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FOR MY HEROES:


If not for Darrell, I never would have started dreaming.


If not for Richard, I might still be dreaming.


If not for Dale, I don’t believe my dreams would have ever come true.











INTRODUCTION







It was the four hundred and sixty-third time I had heard the National Anthem before a NASCAR Cup race. But somehow the song sounded different that day.


More hopeful. More heartfelt. Loaded with emotion, optimism, and opportunity.


O! say can you see by the dawn’s early light


What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last gleaming,


“Who are those boys up there singing?” I wondered. “O-Town? Yeah, I’ve heard of them.” But they weren’t the reason the song sounded special to me. It was where I was and what I knew could happen there: the Daytona International Speedway, February 18, 2001, a beautiful Sunday afternoon, opening day of my most anticipated NASCAR season ever.


Whose broad stripes and bright stars through the perilous fight,


O’er the ramparts we watched, were so were gallantly streaming?


As the song continued, I thought: I love this racetrack. I love its high-banked turns and the tight racing action. Daytona was the perfect track to me. Running in the draft was what I did best. Being in Daytona always made me feel like a kid again. From the first time I laid eyes on that amazing track as an eleven-year-old boy, it had always felt like home to me. And there I stood beside my new ride, the #15 NAPA car, a car I knew I could win in. My crew was behind me. My confidence was solid. My karma was balanced, whatever karma is. I’d heard people use that expression before. I was surrounded by many of the people I loved: my wife, Buffy. My daughters, Caitlin and Macy. A whole bunch of other family and friends. They were all at the track that Sunday. They believed in me. They always had. All of us sensed this day could be something we would never forget.


This was my first race with my new team. Not just any team, either. I had joined Dale Earnhardt, Inc. My new boss was one of NASCAR’s greatest drivers ever. He was also proving to be a brilliant team owner. Dale built winners. His teams had won championships in NASCAR, first in the truck series and then, with his son Dale Junior driving, in the Busch series too. After those championships, Dale turned his team’s focus to Cup racing, where the big boys play. He was already winning there.


As I looked up ahead of me on the grid, I saw Dale standing beside his famous black #3 Chevy. I felt so lucky to be on his team. I was driving for the Man. “The Intimidator,” race fans called him. He was wildly aggressive and fiercely competitive. His driving style defined what our sport was all about. Dale had won seven NASCAR Cup championships. He and Richard Petty were tied with the most. The previous season, Dale had almost gotten his eighth. Pushing fifty, he still had it.


Dale and I had shared a lot of good times together. He was my friend.


And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air,


As the O-Town boys made their way through the hard-to-sing part, my mind was wandering all over the place: “How did they get this gig? Wouldn’t Hank Junior be more NASCAR? Aw, look at that.” I could see Dale up there putting his arm around Teresa, his wife. Smooth move, Dale, I thought. I put my arm around Buffy. Dale was my mentor, after all, and my racing coach and my hang-out-and-go-fishin’ buddy—and now, he was my car owner too. That meant he would be an ally on the track. Man, that sounded great! The guy who racers dreaded seeing in their mirror was now my partner and my boss. Just two days earlier, he had explained to me how we were going to win the Daytona 500. That was amazing. But I’ll tell you more about that later.


Ever since I was a kid, Daytona was where I wanted to be in February. NASCAR kicked off every year with a bang, the Super Bowl of stock-car racing. That meant my first race on Dale’s team would be the forty-third running of the Great American Race, the Daytona 500.


Winning the 500 is every NASCAR racer’s dream. To join the list of names inscribed on the Harley J. Earl trophy makes you part of the sport’s elite. Richard Petty’s name is on there seven times. Dale is there too, along with my brother Darrell. So are David Pearson, Jeff Gordon, Jimmie Johnson, Bobby Allison, Cale Yarborough, and Mario Andretti. And that’s just some of them. I fantasized about my name being on there with the greats. I certainly wasn’t shy about dreaming large, was I?


Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there.


“Oh, I get it,” I said to myself. “O-Town, Orlando. They live close by. Hank’s all the way up in Tennessee. Guess he didn’t want to make the trip down.”


Going into this race, I had been on quite a roll. A bad roll. Do I know a bad roll when I’m stuck on one? Yes, I think I do. This roll was four hundred and sixty-two NASCAR Cup losses long, without a single win. That’s right, 0–462.


