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Introduction

A man and his family are standing on top of a twenty-year-old yellow school bus that has been modified with curtains, a rooftop viewing platform, and a television aerial. According to a friend of mine in the infield who saw it all, the man is at least sixty with a long gray beard and wisps of white hair blowing in the breeze beneath his cap. The cap is black with a white number three on the front, an Earnhardt cap. He wears a black Earnhardt shirt as well, untucked and hanging over his jeans. As I pass through turn three, he stands and applauds. I’m waving, and the man does something completely unexpected. He takes off his cap and bows as I pass: a salute, or at least a show of respect for what we’ve accomplished.

It’s the perfect ending to a perfect day, a day that started like every other Sunday in the NASCAR Winston Cup racing season.

Three nights a week, for thirty-six weeks a year, I sleep in the rear bedroom of a forty-five-foot Marathon motor coach, a custom-designed bus with all the comforts of home. I have a queen-size mattress, three plasma televisions, a couch, a recliner, a full-size shower, and enough of a kitchen to cook pizzas and keep the Pepsi cold. Considering how much traveling I do, this rolling house should be my permanent residence. Virtually every week of the NASCAR season I arrive at the track on Thursday night where the coach is waiting in a reserved section of the infield. I don’t drive the coach, which normally tows a Hummer to and from the track. That duty falls to a member of my team named Scott Whitmore. I usually fly into the nearest airport and either rent a car or have Scott pick me up.

By the time I arrive on Thursday, the track looks like it’s hosting an RV convention. Some of the rolling houses have been parked in fields outside the track for a week or more. The infield campers file in on Thursday night. That’s when the party begins. NASCAR fans are the most dedicated and enthusiastic in all of sports. Stereos blare, kegs are tapped, grills are lit, and the smoky aroma of steaks, burgers, and barbecue drifts through the infield. Imagine a college football tailgate party and multiply it by ten; that’s what we have every week. By Sunday morning, the day of the race, many of the fans are partied out. Others are catching their second wind. Either way, it’s nice to enjoy a bowl of cereal and watch Speed Channel in relative peace and quiet.

It’s the last weekend in October 2001, and we’re in Atlanta. I’m up early this Sunday. DuPont, my primary racing sponsor since I began in the Winston Cup series, has a hospitality suite—which is usually a large, lavish infield tent—and I’m scheduled to spend fifteen minutes visiting a group of DuPont customers. At smaller tracks like the one in Martinsville, Virginia, the hospitality tents are in a vacant field outside the track, which makes them hard to get to given the size of the crowds flowing in on race day, but Atlanta Motor Speedway is a big place. I can be at the DuPont suite in a couple of minutes. Then I’ll spend a few minutes with a group from my other longtime sponsor, Pepsi, in their hospitality suite twenty yards from the DuPont tent. It’s not exactly how I like to spend my mornings, but I understand how important sponsors are to the success of our race team.

It shocks a lot of new NASCAR fans when they learn that drivers schedule sponsor appearances on the day of a big race. I heard one say, “Can you imagine Nike asking Michael Jordan to come by and glad-hand a few execs before game seven of the NBA Finals?” That’s what makes our sport so great: the drivers have always been accessible. From my first day behind the wheel of a Winston Cup car, I knew how important my sponsors were to the success of our team, and I’ve done everything in my power to make sure they’re happy with their investment.

I walk into the garage area at around ten forty-five, fifteen minutes before the weekly drivers’ meeting that precedes every race. This is where we receive our instructions for this particular day and track, such as where the entry and exit are to pit road. The entrance to pit road is seventy-five feet in front of the first pit box. The exit of pit road is seventy-five feet beyond the last pit box. Most of the instructions from NASCAR are the same week in and week out, and most drivers and crew chiefs can recite them from memory.

That said, these meetings are mandatory for drivers and crew chiefs. In today’s meeting I see my crew chief, Robbie Loomis, for the first time. He’s as good-natured as ever, smiling and speaking to everyone. Robbie and I have become close; we’ve come a long way together in the last couple of years. I just hope we have a good day today, so Robbie, the crew, and I can add a little icing to the good-size cake we’ve been baking all season.

