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For Grandmom and Aunt Joyce.


I will forever be your racing buddy.


For kiddo. Thank you for putting up with this crazy lifestyle and for always being so understanding.













Foreword


IMAGINE WALKING into your local Ben & Jerry’s for a tasty cone of Cherry Garcia and being served by a NASCAR beat writer.


Few would ever guess the guy behind the counter scooping ice cream had been furiously pounding out a NASCAR news story or column just seconds before a customer walked in. But for several years, that was Jay Pennell’s reality.


The author of this book is now a respected NASCAR writer, but nothing about that journey was easy. His path was completely self-made, forged by a relentless determination to chase a dream with a tireless work ethic that had him publishing stories in between passing out little spoonfuls of ice cream samples.


It’s entirely appropriate that Jay is the one to write a book about NASCAR firsts, because he accomplished his own history in the sport. After all, Jay was the first “citizen journalist” to really make it in the NASCAR media.


Prior to Jay, the traditional path to becoming a NASCAR writer went something like this: Attend a journalism school, land a newspaper job, and work your way up the ladder. That was really the only way to the top.


And it’s not like Jay didn’t want to go that route. He worked for Street & Smith’s on its SportsBusiness Resource Guide & Fact Book, hoping a foot in the door would land him a gig at the company’s NASCAR Scene magazine. When I was on staff there, we’d get weekly race recaps e-mailed from Jay—–unsolicited. But he never got the chance to really show what he could do.


So he struck out on his own. First, with a website called HardcoreRaceFans.com, Jay spent nearly three years building a presence from the ground up. He took advantage of NASCAR’s “Citizen Journalist Media Corps,” a program which invited bloggers and other writers into the media center to work alongside the regulars who covered races every week thanks to healthy travel budgets.


From the start, Jay’s passion and knowledge for the sport stuck out. I remember when the beat writers would talk amongst themselves and say: “Hey, have you noticed that Jay kid? He asks really good questions.”


And he did. The way he conducted himself earned respect from both media and drivers, and he eventually moved to sites called AllLeftTurns.com and Frontstretch.com, where he worked for two years.


Now you might be saying to yourself: I’m not familiar with those sites. Did they pay the bills?


No, they didn’t—–hence the citizen journalist and not professional journalist. Jay may have been just as professional as other writers, but he wasn’t paid like one. That’s where Ben & Jerry’s came in. While most NASCAR writers would write their stories and call it a day, Jay maintained a heavy workflow while still working at his day job.


The stress of that juggling act must have been intense. I saw firsthand how difficult it could be when I asked Jay to join me as a writer for SBNation.com. Jay was crucial in helping get that site’s NASCAR coverage on track (lame pun intended), but he had to do so while figuring out how to deal with more on his plate than any other writer.


But he was successful all the while, his role becoming increasingly prominent in the media—–eventually rising all the way to FOXSports.com.


Like other pioneers, though, not everyone was always accepting of Jay. There were some media members who looked down on citizen journalists in general and scoffed at their presence.


What are they doing in here? They’re just fans.


It would be easy to feel discouraged about attitudes like that. But through it all, I never saw Jay treat anyone poorly; he just put his head down and went to work.


Jay’s journey to being the first citizen journalist to land a fulltime gig in NASCAR came with probably more setbacks and false starts than anyone will ever know. This is a guy who would sleep in his car at the racetrack—–as a habit, not just once or twice—–in order to cover the sport he loved. The story might have a happy ending, but there was nothing simple about how he got there.


That’s how trends get started and records get set, though—–a theme I’m sure we’ll see as we accompany Jay through this journey of NASCAR firsts.


Today, there’s nothing unusual about sitting alongside a citizen journalist in a NASCAR media center. In fact, there are probably more of them on an average weekend than there are full-time reporters.




In some ways, though, they’re all following Jay. He showed that it’s possible to make it on pure grit and talent alone, whether anyone gives someone a chance or not.


How did he accomplish this? By making huge sacrifices and doing whatever it took to scratch and claw his way into the position he’s reached today.


It’s inspiring to look at Jay and remind ourselves that anything really is possible—and not just in terms of being in the NASCAR media. If you want something badly enough, like Jay did, you can make it happen.


Jeff Gluck, The Athletic











Introduction


THERE HAVE been few things in my life that have been more of a constant than NASCAR racing. From my earliest memories, to family vacations, to the career I now enjoy, NASCAR stock car racing has been a prominent factor since I was about three years old.