There. I said it.


All those losses: That was always the pink elephant in most any room I was in.


Four hundred and sixty-two times in a row, I had started my engine in a NASCAR Cup race and taken a green flag. When the checkered flag flew and I pulled in and shut my engine off, there was not a trophy queen in sight. No confetti flying. No champagne corks in the air. I had become very familiar with the look of long faces after long races.


In the previous fifty-three years of NASCAR history, no one had ever lost that many races in a row—and then won one. All drivers lose more than they win. Even the King, Richard Petty. He got beat over eight hundred times. Of course, he also won a record two hundred races along the way. You do the math. That’s about one in every five starts the King would win. I think that puts my 0–462 into perspective, don’t you?


I wondered why all that losing wasn’t bothering me that day. Because it didn’t bother Dale, I guess. He hired me and told me I’d win in his car. And I believed him.


O! say does that star-spangled banner yet wave


I was thinking about all that and a whole lot more as I stood with my hand on my heart. My head was crowded with all kinds of junk that didn’t matter. I was glad it was almost time to climb into my car. When I got in there, nothing but racing would be getting in with me. But for a little while longer, my mind was shooting everywhere. I sure was missing my dad. He had always been in Daytona with me. He would have been so happy seeing me all suited up and ready to go racing for Dale.


It sure felt weird that Darrell wasn’t racing with me this time. It was my first 500 without him on the track with me. But he’d be watching from way up top. It was his first day on his new job, calling the action for Fox television. My momma was going to love this, I thought. I could picture her back in North Carolina in front of that big TV I bought her, listening to DW talk about his little brother while the whole world watched with her.


O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave?


What happened after those boys stopped singing would ultimately change my life. If you’re thinking, “Oh, what a sweet story! Michael Waltrip finally wins a race!”—you’re right. I did. But there was so much more to it than that. In the blink of an eye, everything changed. And not just for me. Many people’s lives would never be the same. Racing wouldn’t. NASCAR wouldn’t. Millions of people around the world would feel like something important had been snatched from them—and it would have been.


Up until now, I haven’t talked much about that day in Daytona. And I know the story better than anyone. For ten years, I did everything I could to avoid focusing on it at all. I didn’t want to go there. It was too painful. The memories hurt too much. And besides, I didn’t understand what some parts of the story meant. It was too deep for me. When people asked, I would change the subject. If they persisted, I would leave the room. For years, my strategy was just to squish it down and keep it there. Any psychologist would say that’s a bad strategy, but I thought I could make it work for me. Never once, until recently, had I even watched the TV coverage or a video of the race. I certainly knew the outcome, and I didn’t want to relive it.


But nobody lived that day like I did. Nobody could tell the story like I could. I felt like I owed that to the people who were still hurting. Every year they return to Daytona and feel that pain again.


I want to help those people. I want to tell them some Dale stories I bet they’ve never heard before, some stories that will make them smile. People loved the Intimidator. They’ll love the Dale I knew even more.


Like any important story of triumph and tragedy, this one didn’t start on the day of its shocking climax. It didn’t end that day either. The story started decades earlier in a small town in western Kentucky. The story continues today.


For many years, people in the racing world have known me as a sponsor-endorsing, TV-talking, commercial-making, fan-friendly race-car driver, a guy who loves his family and loves what he got to do. They might mention that I had a few losses on the track along the way.


But of all those losses, there’s only one I think about every day.


When I decided to tell this story, my deepest hope was that it would bring comfort to others. What I found is that it’s brought relief to me.


Dale made me a winner that day in Daytona. He continues to do that today. You will see what I mean as you read my story. I’m so glad I am finally able to open up and share it with you.














PART 1:
 DREAMING














CHAPTER 1
 EARLY YEARS







I love sports. When I was a kid, I played them all. You couldn’t find a boy in Owensboro, Kentucky, in the 1970s who played as many sports as I did, and played them with as much mediocrity. Football, baseball, basketball, tennis. I was amazingly average at them all.


If there were twenty players on a team, I’d be chosen no better than twelfth every time. I once told one of my coaches I thought I might try to play some college ball. His reaction? “We have a very good shop program here at Burns Middle School. Maybe you should start looking into that.”