If we finish thirty-second or better in today’s NAPA 500 in Stockbridge, Georgia, our Hendrick Motorsports 24 DuPont Chevrolet team will win its fourth Winston Cup title, joining Dale Earnhardt and The King, Richard Petty, as the only teams to win NASCAR’s highest honor more than three times. Stockcar racing doesn’t have a play-off system or a Super Bowl. The best drivers compete against each other head-to-head thirty-six weekends a year at racetracks all over the country. Points are awarded for finishing positions. At the end of the year, the driver with the most points earns the Winston Cup trophy. Winning a lot of races usually translates into winning the championship, but not always; the system rewards consistency. You earn points for leading a lap and for leading the most laps. A team with a dozen or more second-place finishes might earn the most points even if they never win a race. And a driver who wins three or four races but wrecks a dozen times probably won’t win the title.

We’d won our fair share of races in 2001, but I’ve been in this position before, and I know it’s never a good idea to get too far ahead of myself. A good finish locks it up for us, and simply starting the final two races secures the championship, but I’m not taking anything for granted, especially this year. This season has been different for all of us. If we win this championship, I know it will be the biggest accomplishment of our careers.

I won my first Winston Cup title at age twenty-four, becoming the youngest champion in the modern era of the sport. That was an emotional time for our team, but even though I knew it was a big deal, a twenty-four-year-old man looks at things a lot differently from someone with a few more years behind him. When I won the title again at age twenty-six and a third time at age twenty-seven, people began to question whether I understood and appreciated what our team had done. Some fans and journalists said I hadn’t paid my dues. Others said I wasn’t old enough to grasp how tough our sport could be. But they were all saying the same thing: they thought I was too young to get it. I don’t believe that was the case; I knew what it meant to be champion, and I was certainly aware of the significance of winning at my age. Still, winning a championship at twenty-four was different from winning at thirty-one. Taking the Winston Cup trophy back to our shop in 1995, 1997, 1998, and finishing second in 1996 was thrilling, but I was young. Every race I won was a joyous experience, but not long after the check presentations and press conferences, I turned my attention to the next week, the next race, and the next goal.

Now, a little older and a little wiser, I see things from a different perspective. This championship will be a first for most of the members of my 2001 team. The crew chief, pit crew, and many of the engineers and support staff weren’t with me during our previous three championship runs. They haven’t felt the pressure of having a title on the line. They’ve never known the exhilaration of touching that big trophy, and seeing your name, the car number, and your team owner’s logo engraved in that mammoth wooden base on which the Winston Cup is perched.

I’ve never seen it the way I see it now, either. Unlike our other championships, I’m now an equity partner, a co-owner of this 2001 team. I’ve had more input in assembling this team than I’ve had since the days when my stepfather and I traveled the country towing a sprint car. I’ve also felt the struggles and the pressures of rebuilding a team, hiring new people, motivating them, teaching them, and keeping them focused on the prize. In previous years, I’ve been the driver, the “quarterback” of the race team, who leads the effort on race day. Now I’m more involved in all the affairs of the team.

The eyes I look through in November of 2001 have seen plenty of mistakes. At times they’ve burned with frustration. I have stared into the hearts of good men and asked them to dig as deep inside themselves as they ever have.

Today, they are about to deliver.

Robbie and I, along with twenty or so other drivers and crew chiefs, hang around after the drivers’ meeting for the Motor Racing Outreach (MRO) chapel service. Since we travel every weekend, this is the only church service many of us are able to attend. It’s always a good one. In the years I’ve been driving on the Winston Cup circuit, I’ve seen the services grow from a handful of people to a roomful of drivers, crew chiefs, their families, and usually several hundred fans who stand in the back and worship with us.