Growing up in New Jersey, I always felt I was the odd man out for enjoying NASCAR more so than the Philadelphia Eagles, Phillies, and Flyers combined. The fast-paced action, door-to-door racing and dramatic crashes were enough to capture my attention and passion from the earliest days.


My mother’s side of the family raced throughout Alabama and Florida starting in the 1940s, primarily at Mobile International Speedway. My mother’s Uncle Coolie Barnett, his son, Charlie, and their fast blue No. 62 were cemented into my head as lore and tall tales, yet they were true—for the most part.


Family reunions and other vacations often took our “Yankee” family down to see the “Rebels” in Mobile. After they made fun of our accents, told us how great the South was, and stuffed us full of food, we often headed to the racetrack to watch the Barnett Racing team beat up on the competition.


The first race I ever attended was a local short track event at one of the country’s most historic tracks, Five Flags Speedway in Pensacola, Florida. Sitting with my family, I remember to this day watching two cars tangle on the backstretch and fly over the banking of the third corner. Five Flags Speedway did not have a retaining wall around the majority of the track, and when cars wrecked in the corners they often slid up and over the banking. To my young eyes, these cars flew off into an abyss and might never return. When both drivers emerged uninjured, I was immediately hooked.


After that first race, life would never be the same. As a child, I would religiously follow NASCAR and learn all I could about the sport, the drivers, the tracks, the history, anything I could wrap my head around.


On September 15, 1991, I would experience my first ever NASCAR race in person. Waking up in the predawn hours, the family made the nearly two-hour drive from Delanco, New Jersey, to Dover Downs, the Monster Mile. Sitting in the front-stretch grandstands that day, we watched Harry Gant stretch his fuel to win the race, his third of four consecutive wins that month, earning him the title, “Mr. September.”


I would continue to attend NASCAR races nearly every year afterward, with our family often taking vacations simply to camp at a race. Our travels took us to Bristol, Tennessee; Charlotte, North Carolina; Watkins Glen, New York; and eventually to Daytona Beach, Florida.


My parents, Cindy and Jay, as well as my Aunt Joyce, were instrumental in fueling my passion for the sport. Whether it was the numerous trips to the racetrack, or the copious amount of money spent on merchandise, books, posters, and more, my family did all they could to foster my love of NASCAR.


As I grew older, the life of a teenager would often interrupt my passion for NASCAR. However, every weekend I kept up-to-date with the latest news and rumors from the track. I fervently recorded every race on VHS tape, and still have most of that collection.




During my senior year of high school, my Aunt Joyce surprised me with tickets to the 2002 Daytona 500. After years of going to races, I finally had the chance to see the “Great American Race” in person. This was a big deal. There was only one snag. My high school wrestling playoffs were scheduled for the same weekend.


As it worked out, the overall outcome of our team’s advancement in the playoffs came down to my match. If I won, we moved on to the next round of the playoffs. If I lost, I was able to go to the Daytona 500 with no strings attached.


I love racing, but I would never throw away something I had worked so hard on, not even for the Daytona 500. Still, the thoughts of my dilemma were running through my mind heading into the match. I gave it my all, left it all on the mat, but lost. Struggling with the disappointment, I was able to hold my head high knowing my teammates saw I did my best to win the match. My wrestling career may have been over, but I was taking another step in my racing career.


When it came time to look at colleges, I only did so in North Carolina. While I was not going to school specifically for racing, I knew if I would ultimately want to get involved in NASCAR in some way, I would have to be in North Carolina, more specifically Charlotte.


So, that’s what I did. I went to Queens University of Charlotte and was a double major in history and American Studies, receiving bachelor’s degrees for both. While my passion for NASCAR waned a bit during my college years, it was never gone. Each Sunday you could find me watching the race intently, and my friends all suddenly knew more about NASCAR than they ever had—whether they like it or not.


Once out of college, I was stuck doing what many college graduates do—work in the foodservice industry and try to pay the bills. Working multiple jobs, I became a paid intern with Street & Smith’s SportsBusiness Journal working on the annual Resource Guide and Fact Book. Certainly a step up from scooping ice cream and bussing tables, the opportunity to work for SBJ did more to further my career than I gave credit at the time.


Not only was I working in a functioning newsroom, I was also on the same floor, sharing office space with NASCAR Scene and NASCAR Illustrated, two publications I grew up reading and one day hoped to write for. One of the writers I admired most, Steve Waid, worked down the hall and was always welcoming when I sought advice and had questions.