That coach was also the guidance counselor. His guidance led me to think I probably wouldn’t be running, throwing, jumping, or tackling my way to a college scholarship. I actually could have been a pretty good tackler, I think, if I could have just caught someone.


As I considered my options, I realized something extremely important: Chances were, when I grew up I’d have to make a living sitting on my butt. And looking around town, it seemed like everyone who had a sit-down job had gotten good grades in school. Unfortunately, I wasn’t that guy either.


What did that leave? I could drive a cab, I figured, but we didn’t have any of those in Owensboro. I could be a security guard, but nobody ever stole much in our town.


I knew one guy who got to make a living sitting down, and his job looked like a whole lot of fun to me. From what I could tell, it paid well too. This guy had figured it out. From what I’d heard, he was no better in the classroom than I was.


My mom and dad, Margaret and Leroy, had five children. I was the baby. Darrell was the oldest. When I came along, he was sixteen and already making a name for himself sitting down in a car, driving fast and winning races.


The idea sounded perfect. You sit on your butt to drive a race car. How ’bout that? That was it. I made up my mind. I wanted to be a race-car driver. Just like my brother was. My little-kid logic was solid, don’t you think?


When I was born, our family of seven was living in a three-bedroom house on the west end of town. Mom had a part-time job as a cashier at the IGA grocery store. Dad worked at the Pepsi plant. Despite them working all day and raising us kids, we had a pretty regular routine. Mom served dinner in our kitchen every night at six, and Dad made sure we had the nicest yard on our street.


Supporting a family with five children was tough. Yet my parents always found ways to give us kids whatever we needed. Needed, I said. Not wanted. I found it very difficult back then to understand the difference between needing and wanting. I felt like if I wanted something really badly—well, then I must need it.


My perspective resulted in some lively debates between me and my parents. I mostly lost, but I wasn’t shy about letting them know where I stood. Some of my opinions resulted in some pretty tough love. I certainly got my share of whippings, as most kids did back then. That’s how my parents were raised. That’s how they raised us. My own girls should consider themselves lucky I didn’t elect to continue that tradition.


Growing up, I was a busy, emotional, funny kid. My parents tried to teach me discipline and responsibility. I would say they had partial success. But I came away with something from my childhood I’ve always liked about myself: the way I respect and appreciate people. That’s how my parents treated everyone. As an adult, that’s how I’ve always tried to treat people too. I’m a reflection of my parents, and I’ve wanted to make them proud.


My birth was an accident. Not so much the birth part, but the conception part. I came into the family late. But if you ask Mom today, she’ll say all five of us were accidents. Darrell told me it was embarrassing for him when Mom would come to get him at a track meet or some school function while she was all pregnant with me. None of the other high-school kids’ moms were expecting.


When I came along, at least for a little while, Mom and Dad must have been like, “I thought we were done with all this kid-raising stuff. And now we got one more to deal with?”


I say that because there is very limited evidence that I existed until I was four or five years old. No baby pictures. My binky and my blankie—where’s all that stuff? I never found it anywhere, not even in the box in the attic.


You can imagine how crowded it was in our little house. Seven people, three bedrooms, one bath. But Darrell moved out quickly. With Dad working full-time and Mom part-time, my older sister Carolyn was left in charge of me a lot. I called Carolyn “Mom,” which certainly didn’t help her dating life.


“You got a kid?” guys would ask her. “That little boy just said, ‘Come here, Momma.’ ”


Even after Darrell and Carolyn left home, there were still five of us in the house: Mom and Dad, plus me, my brother Bobby, and my sister Connie. Poor Connie grew up with a roommate: me. We shared a room until I was nine or ten. Connie could not wait for Bobby to move out so she could get rid of me and finally have her own room.


Bobby had an Afro and would spend an unusual amount of time in the bathroom before school fixing his hair. Connie had hair too, and she certainly needed to get ready for school. But Bobby was the oldest still at home, and he pretty much ran the show—for sure when Mom and Dad weren’t around.


I’ve always wondered if being an “accident” and taking orders from Darrell, Carolyn, Bobby, Connie, Mom, and Dad had anything to do with my lifelong need to prove myself. I don’t know. But I sure got tired of taking orders from all those people—and their friends too.


My mom was devoted to all her children. But by the time she was down to the fifth one, she wasn’t all that lovey-dovey anymore. Her favorite saying was, “You’ll live.”