After the service, I put on my sunglasses and prepare for the trek back to the transporter that hauls both cars—the primary and the backup—as well as all the parts, the pit box, the uniforms, the radios, the diagnostic computers, a television, a desk, a couple of couches and chairs, lunch, dinner, and just about anything else you might need to run a five-hundred-mile race. The transporter is only fifty yards away, but the walk gets a little tricky, especially in Atlanta where several thousand fans have garage and pit passes—credentials that allow them into the garage and transporter area, as well as up-close access to the pits during the race. More than a hundred people stand between the transporter and me. They’re carrying posters, programs, photographs, T-shirts, hats, die-cast cars, and (in the case of some uninhibited women) body parts they want me to autograph. I do what I can to accommodate as many fans as possible, but I can’t spend all day here. That’s where my PR representative, Jon Edwards, comes in. Jon not only handles all my media requests, he keeps me on schedule. Now he’s faced with getting us back to the transporter so I can get ready for driver introductions.

“Okay, I need everybody to stand to one side or the other. Give us a lane,” Jon shouts to the crowd. He looks like a Secret Service agent decked out in a black leather jacket with matching slacks and sunglasses. The radio earpiece just adds to his air of importance. It’s there for a good reason: he needs to be in contact with the team, and radios are the only way we do that.

Jon does a great job of clearing a path without being too abrasive. It’s a fine line. We don’t want to offend anyone, but we have to be able to move around. I sign as many pictures and souvenirs as I can while I walk, but it’s never enough. I know I’ve missed somebody who has been waiting all morning to get an autograph. In recent years NASCAR has become more popular than Major League Baseball, PGA Tour golf, ATP tennis, and the NBA, and a big part of that popularity stems from the fact that fans have access to drivers, cars, and teams. But you can only see so many people and sign so many autographs. At autograph sessions for my sponsors we’ve worked out a system limiting the number of people to two hundred an hour. If I’m scheduled to appear for three hours, the maximum number of people is six hundred. Those six hundred people will get more than one item autographed, get a photo with me if they want, and I can spend quality time with them. Hopefully, everyone leaves the room having had a pleasant experience. Today, there are six hundred people between the transporter and pit road, and I’ve got about ninety seconds to make that walk. I keep my head up and try to make eye contact with as many people as possible, but I’m sure I miss many. I hope they understand.

By now, 150,000 revved-up fans have found their seats. It’s fitting that we have the chance to lock up the title in the town where the first stockcar race was held. I’ve been told that it was sometime in the mid-1930s when a group of moonshiners carved out a quarter-mile track in a cow pasture a mile away from the current Atlanta Motor Speedway to settle an argument over who had the fastest car. Today, AMS takes up fifty acres and has luxury skyboxes and million-dollar condominiums on the front stretch. Our sport has come a long way.

Once in the transporter I close the door to the lounge, a small area in the front of the trailer with a gray leather semicircular couch, a desk, a laptop, a small closet, and a television. This is my quiet time, the time when I get myself ready for the intensity of the next three hours. I change into my race suit, catch a light bite of lunch, stretch, and tune out everything around me.

Driver introductions are thirty minutes before every race. I gather the team together about five minutes before that. With floor-to-ceiling shelves and cabinets on both sides of the trailer, there’s not a lot of room, but the crew manages to cram into the small corridor for a team meeting just before the race. This has become a ritual. At Robbie’s suggestion, I started holding these gatherings early in our 2000 season when the team was struggling, and many of the newcomers started questioning what was going on in my head. As we won more races and continued to improve throughout the 2000 season, I decided to continue these sessions. The team needs to know I’m with them. At these meetings, I talk briefly about the week, and any last-minute issues with the car, then lead the group in a short prayer and a chant. These aren’t cheers we’ve memorized; the chants are usually one word or one phrase that represents something we’ve worked on or a goal we’re striving to accomplish at a particular track. The chant changes every week, and it’s my way of giving our race-day crew one final “we’re in this together” pep talk.

This week I have another message. “We have an opportunity to lock things up today,” I say. “But we can’t get ahead of ourselves. This is another race. We’ve run well this week. The car is handling great, and you guys have done an outstanding job.”

