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  For Dad.


  
    CHAPTER 1
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    “I never told anybody that I was going to be as good as my dad. I’ve read that a lot, and I appreciate the comparisons, but that has a backlash when you don’t run well every week. I just want to drive race cars and make a living doing it.” —Dale Earnhardt Jr.
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  The starting point in the racing life of Dale Earnhardt Jr. can be found along Sedan Avenue in Kannapolis, N.C., a small, nondescript textile mill town whose stature was elevated in the second half of the 20th century by the exploits of one racing family.

  Martha Earnhardt resides there, at the corner of Sedan and Court. The widow of Ralph Earnhardt, the mother of Dale Earnhardt, the grandmother of Dale Earnhardt Jr., she lives at a Grand Central Station of stock car racing, a birthplace of things fast and furious, a historic landmark along the road to motorsports glory.

  At the rear of the Earnhardt home, in a small cinder-block garage, Ralph Earnhardt began the great journey that would lift his family to international auto racing fame, make its famous son a millionaire many times over, and open the door to a third generation of greatness.
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  This is the heritage that rides with Dale Earnhardt Jr. at every track, on every lap, into every winner’s circle.

  Ralph Earnhardt loved racing so much that he in the 1950s, and he succeeded. Most drivers of his era worked “real” jobs and raced on the side, trying to move dollars around to keep both sides of their lives going. Earnhardt put all his time into the garage behind his house and into his race car, and the results showed. He became a king on southeastern short tracks, and he won NASCAR’s Late Model Sportsman championship in 1956. Ned Jarrett, a two-time Winston Cup champion, described Earnhardt as “absolutely the toughest race driver I ever ran against.”
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  Dale Jr. during practice on 10/2/2009 for the the Price Chopper 400 at the Kansas Speedway. Photo: David Griffin Photography

  Dale Earnhardt Jr., who would blaze a significant trail of his own in the family’s chosen lifestyle, was born a year after his grandfather died. A heart attack killed Ralph Earnhardt in September 1973 at the age of 45. He was still racing, still working on cars in that backyard garage.

  His grandson thus races with only the stories of his grandfather and of the big heart that gave out too soon, stories of the man they called “Ironheart.”

  “I wish I had gotten to know him,” said Dale Jr. of his grandfather. “He seemed like a really, really great man. I’ve heard a lot of compliments about him. It’s a shame I never got to know him. I wish I’d had that opportunity—to see him, to watch him race.”

  As the late Buck Baker, another NASCAR champion, put it, “In those days, you just mashed the pedal to the floor and went.” That was the way Ralph Earnhardt raced, and he passed the method along to his son, Dale Sr. , who traveled the Carolina racing circuit with his father, watched him tinker in the Kannapolis garage and waited impatiently for his chance to hit the track.

  Dale Sr. grew up with only one thing dominating his thought process—racing. He quit school in the ninth grade, convinced he could make enough money to survive while also keeping a small racing operation afloat on Carolina short tracks. He had seen his father do it; in his thinking, there was no reason he couldn’t.
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  “THAT’S MY GOAL. NOT ONLY TO WIN A

  CHAMPIONSHIP, BUT CHAMPIONSHIPS.”

  —DALE EARNHARDT JR.

  “My dad was more independent than I am,” Earnhardt remembered in an August 2000 interview. “He was a self-made guy who worked hard for what he got. He was also a control guy. He didn’t buy it if he couldn’t afford it. He didn’t believe in credit.”
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  A determined Dale Jr. was excited by racing from an early age Photo: Harold Hinson Photography
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  Dale Sr. didn’t have that luxury. He went into debt to race, leaving his garage virtually every race night knowing that he had to make enough money at the track to pay the next week’s bills. He also took jobs as a welder and insulation installer.

  “You really grow up in racing around with your dad,” Earnhardt said.

  “Your dad is your idol, and everything revolves around him. You just want to race. My dad was the focus of my life. I didn’t like school. I wanted to be home working on Dad’s race car. I wanted to be home working on cleaning up the shop. I’d just as soon be washing wrenches. I followed him around with everything he did.”

  Dale learned quickly from his father. He could figure out a lot about this sort of racing simply by observing his dad—and his cars. He’d walk into his father’s shop the morning after a race and check out the car. If there was more mud near the back of the car than the front, he knew his father had been in the lead most of the night.
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  Teresa Earnhardt celebrates a victory with Dale Earnhardt Jr. Photo: HHP/Harold Hinson

  When he started racing, he wanted to be the one who placed the dirt, not the one who ran into its cloud.