Fall down, skin your knee raw? You’ll live.


Didn’t make the baseball team? You’ll live.


Girlfriend dumped you? You’ll live. Whatever happened, you’ll live.


Today if I say to my little girl, Macy, “You’ll live,” we laugh. She knows that’s our little joke about her grandma.


My mom is funny. She has a very quick wit. So being around her sometimes was cool. Since Mom worked only part-time, mostly I hung out with her. I’d go just about everywhere she did. We used to ride to my aunt’s to visit once a month or so. Aunt Emma lived in the little town of Henderson, Kentucky, about a half hour away.


One particular day, I wasn’t too happy about making the trip. I didn’t want to go at all. And I whined all the way to Henderson.


My friends were having a big bicycle race that day, and I was missing it. On the way back, I told my mom she had ruined my whole day. Mom reminds me of that even now and says that I was being a little bit dramatic. That could be true. When we spend time together these days and I get ready to leave, Mom will still sometimes say: “See you soon. Don’t let anybody ruin your day.” We get a good laugh out of that one.


I always admired the way my mom loved, respected, and supported Dad. I mean, life wasn’t easy for either of them. Her role in the family—working a job, being home to take care of us, cooking, cleaning—was tough. I appreciated the strength of character she had. I don’t think her day-to-day life was much fun back then. But she always found ways to give each of us the attention we craved.


Dad was working hard and climbing the ladder at Pepsi. He’d get to the plant at five-thirty in the morning to make sure all the trucks were loaded up and ready to go. By the time he got home at six each night he was pretty well worn out. There wasn’t any playing pitch and catch with him in the evenings. He was about done for the day.


After working all week, Dad looked forward to the weekend. Sometimes those weekends included going off to the races with Darrell. I was just a little boy when Darrell started racing in NASCAR. So I never got to make any of those guy trips. I’d be stuck at home with Momma.


Man, that killed me!


I wanted to be at the races too. I didn’t understand that I was just a kid and didn’t belong on the road with the guys. I was already a huge fan of the sport. Or as much of one as I could be, considering my favorite sport wasn’t on TV hardly at all. Occasionally, you could catch a few laps of NASCAR action on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. They would squeeze a race in between sumo wrestling and the World Ping-Pong Championships. But that was about it. And as you kids may have heard, we didn’t have the Internet back then.


But I did get to go to the races some. And what I saw there made me fall in love with NASCAR.


We used to get Stock Car Racing magazine delivered to the house every month. As soon as Dad was done reading, he would let me have the magazine. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it. Every month, there was a poster of a driver and his car in the center of the magazine. I pulled those posters out and hung them on my wall. All of them. Richard Petty, David Pearson, the Allisons, Cale Yarborough. There was even one of my hero, my brother Darrell. But I was mostly only able to see DW race on the local track. What I wanted more than anything was to see my brother racing against the stars of NASCAR.


With Dad off at the races and Mom knowing how badly I wanted to be there too, she cut a deal with me. If I didn’t complain too much about being stuck at home with her, she would take me to listen to the races on the radio. Like I said, back in the seventies there wasn’t a whole lot of NASCAR racing on TV. But there was one way for us to follow how Darrell was doing. A radio station in Clarksville, Tennessee, carried the races every weekend. We couldn’t pick it up in Owensboro. So Mom and I would get in the car and drive down the road toward Tennessee. When we could pick up the signal from that station, we’d pull over and listen to the race.


Can you imagine? Driving an hour so we could listen to a race on the radio? With your mom? Things have changed quite dramatically since then. If I told Macy that’s what we were going to do one Sunday afternoon, she would be like, “Yeah, right, Dad.” But I thought it was so cool. Mom knew how much that meant to me. And other than a little gas, it was probably a cheap way to entertain a little kid on a Sunday afternoon.


One of the first things I recall doing with my dad, just him and me, was on Sunday mornings when I was eleven or twelve. We didn’t go to church much. But Dad and I started going to McDonald’s. When we first began doing that, we’d each get an Egg McMuffin. And when we were finished, we’d both still be hungry. So Dad got us each another one. We both ate the second one, but that was too much. So we started ordering just three—one for each of us and we’d split the third one. Dad would cut it right down the middle with a plastic Mickey D’s knife.


That may not sound like much. They were just Egg McMuffins. But those Sunday-morning breakfasts were the first thing I remember that my dad and I ever shared.