Like all good crew chiefs, Robbie has learned to anticipate my every word. Still, he remains an attentive listener, especially at these meetings where the crew looks to him for leadership. Cool and collected, Robbie leads by example. He’s been the man at the center of a two-year storm during which time he’s heard it all. Journalists had been saying that Robbie couldn’t step up to the job, that he simply wasn’t up to the task of assembling a crew and running a team the way his predecessor, Ray Evernham, had, or that the successes we had achieved in earlier years had all been because of Ray. These criticisms were unfair and unfounded. Nobody’s worked harder or is more deserving than Robbie Loomis. Now we’re on the cusp of winning another championship, and I can’t wait to see what the experts write now.

“We have two races left,” I continue. “Let’s have a good run. If we do our jobs, everything else will take care of itself.” This is code for “Don’t focus on the Winston Cup trophy, focus on the race,” but I don’t need to spell it out for these guys. They’re professionals.

“Any questions?” I ask. “Does anybody have anything they want to add?” Nobody does. We all touch hands in a huddle, just like you see on the sidelines of the Super Bowl, and chant, “Finish the job,” which is exactly what we have to do.

We’re ready to go racing.



- - - - -



There are no doors on a racecar. Even though the paint scheme and body design give the impression that my Monte Carlo is just like the one you can buy at your local Chevrolet dealer, that’s not exactly the case. Every part, including the chassis, has been manufactured at the Hendrick Motorsports complex in Charlotte according to the NASCAR body template. That’s why the Fords, Chevys, and Dodges look so similar. The engine package delivers eight hundred horsepower, and the springs and shocks on all Winston Cup cars more closely resemble what you’d find on a freight train than what your dealer would recommend for the family sedan. The transmission, engine, and steering all have radiators to keep temperatures under control, and the oil tank has its own hundred-ten-volt heating blanket. Every brace, bracket, belt, and bolt is custom engineered, and each part is scrutinized and tested hundreds of times under the most grueling conditions. We have a team of engineers at Hendrick Motorsports who do nothing but analyze data, test tolerances, calculate drag, weight, resistance, torque, and temperature in an effort to squeeze out a few more horsepower.

The interior of the car looks like something out of a gritty science fiction film. Most of the protective cage is exposed so the crew can make visual inspections. There’s only one seat, custom molded from foam and aluminum to fit my body. (It would be the ultimate easy chair if it weren’t so hard.) The cockpit has a number of gauges and switches that look relatively low-tech; there are no digital heads-up displays, no computer GPS systems; no idiot light telling me my air bag needs attention. There isn’t even a speedometer. When you’ve been racing as long as I have, your butt tells you how fast you’re going. The last thing you need is another dial to watch. I have a tachometer, an oil-temperature gauge, water-temperature gauge, and a voltage meter.

The temperature in the cockpit can climb to 120 degrees, so there’s a small air hose in my helmet, and with the flip of a switch I can blow fresh air into my helmet and suit. This keeps my carbon monoxide intake to a minimum, and it helps cool me down. It isn’t air-conditioning, just outside air venting through the helmet, but it helps. I also have a drink hose in my helmet, a plug for the radio, and a small microphone built into the foam padding near my chin. With earplugs to help muffle the engine noise, I can communicate with Robbie and my spotter, Ron Thiel.

Ron lets me know when a car is on my outside or inside, and when I’m “all clear” to make a move. He also lets me know what other cars are doing and gives me any information he thinks might help me drive the car faster. Ron was a driver; he ran his own Busch North race team before coming on board with us, so he instinctively knows what I’m going through in the car.

Robbie is the same; he and I have developed an almost unspoken form of communication. I tell him what I’m feeling in the car and where I’m feeling it, and he knows what adjustments will make the car faster. It makes him the best crew chief in the business for me.

“Track temp is pretty good,” Robbie says, as we’re standing beside the car waiting for the national anthem and invocation.