At this time, social media was first starting to emerge. During my college years, I had developed a personal MySpace page, but now decided to make a racing-specific page. On there, I would write race recaps and anything that would come to mind. I had honed my writing skills in college covering topics such as German history and the historical relevance of American subcultures, but writing about racing was much different and took practice.


A friend from college saw one of my blog entries on MySpace about a rain-shortened race won by Jeff Gordon at Pocono Raceway. He worked for the Laurinburg Exchange out of Laurinburg, North Carolina, and asked if he could use the race recap in the paper, which of course I agreed to. On June 13, 2007, my byline first appeared in an actual news outlet as my article titled, “Mother Nature Lends Father-to-be a Helping Hand,” appeared next to two stories from the Associated Press.


To help get my name out there and distribute this new passion for writing about NASCAR, I took full advantage of the fact I had Street & Smith’s company e-mail list. Once I published a blog on the MySpace page, I would email the link to everyone on the NASCAR Scene and NASCAR Illustrated staff. Eventually, I would seek advice from those other than Waid. Yet, this was still the height of NASCAR’s media days and someone with no real print journalism experience just wasn’t going to cut it. If I wanted to be part of the NASCAR media world, I would have to find a different way in.


That door opened on a blistering cold day in January 2007 at the groundbreaking of the NASCAR Hall of Fame in Charlotte, North Carolina. Sitting in the makeshift tent as some of NASCAR’s most iconic participants broke ground, I took notes for a blog post about the historic day. After the pomp and circumstance, I was met by a gentleman by the name of Ray Everett. He was in the process of creating a new NASCAR news website and was looking for writers.


After a few meetings, I went to work helping Everett create and run HardcoreRaceFans.com. This was my first venture in online content management, writing about NASCAR and so much more. The entire process from start to finish was a learning experience—both good and bad. Yet this is where I honed my skills and learned all I could about how to better tell the story of NASCAR to the readers.


Once I parted ways with Everett after nearly three years, I went to work for a myriad of websites including Frontstretch, All Left Turns, SB Nation, and Athlon Sports. Nothing was easy, and few things were given to me. Each step I took along the path—and continue to take along that path—has made me a stronger person, better writer, and more effective NASCAR journalist.


Currently, I serve as a digital content writer and editor at FOX Sports. Working with award-winning journalist Tom Jensen, I continue to learn every day, not only about the sport but also about the business behind it, the work it takes behind the scenes, and many other things. I am now a colleague of some of the competitors I watched growing up, people like Darrell Waltrip, Larry McReynolds, Jeff Hammond, and starting in 2016, Jeff Gordon. My career path has led to my work being published in NASCAR Illustrated, 2012 Athlon Sports NASCAR Racing Preview, and even Playboy.com.


My journey to writing this book is long, winding, and full of stories, but that could take up another book entirely. This is a book about firsts, and it is fitting that this is my first book. This process has been an eye-opening experience and one I will never forget.


I certainly would not have this opportunity if it were not for Ben White. Ben was one of those writers I thoroughly enjoyed reading as a kid. When I fought my parents about reading, we would often compromise on NASCAR-related topics. Ben was often the man behind those words. We have grown to know one another over the years, and he was instrumental in helping put this together. I will forever be thankful and honored both for his confidence and support.


My wife, Courtney, and daughter, Abigail, have been my biggest champions through the process of writing this book. They were there when things became stressful, they gave me the space I needed to focus solely on this project, and they were my motivation for completing the task.


I also have to thank my sister, Nicole, and brother, Travis, neither of whom are race fans. They were often dragged along to the racetrack on family vacations and probably know more about the sport than they ever wanted to. Nicole has always helped me become a better writer, and she played a crucial role in steering my career toward journalism, whether she knows it or not.


I could not do this without the constant support of my family. They have put up with my love for racing my entire life and have gone above and beyond to accommodate that passion. I am eternally grateful.


This book is not a complete list of NASCAR firsts, but instead highlights some of the most important moments and events in the sport’s storied history. The final product is one I put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into, and I hope you enjoy reading it.


Jay Walter Pennell


June 18, 2015











Introduction to the Paperback Edition


AS I sit here and complete the final edits on the paperback edition of Start Your Engines: Famous Firsts in the History of NASCAR, I do so on a truly historic weekend for the sport covered in this book.