He seemed to like it too. Those trips to McDonald’s became a Sunday-morning ritual for the two of us.


God bless Ronald and that aggravating Hamburglar too! We were sharing more than a breakfast sandwich. We were sharing stories about my life. We’d talk about school and racing and just normal stuff. For some reason, we never talked about girls, though. A wife and two kids later, I’m still waiting for the birds-and-bees story to be told to me.


But for the first time, I felt a real connection with my dad. I was growing up. We found some things in common. He was noticing me. And I loved the attention.














CHAPTER 2
 HEADED SOUTH







I was like most little kids in this way: I hated getting up in the morning. Most every day of the week was about the same. Up crazy early. Fight for time in the bathroom. Head out the door with a crappy attitude, destined for another boring day of school. I didn’t know much, but I knew one thing. I didn’t like any of that routine. Those days always seemed to go from bad to worse.


But one Wednesday was different from all the other days of the year. It came in mid-February. That Wednesday, I couldn’t wait to get the day started. Instead of me chasing the number 10 bus down Greenbriar Street, I was out at the corner in plenty of time, the first one there.


The sooner I was on the bus, the sooner the school day would start and the sooner lunchtime would arrive. That’s how I had it figured. On that particular Wednesday, I wouldn’t be staring at a plastic lunch tray with mystery meat and two sides in the Stanley Elementary School cafeteria. I’d be looking for Mom and Dad in the hallway outside my classroom, our four-door Chevy Caprice Classic loaded and idling at the curb out front.


When the lunch bell rang, Mom and Dad were there and ready to go. “I’ll bring y’all back some pictures of the cars,” I’d tell the other kids. With that, I was down the hall and out the door. We jumped in the car and took off toward Daytona Beach, Florida.


Forget the fact that I was getting out of school for a few days. It was where we were going that was the best part. We were heading to the Daytona 500, the annual kickoff to the NASCAR season, what I considered to be heaven on earth. And us Waltrips weren’t your average, ordinary fans. One of us was in the race. Not only was my brother DW competing, he would be contending too.


It was about a twelve-hour drive south from Owensboro to racing’s holy land. Dad would drive straight through the night. The ride was a bit of a challenge for a little kid, to say the least. We listened to whatever Dad wanted to hear on the radio, and he smoked a lot. Heck, Mom would smoke too, and she didn’t even smoke. I guess she thought, “If you can’t beat ’em . . .” I just rode in the back and complained. A lot.


What else did I have to do? I didn’t have anybody to play with. My brothers and sisters didn’t make this trip. It was just me in the back. And man, did my parents get on my nerves. It was cold outside and Dad would rarely crack a window. With all the smoke, I could barely see where we were going. About the time he would finish one cigarette, he’d light up another.


And he had this Roy Clark 8-track tape that I hated. At first. The more I heard it, the more it grew on me. There was one particular song I loved to hear. It was called “I Never Picked Cotton.”


I never picked cotton,


But my mother did and my brother did


Sorry. I digress. Hope you enjoyed that sweet Roy Clark tune.


Anything to pass the time on a smoky ride to Daytona. You know it was a long way down there if I memorized the lyrics to Roy’s cotton-picking song. And I haven’t forgotten them yet.


Dad was a trouper though. Between his cigarettes and coffee, he never needed to rest. With just one stop for gas, eating the sandwiches Momma packed, we made really good time. We hit Daytona early Thursday morning, checked into the hotel, and got a couple of hours of sleep. By seven A.M. we were heading downstairs for breakfast.


By the time we sat down for some bacon and eggs, I could already feel it. Daytona was NASCAR. This town was all about racing.


The Daytona Beach News-Journal was full of articles about the 500 and full-color photos of the racing action and the drivers. Pictures of race cars in a newspaper! How cool was that? Back home there was never a picture of a race car in our newspaper. I only got that once a month when Dad’s magazine would show up.


And Thursday was the best day to get to town. Speedweek was wide open. The cars had been on the track for a few days by then. They’d be lined up and ready for the qualifying races that afternoon. Dad never wanted to miss the twin 125-mile qualifying races, and I didn’t either. He would always say those races were the best ones of the week.