Every car has a sweet spot, a perfect setup for the conditions and the track. Atlanta Motor Speedway is one and a half miles long with twenty-four degrees of banking in the turns, and five degrees of banking in the straightaways, which means drivers have plenty of room to push things. We’ve chosen a pretty stiff setup, which means the shocks and springs are so firm our truck driver wouldn’t even want to put them on the transporter. This allows me to feel every crack and bump on the track. If I were to run over a can, it would feel like I had hit a deer. But that’s what is fast these days. This is the fastest track we race on, because it’s the longest track and has the highest degree of banking of any long track we run without restrict or plates on the carburetors. That’s another difference between my racecar and the Monte Carlo at your local dealership: production cars haven’t had carburetors since Kiss had a number one hit.

All forty-three cars are lined up along pit road, and all the teams are standing on the track side of the small wall separating the pit boxes from the pit stalls where the carts are positioned and the tires for the race are stacked. This is where we stand during the national anthem and the invocation, another NASCAR tradition that separates it from other professional sporting leagues. This year these moments of prayer and national reflection are more important than ever. NASCAR has done an admirable job dealing with the tragedies of September 11, making sure our sport is appropriately reverent while knowing our place in the scheme of things. Like other professional sports leagues, NASCAR didn’t run any races the week of September 11. We returned to the track twelve days later in Dover, Delaware, with every car displaying the American flag. That week, and every week thereafter, we tried to show our support and pay respect through a moment of silence before each race for those who had lost their lives.

This week in Atlanta is no different. After the invocation we have a moment of silence to honor the fallen Americans from September 11. Seconds later, two B-2 bombers from nearby Dobbins Air Force Base streak overhead.

The racing world experienced another tragedy in 2001. In the first race of the season, Dale Earnhardt was killed when his car crashed into the wall at Daytona International Speedway. Contrary to what a lot of fans believe, Dale and I were friends and business partners. We didn’t hunt and fish together, but we had a lot of similar business interests and were close. We talked often and worked well together, had some licensing and merchandising deals together, and even owned some real estate together near the Lowe’s Motor Speedway in Charlotte. Dale liked to project an image as an intimidator, and plenty of times he made aggressive moves against me on the track, and even more times he jokingly needled me during interviews. But he was also someone I could go to for advice about how things worked, on and off the track, at the top levels of our sport. I never felt any animosity or ill will from him or any member of his team. He raced hard and loved to win. In that respect we were kindred spirits. His death is a terrible blow and a painful reminder of one of the basic truths of our profession: take nothing for granted when you make your living in a racecar.

After the flyby, I start my ritual, the prerace setup every driver goes through waiting for the words we all love to hear: “Gentlemen, start your engines.” Of course it’s not as easy as inserting a key and turning the ignition. I climb through the driver’s window, then one of my teammates, Jay Lupo, leans in to make sure I’m comfortable in the car. The steering wheel is off its column. This makes it easier to get in and out of the car and get strapped into the seat. Once in the seat, I lock the steering wheel into place, strap myself in with the five-point seat belt, and begin checking the gauges and switches within my reach.

About fifteen seconds before the public address announcer says, “And now for the greatest words in all of sports … ,” I hit the battery switch to get the electrical systems up and running. Then I flip the switch that operates the tachometer. Next comes the voltmeter switch. With a few seconds left, I hit the crank switch, which doesn’t actually start the car, but gets the engine turning over much the way your car takes a few revolutions to turn over when you start it on a cold morning. Finally, when I hear the words “Gentlemen, start your engines,” I hit the start switch. The distributor sends power to the engine, and the rumble of a finely tuned racing engine reverberates through my ears. It’s become a cliché with all the movies and promotions that play on the theme, but it’s true: when forty-three drivers start their engines at the same time, it sounds like thunder. I think it’s the sweetest sound in the world.