  Dale Earnhardt’s never-give-up, never-give-in attitude enabled him to survive the harsh world of Southern short track racing and eventually launch his Winston Cup career. Two years after his father’s death, Earnhardt made his Winston Cup debut in the World 600 at Lowe’s Motor Speedway.

  Dale Earnhardt Jr. was seven months old when his father, still fighting to pay the bills with three young kids to feed, set sail in NASCAR’s big leagues. A quarter-century later, Junior would run his first Winston Cup laps in the same race at the same track, but the circumstances would be remarkably, vividly different.

  Senior scratched and clawed his way to the top, and when he finally got there he didn’t arrive in style. He hitched a ride in a second-line car owned by journeyman driver Ed Negre, and the day, Earnhardt later admitted, wasn’t pretty.

  “I was probably the most confused and excited person in the country that day,” he said. “I had never run anything over 200 laps on a race track, and here I am going to run 600 miles at Charlotte. That was pretty intimidating, really.

  “I worked hard driving Negre’s car that day. I’ll make no bones about it. One of my last pit stops was for water. I was burned out.”

  He finished 22nd, completing 355 of the day’s 400 laps. It was the first stop on a road that would lead to seven Winston Cup championships and more money than all of Kannapolis could imagine.
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  “He was just a real energetic kid that lived and breathed auto racing,” Negre said. “He wanted to drive real bad. He was one worn-out kid when that race was over.”

  Flash forward 24 years to another May, and Dale Earnhardt Jr. is ready to make his Winston Cup debut. It’s the same racetrack, but everything else has changed. Senior arrived on the scene in near-obscurity; Junior rolls in as the focus of a news media blitz.

  It had started months earlier when the Anheuser-Busch brewing company, through its Budweiser beer brand, had won the bidding for the driving services of young Earnhardt. The deal was for six years; the price tag, some said, was between $50 million and $60 million. In January of 1999, company officials announced that the so-called “Countdown to E-Day” had begun. Junior would make his first Winston Cup start in the Coca-Cola 600 at Charlotte.

  The speedway is only a few miles from Kannapols, but, in the big historical view, this was a long way from Sedan Avenue. Ralph Earnhardt had started this circle a half-century earlier. His grandson, next to ride with the great Earnhardt name above his driver window, would take the next big step in grand fashion. He was 24 years old. He sat in car No. 8, the same number his grandfather had raced for many years.

  Cameras followed Junior’s every move, and the assembled media throng, many times the number that had recorded Dale Sr. ’s largely ignored first run in 1975, waited anxiously for the next generation to make its first lap.
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  “FORGET THE MONEY. I LOVE

  RUNNING AT TALLADEGA, AND I’D GET

  OUT THERE AND RUN JUST AS HARD

  IF THEY PAID ME A DIME TO WIN.”

  —DALE EARNHARDT JR.

  In making the announcement that Anheuser-Busch would sponsor Junior’s first six years in the Winston Cup series in Chevrolets fielded by Dale Earnhardt Inc. , the giant racing operation Earnhardt Sr. had built near his home in Moorseville, N. C. , Senior talked about his father and the family’s racing connections.

  “Hopefully, my father would be proud of the family,” he said. “I’m sure he would be proud of what he sees.

  “My dad said you can take a driver that will drive that car over his head and wreck that race car every race and bring him back down here and calm him down and pull him back a notch or two and make him a winner. You can’t take someone who won’t drive that thing in the corner and make him drive it in there. You can’t do that.

  “We’ve got one of them guys who will drive that thing to no end. We’ve just got to harness him up and get him tuned down, and he’ll be a winner. That’s something my daddy told me when I was a kid, and I’ve always remembered it.”

  The foundation having been solidified many years before, Dale Earnhardt Jr. then slid into his race car for the start of what would be a long and winding road. His grandfather had been one of the best ever on dirt tracks. His father, whose steely glare and endless determination had won dozens of races, had made this moment possible, the runaway nature of his success having birthed a massive, vibrant racing organization.

  Now the gentleman of the third generation started his engine.
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    “[Junior is] a great, aggressive driver as far

    as I’m concerned. I’ve watched him mature

    over the last six months or year or so. He’s

    starting to be aggressive when he needs to and

    be that much calmer when he don’t.”

    —Bill Elliott

  

OEBPS/Images/016.jpg





OEBPS/Images/015.jpg





OEBPS/Images/025.jpg





OEBPS/Images/012.jpg





OEBPS/Images/011.jpg





OEBPS/Images/022.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
DAI.E EARNHARDT JR.

—
OUT OF THE SHADOW OF GHEATNESS






OEBPS/Images/010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/020.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/Images/commona.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cha1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cha2.jpg
The
FIOOR





OEBPS/Images/009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/018.jpg