After we got done eating, it was time to head to the racetrack, my favorite place to be. That long, smoke-filled drive on Wednesday didn’t matter anymore. In fact, it was totally worth it. Plus that ride was probably the reason I never started smoking, which is a bonus.


It’s interesting, looking back to those races in the mid-1970s. I was just a kid who loved cars. Loved being in Daytona, dreaming of racing on those famous high banks one day. Not only racing on them but winning on them. Back then, I was already dreaming of being out there.


One thing was obvious: You can’t race if you don’t qualify. That made sense to me. And you could tell by the way those boys raced on Thursday, it made sense to them too. These races were exciting and action-packed. That made them fan favorites. But they also were pressure cookers for the teams and the drivers.


It was about a fifteen-minute ride from the hotel to the racetrack. And the whole way, I thought about driving through Daytona’s famous tunnel. To get to the Speedway infield, you had to go through a tunnel that went under turn four. To me, that tunnel separated this special place from all that was going on in the real world. I was a boy separated from racing until I went through that tunnel. When I got through there, I would be right where I wanted to be.


Outside the tunnel is where most of the fans were, up in the grandstand. There were some through the tunnel. They had their campers there and were enjoying the Daytona experience. They were tailgating. But I don’t think we called it that back then. I wasn’t stopping in the infield. But I was heading toward the pit area. I remember thinking, I’m driving through the same tunnel Richard Petty had driven through. And when I popped out the other side, there they were, those famous Daytona high banks. They were so cool to me. I was fascinated by them. Most kids didn’t get it. I tried to explain the Daytona turns to my friends. They just looked at me funny. I would say, “They’re special turns, y’all.” I’d tell them those turns were so steep and tall, I didn’t even see how a car could stay up there.


That was probably a pretty smart thing for a kid to question. I am still amazed about that place even today. I can’t imagine the faces of people when Bill France, who built Daytona, said, “I’m going to bank the turns at thirty-one degrees. They’re gonna be about three stories tall.”


Someone check his temperature, I’m sure people thought.


There wasn’t another place like Daytona in the whole world. The vision that man had to have in order to build something so massive, so unique, so ahead of his time, is just incredible. It’s incomprehensible to me still. He was a genius. The track opened in 1959 and is still the world center of racing today. I bet Mr. France would tell people back then, “Check out the turns. Walk up the banks if you want. But you’ll need to take your shoes off.”


Or how would you like to have been the dude running the paving machine? He probably said, “You want me to do what?”


It was enough to send my mind into overdrive. Because things were about to get even better. As much as I loved looking at the track, seeing those cars race around the high banks really took my breath away.


So fast, so close to each other—what a thrill!


And right there in the middle of all that action was my brother Darrell, doing exactly what I’d decided I wanted to do.














CHAPTER 3
 COOL BROTHER







I loved and admired my brother Darrell. I wanted to be just like him. I decided I was going to be a race-car driver too. I thought, “Man, he’s living the dream! He is racing cars against Richard Petty. And that’s all he does. That’s his job. How cool would that be?” That’s all I thought about. I wanted to do just what my brother was doing. And I was ready to start.


When Darrell was about my age, late eleven or early twelve, he started racing go-karts. That’s what I needed to do. The first step was getting my hands on one of those babies.


Getting started racing was going to be tough for me. It took money to race, even go-karts, and I didn’t have any to speak of. I mowed yards and babysat my niece and nephew some. But like most kids, I spent that money on candy or going to the arcade. So I needed some help. Actually, a lot of help.


It looked to me like Darrell had plenty of money. He could help. When Darrell and his wife, Stevie, would come back to Kentucky, which wasn’t very often, they always had a new car. And Darrell was a sharp dresser. Plus, Stevie’s parents were rich. We sort of lived on the opposite sides of town. And their end of town was much more, let’s say, comfortable. Darrell and Stevie had left Owensboro and moved to Tennessee when they married so Darrell could be closer to the racing action. I didn’t spend much time around him. No brotherly mentoring. No talks about girls or school or life. No playing ball in the schoolyard together. We didn’t have a relationship. I didn’t get to know him until we were both adults.


One thing I did know quite well was Darrell’s shadow. Darrell was about all anyone around town talked about. And at home too. His shadow had kept me mostly hidden from my dad. Or at least my desire to become a racer was hidden. He didn’t pay any attention to how serious I was about getting my career started. Of course, I was eleven. Not many eleven-year-olds are serious about much.