Jay closes the mesh window net that covers the driver’s window and keeps debris from flying into the car, and I rev the engine a couple of times in preparation of exiting pit road and falling in behind the pace car. We start this race in twenty-fourth position, a poor showing by the standards we are accustomed to, but not somewhere I hope to stay for very long. We started twenty-fourth back in February at the UAW-DaimlerChrysler 400 in Las Vegas and came back to win our first race of the season. If we can’t sit on the pole this week, I don’t mind a spot that brings back some winning memories.

Dale Earnhardt Jr. is on the pole, having qualified with the fastest time. That means he leads the way behind the pace car and gets his pick of the pits. A lot of times a team’s spot on pit road is more important than their starting position. If you have a good car, you can work your way up through the pack during the race. But in the critical seconds of a pit stop when every second counts, having a prime spot can make all the difference.

Our pit isn’t bad, but it’s not great. We’ve had worse, and our crew is the best trained, best prepared in the business, so our location doesn’t bother me much. We’ll work with it.

We run two abreast in the warm-up laps based on how we qualified. The pole sitter is on the inside of the front row, right behind the pace car, and the car that qualified second is to his outside. The third-fastest-qualifying car is on the inside of the second row, and so on. For the fan watching in the stands or on television, it looks as though we’re creeping around the track; actually we’re going about seventy-five miles an hour. During caution laps, later in the race, we will drive single-file behind the pace car in the order we were in when the caution flag came out. During those laps, drivers weave from side to side (called scrubbing) to keep old rubber from sticking to the tires and to keep them evenly heated. This isn’t an issue at the start of the race, so I hold my position and get ready for the green flag. It’s impossible to anticipate what I’ll do at the start of the race since I have no idea what will happen with the other cars. I use these laps to ramp up my focus.

And then, the pace car exits onto pit road, and we’re under way. “Greengreengreengreengreen!” I hear over the headset. The pack of cars speeds up and the jockeying begins. “Outside … outside,” I hear Ron say over my headset. “All clear.”

Starts and restarts are critical. The cars are bunched together, and it’s a perfect time to move up a spot or two if you’re willing to make a move. I rarely take any big risks early. Track position is always important, but I don’t believe in being overly aggressive in the opening lap of the race. Some guys take a different approach and try to move up quickly. I just know from experience that we’re out here together for five hundred miles, and there’s plenty of time to race.

The crew’s done a great job with the car. I jump up three spots on the opening lap, move into nineteenth place by the third lap, and into fourteenth place by the time we run our sixth lap of the day. Now we have a little room. The pack of cars has spread out a little and we have some open air in which to run. From here I can get a feel for how the car is handling when I push it into the turns and which line on the track is the quickest. I can feel the g-forces pulling me to the right, a feeling I’ve grown used to over the years and one I love. It usually means we’re running fast. When we get a few more laps behind us, I’ll work on building momentum to push the car closer to the front. Right now, I want to get a feel for how the car is handling. The wind is rushing past, and the cockpit has already heated up to over a hundred degrees. Sweat is pooling in the small of my back as it does anytime I’m in the car for anything longer than a four-lap test run. But I don’t really feel it. I’m tuned in to the throaty roar of the engine, and the marks I’ve picked on the track.

Every track has an optimum line where the car runs at its fastest. That line shifts throughout the race. The car will run one way with a full tank of fuel and another way with less than a full tank because of the difference in weight. It will also run better or worse depending on how fresh the tires are. Then there are the track changes. As the sun shifts and the air and ground temperatures change, the track heats and cools, which will cause the optimum line to shift. Asphalt on a track might start out at eighty degrees Fahrenheit before the first lap of a race, but after twenty or thirty laps, the track temp might be ninety degrees. All those variables, plus the heating up of the tires, cause the feel of the car to change. My job as the driver is to communicate that feeling to the crew chief.

“Little tight on entry, but drive-off’s great,” I say over the radio. A racecar is tight when it wants to continue going straight after I’ve turned the wheel. A loose car is exactly the opposite: the rear end of the car wants to turn too much, causing you to spin out. My car is a little tight as I enter the turns, but it’s fine through the middle and end of the turn, which I call drive-off. As the track and the tires heat up, the car will loosen up, but as the fuel levels go down and the car gets lighter, it will tighten up even more.