NASCAR is in the middle of its 75th anniversary season, the sport’s 75 greatest drivers were recently celebrated at Darlington Raceway on Throwback weekend, and the annual NASCAR All-Star Race was just held at North Wilkesboro Speedway.


This marked the first time NASCAR returned to the once abandoned and deteriorating speedway since 1996, something few in the racing world thought they would ever see happen. Sitting outside the track in a makeshift press box—which was really a few tables and chairs on a riser under a tent—and looking around the historic facility that traded weeds and crumbling infrastructure for tens of thousands of avid race fans and a completely renewed sense of life, it was amazing to see the sport thriving but recognizing its amazing history and past.


Since the first edition of this book was published in 2015, there have been a lot of changes and historic firsts for NASCAR. From a new ownership model, to a brand-new race car, to a season without fans, to the first-ever NASCAR street race, the sport founded in 1948 is still alive and well, thriving, pushing to the future, but also honoring its heritage.


Things have also greatly changed in my career in motorsports and the journey from where I was when the book was first sent to publication in 2015 to this second edition in 2023 has been long, winding, memorable, and something I will never forget.


Shortly after publication, my career took a turn as I left FOX Sports and the writing world behind for a while. I joined Richard Childress Racing as Manager, Content and Communications for four seasons. Working for one of the most iconic teams in motorsports was a dream come true—even if I was a Rusty Wallace fan growing up. In short, I handled public relations for drivers such as Daniel Hemric, Paul Menard and Brandon Jones, while working with some of NASCAR’s best behind the wheel and in the garage. I helped plan RCR’s 50th anniversary content in 2019 and tried to bring as much of the organization’s history to life for the fans.


On February 18, 2018, on the 20th anniversary of Dale Earnhardt’s first Daytona 500 win and on the 17th anniversary of his tragic death on the final lap of that race, Austin Dillon and the No. 3 Richard Childress Racing team made a dramatic last-lap pass after contact with Aric Almirola to win the organization’s third ‘Great American Race.’


That day, I handled the RCR Instagram account and captured behind-the-scenes content from pit road, Victory Lane, and the celebration throughout the night. My role was to provide RCR fans the opportunity to experience the historic win virtually through social media and the camera on my phone.


Standing in Daytona Victory Lane with the No. 3 RCR Chevrolet still steaming and covered in confetti, surrounded by the entire team, Richard Childress standing proud of his grandson and his team, it was quite the moment to take in. All I could think of was the people who helped get me to this point. My parents, Aunt Joyce, Grandmom, Charlie Barnett.


The day was truly a dream come true for a kid that grew up absorbing all he could about NASCAR, just hoping one day he could be involved in the industry somehow. Today, those dreams have become a reality and continue to evolve and change.


This career has taken me places I never imagined, allowed me to meet my heroes and experience things I grew up just hoping to be a part of somehow. From writing, to working PR, content creation, to video games and virtual races, my career path since the first publication of this book has had more twists and turns than a NASCAR road course, but that’s for an entirely different book.


I am grateful to still be involved in the sport that I grew up loving. I appreciate all the friends that I have made in the industry and everyone that has helped me along the way and continue to do so. I am also appreciative of my friends outside the industry for always allowing me to talk their ears off about NASCAR and for always being there when needed—Sin Miedo for life.


None of this would have been possible without the understanding of my daughter Abigail. She has endured my lengthy trips away from home, the long working hours, and more conversations about NASCAR than she could have ever wanted. She is an incredible person and what I am most proud of in this life.


This is an incredible opportunity, and I am thankful to so many that have helped me get here, especially Ben White, Jeff Gluck, Julie Ganz and Stephan Zguta.


I appreciate everyone who reads this updated version of Start Your Engines: Famous Firsts in the History of NASCAR, and I hope you learn something about the sport that so many have loved for seventy-five years. Here’s to many more years of thrilling racing, close finishes, and famous firsts.


Jay Walter Pennell


May 22, 2023











The First Organized Meeting of NASCAR


PRIOR TO the formation of NASCAR, stock car racing in the United States was a hodgepodge of organizations and tracks, with no central sanctioning body and few consistent rules. Born out of the days of outrunning government revenuers and hauling moonshine, stock car racing gained popularity, particularly throughout the Southeast, in the 1930s and 1940s.


From Georgia, to Florida, to the Carolinas, stock cars could often be found racing in cow pastures, small clay and dirt tracks, and along the beaches of Daytona.