But I was. I was determined to race. The only thing I had to race, though, was my bike. I used to convince all my friends that it would be fun to run a one-hundred-lap bike race around the playground instead of just a lap or two like most kids did. That was more like a drag race, not a NASCAR race. I had a Schwinn, and it was sweet! I remember racing that bike and wanting to win every time. But how was I going to get from that Schwinn to those high banks of Daytona? That’s what I had to figure out.


Dilemma: Mom and Dad had heard me say repeatedly that I wanted to be a race-car driver. But they just shrugged it off. Their sentiment was, “Yeah, we know you do. So does every other kid in this town. They all want to do what your brother is doing. Get over it and go ride your bike.”


Also, my problems getting a kart and going racing were more complicated than just a lack of cash. Who would work on the kart? I didn’t know how to do that. Dad did, but he was working his butt off at Pepsi. And Mom’s job at the grocery store was just to fill in the gaps between Dad’s checks and all the bills that come in when you’re raising a family. But at the time, I didn’t really have a clue. I was just a kid. I used to tell Mom, “Just write a check. I know you have some. I saw ’em in your purse.” Don’t be looking in your mom’s purse, kids. It’ll just cause problems.


I just wanted to race. But how?


It looked like I was going to have to lob a call in to brother Darrell. I was fairly certain I knew how that would go, but I had to give it a try. I thought he would say no. I just hoped he wouldn’t be mean to me about it and tell me to go ride my bike like my dad had. Maybe if Darrell wouldn’t come up with the cash for the kart, he would at least come up with some direction how to get started. So I mustered up the courage to call Big Brother and see what I’d get for an answer. It wasn’t easy. I hardly knew Darrell. And as I suspected, that call didn’t go over very well with him.


“Hey, Darrell,” I started. “Wouldn’t it be cool if there was another Waltrip racing in NASCAR?”


“Uh,” he said, “what do you want?”


“I want to be a race-car driver,” I told him, a statement I’m sure Darrell had used many times when he was young and people asked about his dream. “I need a go-kart to get started. Can you help your little brother out?”


I used the little-brother reference to play to his sentimental side. Smart, huh? Then I continued: “Oh, and I will probably need some spare parts and some tires and other stuff too.”


I can hear the words he used that day, close to forty years ago, as if he said them yesterday. “You’re wasting your time, Mikey,” he said. “You just don’t understand how much road there is between Owensboro and Daytona.”


He was wrong there. Actually, I did. I also understood clearly how many cigarettes Dad could smoke on that road.


Darrell was speaking figuratively, of course. But there was nothing figurative about his answer: no.


He continued: “All you’re gonna do is waste a lot of your time and other people’s money. You need to concentrate on school. Focus your energy on that. Making it in NASCAR is a one-in-a-million shot.”


Huh? One in a million? So you’re saying I got a shot?


But seriously, those were words no little kid wanted to hear from his hero about his dream.


I totally understand it today. It is such a huge commitment to own a race team. Believe me, I know. Even if you’re just talking about a go-kart team. Plus, I’m sure Darrell knew Dad wouldn’t want any part of this. He’d been through it all with Darrell and knew what a huge time-and-money suck racing was.


Way before I was born, when Dad had been promoted at the Pepsi plant and moved up from loading and driving trucks to route manager, Big Brother had convinced Dad to buy him a go-kart. Daddy was an accomplished shade-tree mechanic. Or a “jack of all trades, master of none,” Dad would say. I’m sure DW convinced Dad it would be a lot of fun. Darrell also told Dad he would mow people’s grass every day to help pay for the kart. Dad bought that story and then a go-kart—and DW was in business. Either Darrell was a better salesman than I was or yard-mowing paid a lot more back then. Hmm. But either way, they got a go-kart, and Darrell needed to learn how to drive it. So they hauled it to a big, empty parking lot there in town, and Darrell took off.


I wasn’t around back then. But I saw pictures, and Dad was all in. Buying parts, tires, oil, gas—whatever it took to go racing. After Darrell learned how to drive his new kart around that parking lot, they were off to the races. And they won. A lot. They were racing all over the Midwest. It was all-consuming for everyone in the family. Mom, Dad, and the four kids. But especially for Dad.


