Marlin out. As he did, he clipped the bumper of Marlin’s car.

      


      Such minor collisions happen all the time during NASCAR races. Cars travel at high speed in extremely close quarters. As they

         fight for position, they often bump and brush against each other. Few cars finish a race without a few small dents and scrapes.

      


      Most of the time, these small bumps aren’t a problem. NASCAR drivers are highly trained pro

         fessionals and know how to prevent small collisions from turning into major accidents. Still, accidents are as much a part

         of racing as fouls are in basketball. Contact between two people trying to reach the same goal is inevitable.

      


      But sometimes such contact can snowball out of control.


      Earnhardt had just turned his wheel when he clipped Marlin’s car. With that nudge, Earnhardt’s car began to slide sideways toward the center of the track. Earnhardt corrected it, turning hard to the right, but then the car started sliding in the other direction, toward the concrete wall bordering the track.

      


      Earnhardt knew how to control such slides. Over the course of his career, he had been in dozens of accidents and hundreds

         of near misses. This time, however, something went wrong.

      


      He may have been tired after racing 499 miles. His fatigue may have made his reaction just a little slower than normal. So

         many miles undoubtedly wore down his tires, making their grip on the hot track a little less sure.

      


      Whatever the reason, Dale Earnhardt lost control of his car.


      Instead of straightening, the Chevy kept turning sideways. Earnhardt slid past Marlin’s car—and,

          still moving at well over 160 miles per hour, cut directly in front of another car running on the high side of the track.

      


      Veteran NASCAR driver Ken Schrader didn’t have time to react.


      Bam!


      Schrader’s car buried itself in the passenger side of Earnhardt’s Chevy. Locked together, the two cars hurtled toward the

         concrete wall. Earnhardt’s car struck nose-first, then both cars careened along the wall, sending up showers of sparks and

         clouds of smoke. Then they slid down the sloped walls of the track before coming to a rest on the grassy middle of the track.


      Fortunately, the cars behind them were able to steer around the accident. Seconds later, Waltrip edged out Dale Junior to

         win the race. Race officials waved the checkered flag to signal a winner—then hurriedly began waving the yellow flag to

         warn other drivers of the accident.

      


      As NASCAR accidents go, the collision didn’t look that bad, especially compared to the eighteen-car crash that had happened

         earlier. That wreck had sent cars spinning in every direction and debris flying through the air. Several cars had been completely

         destroyed.

      


      

         Yet despite all the damage, no one had been seriously injured in the earlier pileup, thanks in large part to NASCAR’s regulations

         about safety equipment. Every driver wears a seatbelt and shoulder harness and is protected by special seats. A rollbar encases

         the cockpit so if the car turns upside down the roof cannot collapse on the driver. Drivers wear protective helmets to guard

         against head injuries and flameproof suits to protect them against fire. While accidents are common in NASCAR racing today,

         deaths are rare.

      


      Each driver also has a two-way radio he uses to keep in touch with his team. After Earnhardt and Schrader’s crash, Richard

         Childress, Earnhardt’s team owner, immediately called Dale Senior. Earnhardt didn’t respond.

      


      Rescue vehicles raced from the infield toward the two cars. Ken Schrader was shaken up by the collision but otherwise was

         unhurt. He gestured to the rescuers that he was fine.

      


      Two rescuers then approached Earnhardt’s car, one from each side. They expected to find Earnhardt unhurt, although they knew

         they might have to help him get out of the crumpled car. Instead,

          they found him motionless, his head slumped to his chest.

      


      The unthinkable had happened. When his car hit the wall, Earnhardt’s head had whipped forward violently. He had fractured

         the base of his skull. Despite the best efforts of the rescuers, Earnhardt could not be saved.

      


      Later that day, a NASCAR official made a brief announcement.


      “We’ve lost Dale Earnhardt.”


      A NASCAR legend was gone.
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      NASCAR


      

         The first American automobile race was held in Chicago in 1895. It may seem incredible today, but the fifty-four-mile race

         took nearly eight hours to complete. The winner, Frank Duryea, finished the race with an average speed of only seven and a

         half miles per hour.

      


      Today there are many different kinds of auto racing. Racing is a major sport throughout the world worth billions of dollars.

         Due to the cost, most racing is now done professionally. Winning drivers earn prize money.

      


      Formula One and Indy Car are the best-known forms of professional auto racing. Both styles feature very specialized cars that

         race for hundreds of miles on either closed road courses or tracks. Drag racing is also very popular. Two cars called dragsters

          race each other in a straight line over a quarter-mile distance.

      


      Stock car racing is the most popular form of racing in the United States. The term “stock car” refers to a standard automobile

         produced by a car manufacturer.

      


      Stock car racing began in the 1920s during an era of American history known as Prohibition, when it was illegal to produce

         or sell alcohol. But the law didn’t stop people from procuring beer, whiskey, and other kinds of intoxicating beverages. Some

         smuggled it into the country from other nations, while others, known as bootleggers, made their own.

      


      In the South, many people made their own whiskey to drink and sell. It was the job of government workers known as revenue

         agents to stop this illegal trade. Whiskey smugglers had to find ways to avoid these officials. Many tinkered with the engines

         of their cars to make them go faster so that they could outrun the revenue agents. Smugglers bragged to one another about

         the speed of their cars; to prove just how fast their cars were, some challenged others to races in front of their friends.

         These races were the first stock car races.

      


      

         The races took place in cornfields, around horse-racing tracks at fairgrounds, and even on wide sandy beaches. They were very

         dangerous. Safety devices such as seat belts had yet to be invented and few drivers were very concerned about their own safety.

         They simply enjoyed the thrill of racing at high speed and the bragging rights that came with victory. Occasionally they’d

         even earn a bit of money from contributions made by drivers entered in the race, spectators who wanted to make the race more

         interesting, and local businesses that chose to sponsor the race. Any money a driver earned was usually spent on making his

         automobile even faster.

      




OEBPS/images/9780316093798.jpg
| MATT CHRISTOPHER |

% LEGENDS v SPORTS *






OEBPS/images/9780316093798_c.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
MATT CHRISTOPHER®
The #1 Sports Series for Kids

* LEGENDS v SPORTS %

[JALE EARNHARDT SB.

Text by Glenn Stout

E’k’ LLLLLL , BROWN AND COMPANY

New York - Boston






OEBPS/images/Art_star.jpg