The American Automobile Association (AAA) was the dominant racing organization before NASCAR was created, hosting primarily open-wheel Indianapolis-style races, with the occasional stock car race featured as well. The AAA had abandoned stock car racing at the end of 1946, with their Contest Board declaring it a “fad . . . that is dying out.”


By 1947, there were three prominent stock car racing organizations in the United States: the National Championship Stock Racing Association (NCSRA); the National Stock Car Racing Association (NSCRA or NSRA); and the National Championship Stock Car Circuit, owned by Bill France.


After a year of struggling to keep rules, drivers, and mechanics under control due to the assortment of sanctioning bodies, France decided to call together stock car racing’s bigwigs at the end of 1947 to talk about the future of the sport.




France announced his invitation in racing publications such as Speed Age. His invitation garnered attention from racers up and down the East Coast. An estimated thirty-five drivers, team owners, promoters, and mechanics made the trip to the Streamline Hotel on Highway A1A in Daytona Beach, Florida, for a meeting of the minds that would forever change the course of racing history.


The group gathered in the Streamline Hotel’s top floor Ebony Bar for the first time on December 14, 1947. Knowing the meetings would take quite some time and could become stressful, France brought in local girls to keep the gentleman entertained and at ease throughout the course of the three days.


France opened the meeting and set the tone by making it clear that stock car racing needed to be organized if it wanted to grow and flourish. “Nothing stands still in the world,” France said. “Things get better or worse, bigger or smaller.”


Always looking toward the future, France did his best to convince the group that the sport of stock car racing could see exponential growth if they could come together to create an organized sanctioning body with a legitimate championship point system.


“Stock car racing has got distinct possibilities for Sunday shows and we do not know how big it can be if it’s handled properly,” France told the group, proclaiming it could become as big as open-wheel racing. “I believe stock car racing can become a nationally recognized sport by having a national point standing. Stock car racing as we’ve been running it is not, in my opinion, the answer. . . .We must try to get track owners and promoters interested in building stock car racing up. We are all interested in one thing that is, improving present conditions. The answer lies in the group right here today.”


The group spent three days debating and discussing the future of stock car racing, all while smoking, drinking, and enjoying the company of the ladies France brought in to provide entertainment.




As the men continued to go over the specifics of organizing the hodgepodge of racing associations into one cohesive group, issues such as the point system, racing divisions, and other details would be hashed out with the help of whiskey and cigars.


While France was able to gather the large group of stock car racing drivers, promoters, owners, and members of the media, not everyone was ready to buy into his idea fully.


“He had to be something special, ’cause I don’t know of any racer that liked him, but we kept going back for more,” legendary mechanic Smokey Yunick remembered. “France was a world-class bullshitter and had the balls of an elephant with regards to gambling with finances, and he’d work twenty hours a day, seven days a week if necessary.”


After three days of meetings, the group had come together to determine the championship points system, three divisions of racing, and now was faced with the task of naming the newly formed racing organization.


“We had to come up with a name,” France’s partner Bill Tuthill said of the meeting. “Red Byron wanted National Stock Car Racing Association. Red Vogt suggested . . . National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR) . . . Then somebody pointed out that there was already an association in Georgia with the NSCRA name, so Ed Bruce moved to disregard the first name and incorporate, in Florida, under the name of National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing. Jack Peters seconded, and it became the official name of the new organization.”


With an official name, point system, and racing divisions, the next step was to determine the leadership of the newly founded organization. Red Byron suggested France, the driving force behind the meeting, lead the charge as the president of NASCAR. Whether the group knew it or not when they parted ways from the three-day meeting at the Streamline Hotel, NASCAR would be run by the France family for the next seventy-five years.


While France would be tapped to run the new organization as president, E. G. “Cannonball” Baker would serve as the national commissioner, Eddie Bland as vice president, Bill Tuthill, secretary, and Marshall Teague, treasurer.


A prominent figure in the three-day meeting at the Streamline Hotel and one of the most savvy and successful mechanics in stock car racing’s earliest days, Red Vogt felt abandoned by France when he was not included in the organization’s decision-making group. In 1954, Vogt would be given the first lifetime NASCAR membership for his role in helping organize and name the sport during those three-day meetings.


Despite some hard feelings and hesitations over the outcome of the meeting, France remained vigilant in his quest to make NASCAR not only the premier stock car circuit, but the number one racing organization in the nation.