By the time I got to the age where I wanted to try racing, Mom and Dad were getting a little older. Dad was in his fifties then. And I think the thought of working at Pepsi all day, then coming home and working on a go-kart half the night wasn’t overly appealing to him. His and Mom’s idea of fun on the weekends consisted of Friday and Saturday nights at the Moose Lodge and Sundays listening to or watching the races.


The rejection hurt me some then, for sure. But I loved my parents, and I always was thankful for both of them. Their not wanting to help me with my dream turned out to be a perfect motivation for me to go find other ways to get it done.


I think that’s part of the fierce independence that makes me who I am today. That independence became a key ingredient of success in my career and my life. No matter what obstacles I faced, I always knew I could overcome them and succeed. You have to be creative when considering options or alternative plans. Most important, you can’t ever give up. Luckily, I learned these lessons at a very young age. If you aren’t already aware, you will find out as you read along that I got on a bit of a losing streak for a few years, one that I might not have been able to overcome had Mom and Dad just bought me a go-kart, or had Darrell just said, “Sure, whatever you need, Brother.” To even get started in racing I had to be persistent. And later in life, one word that probably came to describe my career better than any other would be “persistent.”


Now back to the problem of how I was going to get my shot at racing.


Mom and Dad, strike one.


Darrell, strike two.


So where should I swing next? Asking Mom and Dad and Darrell over and over would have been persistent, I guess, but not very creative. Besides, I tried that with Dad. And his nos just kept getting louder and louder.


How about my other brother, Bobby?


Bobby had recently moved from Owensboro down to Tennessee to go to work for Darrell. Darrell had started a race-car parts business and asked Bobby to manage it for him. Bobby also raced and even got a shot at stock cars at Kentucky Motor Speedway in Owensboro. But that didn’t go so well, so he mostly just raced go-karts. I had mowed Bobby’s grass and done odd jobs for him over the summer. I guess we sort of had a relationship, more than me and Darrell for sure. I went to bat one more time. I called up Bobby and told him I wanted to be a race-car driver. “Can I drive your go-kart, Bobby, and see how I do?”


“Yeah, sure, Bro,” Bobby said.


He must not have understood the question, I thought.


“I was hoping you’d let me drive it,” I said this time.


“Yeah, I get it,” Bobby said. “You drive. Yes. Sure.”


Well, darn! Finally, someone who understood me.


Woo-hoo! Let’s go racing!


Then Bobby said, “There’s a race down here Sunday. If you can get yourself here, you can race.”


“Awesome! That is so cool. I will be there.”


“You come down Saturday,” he said. “We’ll get you all fitted up in the kart.”


Then he asked, “How you gonna get here?”


Hmmm . . . good question. I’m eleven—how’m I supposed to get there? I asked myself.


Then Bobby said, “If you can get to Bowling Green, I’ll pick you up there.”


“Deal,” I said immediately. “I’ll see you Saturday.”


You know the old adage “It’s better to laugh than to cry”? My daddy used to say that a lot. Well, that’s what I was doing on Saturday morning. There I sat on a Greyhound bus, looking around, laughing at myself. Couldn’t get anyone to take me to Bowling Green, which is about halfway to Nashville. But at least Mom was nice enough to give me a ride to the bus station.


In a car, it’s an hour’s drive from Owensboro to Bowling Green. By bus, it was almost three. We made stops in little towns that weren’t even towns, I don’t think. It took forever. But I didn’t care. It was going to be worth it.


Then we pulled into the bus station in Bowling Green, and I wondered if Bobby would actually be there.


Robert Lynn (Bobby) Waltrip was in his mid-twenties, and he was a little crazy. So, as I peered out the window of the bus looking for Bob, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I’d actually find him. But as the bus rolled to a stop I saw my brother sliding around the corner, right on time. And, man, he had one of the coolest cars ever! It was a new Oldsmobile 442, maroon and gold.


I watched Bobby skid to a stop at the station. And I thought, Man, I got a cool brother. Look at that ’fro he’s sporting. Look at those smooth wheels. But what made him the coolest to me was just that he was there. He had come through for me.


I’m positive there were at least a thousand other things my twenty-five-year-old brother could have been doing on a Saturday afternoon. Instead of doing any of those things, he came to get me. First, it was Dad with the McMuffins. Then it was Bob sharing the love in his 442. The mentoring was beginning just when I needed it.
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