“The purpose of this association is to unite all of stock car racing under one set of rules; to set up a benevolent fund and national point standings system whereby only one stock car driver will be crowned national champion,” said France. “Every track and every area has a ‘national champion’ of every type of racing. This has so confused the sportswriters that they give up in disgust after trying to give the public an accurate picture.”


With NASCAR now on the scene, and France in charge, it would be clear to all which stock car racing circuit was number one in the US.











NASCAR’s First Official Season


WALKING OUT of the Ebony Room of the Streamline Hotel on Highway A1A in Daytona Beach, Florida, after three days of meetings, Bill France had accomplished his goal of not only organizing a new national sanctioning body for stock car racing but also securing the majority of the control.


While the meeting ended with officials being nominated and the illusion of a democratic organization, NASCAR was truly owned by three stockholders. Louis Ossinsky, an old friend of France’s and the lawyer hired to help incorporate NASCAR, owned 10 percent of the shares. Bill Tuthill, NASCAR’s new secretary, owned 40 percent of the organization, leaving 50 percent of the shares to France, giving him total control of NASCAR.


“The next thing we know, NASCAR belongs to Bill France,” said team owner and meeting attendee Raymond Parks.


France worked with Ossinsky to fill out the proper paperwork to have the newly formed NASCAR incorporated as an official organization. However, he would not wait for the paperwork to be filed to start NASCAR’s march into the future.


Of the three divisions determined in the Streamline Hotel meetings, the Modified Division would take center stage in 1948. The modifieds had been the most popular form of stock car racing in the country at the time, dating back to pre–World War II days.


The Strictly Stock Division—the forerunner to what would become the NASCAR Cup Series—would not begin racing until the 1949 season. The idea of racing family sedans like those sold on showroom floors was something France hoped would catch on. While the postwar economy was starting to produce more family sedans, it would take some time for the public to accept the new cars beating and banging on the racetrack.


On January 4, 1948, a race was held at the one-and-a-quarter-mile Pompano Beach Speedway dirt track in Florida. While the race was not an official NASCAR event, it kicked off the 1948 season and featured a field of drivers committed to racing with France’s newly formed sanctioning body. Buddy Shuman won the race.


The first officially sanctioned race for France’s new NASCAR took place in his own backyard on February 15, 1948. A total of sixty-two cars entered the event that would take place on the Daytona Beach and Road Course, where France had promoted and raced for years.


Prior to the event, France and NASCAR National Commissioner E. G. “Cannonball” Baker honored drivers Fonty Flock and Ed Samples. Flock was the 1947 National Championship Stock Car Circuit champion, and Samples was the runner-up and 1946 champion. Before kicking off the new era of NASCAR, France made sure to recognize those that were successful in his previous series.


With 14,000 fans in attendance, the fifty-car field took the green flag on the road and beach course driving into history. Many drivers complained of the soft sand, and through attrition, mechanical failures and accidents, only twelve cars finished the race.


Red Byron won driving a Red Vogt–built and Raymond Parks–owned modified 1939 Ford. The World War II veteran cemented his place in history as the first NASCAR winner, but Byron was not done making history yet.


On February 21, 1948, the paperwork filed by France and Ossinsky became official, and NASCAR was incorporated. Throughout that first season, NASCAR would host a total of fifty-two races, often running multiple races in multiple states on the same day. On May 23, 1948, NASCAR held simultaneous events in Macon, Georgia; Danville, Virginia; and Dover, New Jersey.


That first season was not without tragedy, either. As was often the case, NASCAR held two races on July 25, 1948, one in Columbus, Georgia and the other in Greensboro, North Carolina. After a strong and energetic start, NASCAR would be forced to deal with tragic situations at both tracks.


In Columbus, Red Byron was doing all he could to hold off a hard charge from Billy Carden and championship rival Fonty Flock in the closing laps. As he went to block a run in the corners, the right front tire exploded and sent Byron’s Ford sliding up the small banking and through the chicken-wire fencing into the crowd.


One spectator, a forty-six-year-old man from Alabama, would have his lower leg amputated. A twenty-four-year-old woman suffered a broken pelvis. Three others suffered broken legs, while twelve people were treated for cuts, bruises, broken ribs, and other injuries.


Seven-year-old Roy Brannon was sitting on the hood of his parent’s car when Byron slid into the crowd. One of the fence posts separating the crowds from the track snapped upon impact and struck the child in the head. His parents immediately took him to the hospital, where it was determined he had a skull fracture. The boy would succumb to his injuries.


A total of seventeen people were injured in the late-race incident, but the tragedy was not over yet. In the day’s other race in Greensboro, Bill “Slick” Davis flipped his car and was thrown from the vehicle. Laying on the track, Davis was hit by his car when Tim Flock and three other drivers could not avoid his empty, wrecked car. Davis would die later that night of head injuries.




Shaken from the incident in Columbus, Byron was distraught but remained focused on beating rival Fonty Flock for the championship. However, the savvy stock car driver also had a dream of racing in the Indianapolis 500. Byron made an attempt to qualify for the 1948 running of the famed open-wheel AAA event at Indianapolis Motor Speedway, but when motor problems kept him off the track for multiple days, threatening his plan to run stock car races, Byron left Indy and returned to France and NASCAR to chase the championship.


Byron and Flock would exchange the points lead a total of five times over the course of the fifty-two races, with Byron winning eleven and Flock winning fifteen. When Byron won the season’s final race, France determined he finished 32 points ahead of Flock and was named the 1948 champion.


After laying much of the groundwork for NASCAR, Byron, Vogt, and Parks were able to celebrate the honor of becoming the first championship team in NASCAR history.


The 1948 season was celebrated in Daytona Beach, Florida, in January 1949. Five thousand of the $64,000 NASCAR earned in ticket sales from the first season had been set aside and divided among the top twenty drivers in the season standings. NASCAR secretary Bill Tuthill signed each of the checks personally, with Byron taking home a total of $1,250. As part of his contract, Byron gave $834 of his earnings to car owner Raymond Parks.


Major changes would come to NASCAR between the 1948 and 1949 seasons, most notably the shift from the Modified Division to the Strictly Stock Division. While most look to 1949 as the first season of NASCAR’s premier series, it officially kicked off with the fifty-two race modified schedule, bookended with wins by its first champion Red Byron.


The wheels were rolling, both literally and figuratively for NASCAR, and the sports world would never be the same.











The Strictly Stock Division Is Born


AFTER A successful first season that saw the brand new NASCAR modified series host fifty-two events and feature a tight championship battle, Bill France was pleased with his creation, but knew more had to be done to set NASCAR apart.


While modifieds had been the most popular form of stock car racing for some time, France believed NASCAR needed something else. And so did his rivals.


After the historic three-day meeting at the Streamline Hotel in Daytona Beach, Florida, in December 1947, the majority of stock car racers agreed to follow France’s lead and tow the NASCAR line. However, a number of other racing organizations still existed and threatened France’s plan for supremacy.


Just an upstart organization with one official season under its belt, NASCAR and Bill France were now tasked with sanctioning nearly 400 races in 1949, with new facilities taking his version of stock car racing to new parts of the country. Through this expansion, France’s NASCAR clashed with the other racing series, primarily O. Bruton Smith’s National Stock Car Racing Association (NSCRA).


Stock car racing was not a fad, as the AAA had once called it, and people were flocking to races to experience the noise, speed, and danger in person. Some of France’s drivers lobbied to have NASCAR change its policy on purse money, doing away with a guaranteed amount and instead paying 40 percent of the money made on ticket sales. When France refused to give in on the guaranteed purse money, a number of drivers defected for other series, primarily Smith’s NSCRA.


To penalize drivers who defected to rival racing organizations, France and Bill Tuthill announced in 1949 that any NASCAR driver that raced in a competing series would lose all points accumulated to that point. Some tested the new policy and raced in a NSCRA event, and thirteen drivers lost all their NASCAR points.


Tensions were growing and France kept a close eye on Smith and his NSCRA. Smith was looking to take control of stock car racing, and France was doing all he could to maintain and ensure dominance. Both men were looking to the future.


Postwar production was now churning out more new automobiles than ever before, and the booming economy allowed everyday Americans to own a car. With that in mind, France believed a new strictly stock division would resonate with fans because the cars racing out on the track were the same ones being sold on the showroom floors. The idea was to keep the rules strict against any modifications, making the cars the same as those fans could buy the following day.


The idea of strictly stock racing was not an original idea. The AAA first sanctioned a strictly stock race in 1926, with the headline, “Will the Car Like You Drive Win Over the Kind Driven by Your Friend?” The AAA again sanctioned strictly stock races at the Daytona Beach and Road course in 1936, with France running the promotion. He even raced in a handful of strictly stock events during his time as a driver.


While the modified division helped to get NASCAR off running, France decided to experiment with his idea of a strictly stock division. NASCAR held its first Strictly Stock Late Model race on January 23, 1949, at the two-mile Broward Speedway in Florida, with Lloyd Christopher taking the checkered flag in the 10-mile event. The Strictly Stock race was not the main event of the day, though. That honor went to the 100-mile modified division race.


Wanting to give it a second try, NASCAR sanctioned another ten-mile Strictly Stock race on February 27, again at the Broward Speedway. The field soared around the two-mile speedway, with Benny Georgeson taking the checkered flag.


France and NASCAR were experimenting with Strictly Stock races, but they were both short events, neither the main attraction. In early 1949, France’s rival, Smith’s NSCRA, announced it would host a Strictly Stock race as its main event.


France knew he had to counter and protect NASCAR’s dominance over the NSCRA. He did so in May, by announcing plans for NASCAR to host a $5,000, 200-lap Strictly Stock race in Charlotte, North Carolina on June 19, 1949.


France welcomed any driver that met the strict stock rules to race in the 150-mile event at the three-quarter mile Charlotte Speedway dirt track. To show his displeasure for their defections to the NSCRA, France did not allow Marshall Teague, Buddy Shuman, Speedy Thompson, or Ed Samples to compete in the NASCAR event. As the race neared, each driver returned to France looking for an opportunity to compete in the first-ofits-kind event. Hearings were held for each individual, and they were reinstated after paying fines ranging from $50 to $150.


After multiple days of practice and qualifying, race day finally rolled around and over 22,000 fans headed to the dirt track to check out NASCAR’s newest form of racing. The field was full of some of the day’s biggest stars: Red Byron, Curtis Turner, the Flock brothers, and female driver Sara Christian. The new Strictly Stock rules also opened the field up to nine different manufacturers: Buick, Cadillac, Chrysler, Ford, Hudson, Kaiser, Lincoln, Mercury, and Oldsmobile.


Brothers Bob and Tim Flock led the 33-car field to the green flag to kick off a new era in motorsports history. Bob Flock led the opening five laps of the race from the pole but was forced out of the race early after an engine failure. He would substitute behind the wheel for Christian later in the event. With Bob Flock out of the running, Bill Blair’s 1949 Lincoln took the lead and remained out front for 145 laps.


The race featured a spectacular crash on Lap 107 when Lee Petty flipped his Buick in the third turn. Petty, who would go on to become the patriarch of one of racing’s biggest dynasties, was making his first NASCAR start and had, earlier in the week, driven the borrowed car down from Level Cross, North Carolina.


In front of the field, Blair set a blistering pace, lapping the competition. With roughly 50 laps to go, the radiator gave out on Blair’s Lincoln, and he was forced to park the car. Blair’s misfortune gave way to Glenn Dunaway, a driver who did not have a ride the morning of the race but was put in a 1947 Ford by Hubert Westmoreland.


Dunaway would lead the final 47 laps and take the checkered flag over Jim Roper to win NASCAR’s first official Strictly Stock race. All Dunaway needed to do to earn the $2,000 purse and cement his name in history was pass NASCAR’s teardown process by Technical Inspector Major Al Crisler, as questions had been raised about how smooth the car performed on the rough dirt track.


It was determined the Westmoreland-owned Ford had modified bootlegging-style springs in the rear of the car and was in violation of the Strictly Stock guidelines. NASCAR disqualified Dunaway’s car, giving the win to Roper, who was three laps down. Fonty Flock was second, Red Byron third, Sam Rice fourth, and Tim Flock was fifth.


Westmoreland protested, filed a lawsuit, but ultimately NASCAR and Bill France would prevail.


A total of eight races were held during the 1949 Strictly Stock season, with Red Byron and Bob Flock each winning two events. The Strictly Stock division raced at tracks up and down the East Coast, as far south as the traditional Daytona Beach and Road Course and as far north as the Hamburg Speedway in New York.


After flipping his borrowed car in the Charlotte race, Petty would earn his first NASCAR victory on October 2, 1949, at Heidelberg Speedway in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania—the first of many for the Petty name.


In the end, Byron’s two wins, four top-fives and four top-tens were enough to give him an 117.5-point lead over Petty and the first Strictly Stock championship.
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