“Okay, Bud,” I hear Robbie say. “Your lap times are pretty good.” Robbie is sitting on top of our pit cart with a computer in front of him that monitors all my lap times. The transponder tells him how I’m doing compared to the rest of the field.

Carl Long is running twenty-ninth when he spins out and hits the wall in turn two. I’m ahead of the crash, so I’m able to pit as soon as the track goes yellow.

“Four tires,” I hear Robbie say. “Come right on down, Bud. Watch Rusty [Wallace] as you turn in.” Rusty is in the pit box immediately behind ours.

I turn the car into my pit box, making sure all four tires are inside the yellow paint. NASCAR will penalize a driver who isn’t fully in the pit box.

Out of the corner of my left eye I see our jackman, Chris Anderson, come around me like a blur. The right side of the car goes up in one swift, smooth motion, and I see Todd Gantt slide to the ground beneath the fenders of the car. In seven seconds, the right side of the car is down and the left side is up. Craig Curione rolls the front tires off pit road while my tire changers work their magic on the left side of the car. Jeff Craven, our gasman, whose other job is to drive the transporter from the shop to the track and back each week, fills the tank with two eleven-gallon cans of fuel. When the jack releases and the car hits the ground, that’s my signal. When I hear a “Clear!” that’s my signal that no car is right beside me, and I let out the clutch and press the throttle.

“Great job, guys,” I say.

I’ve read that in 1950 the average pit stop took four minutes. By 1980 crews had trimmed that time down to under a minute. During this stop, I’m in the pit box exactly 17.1 seconds. By 2003, we have it down to less than fourteen seconds.

This time in the pits allows me to jump into eleventh place. Once we go back under green, I pass Sterling Marlin to move into the top ten. Tony Stewart and Earnhardt Jr. keep swapping the lead, with Ricky Craven, Dave Blaney, and Bill Elliott close behind. With fresh tires I’m able to maneuver through traffic and pass Blaney, Elliott, and Craven. Then on lap thirty-five I take a high line through turn two and pass Stewart to fall into second behind Earnhardt Jr.

8220;Junior,” as he’s called in the garage, has had a good year on the track and a devastating year off it. Losing your father is tough under any circumstances (thankfully, I don’t know the feeling, yet), but to have your father killed in a race where you are a few feet away from him battling for the win is almost unimaginable. Junior has done a great job of rebounding from that tragedy, and he’s become a great competitor. I remember when I first met Junior, he was racing in a late-model series in North Wilkesboro, North Carolina, in a battered old piece of junk I couldn’t believe they allowed on the track. I was sitting on the pit wall after practice talking to Dale Sr. when Junior strolled over and Dale introduced us. I remember thinking he looked so young. I ribbed Dale a little bit, saying, “Man, I can’t believe you’d put your son out here in a piece of junk like that.”

“Hey,” Dale said, “if he wants the good stuff, he’s going to have to work for it. I’m not going to give it to him just because he’s my son. If he proves he’s serious, there’s plenty of good cars he can drive.”

A few years later, Junior won the Busch Grand National series championship. Now, he’s leading the NAPA 500 and looking for his third win of the Winston Cup season.

Our lap times are the same as Junior’s but he’s chosen a low line. My car is a little tighter, and with the track heating up I find the high line working a little better. On lap forty-one, traveling 178 miles per hour with no more than six inches separating our fenders, I’m able to slide by Junior and take the lead.

“Good job, Bud,” I hear Robbie say. “That thing looks good out front.”

Through sixty laps I’ve increased my lead to three seconds over a crop of drivers who keep swapping the second and third spots. But the car is tightening up as the fuel load decreases. I hold the lead through seventy-one laps, but I know Junior and Craven have faster cars. In a situation like this, you can play defense, but if you block a guy from passing you for long, he’s likely to become impatient and try to move you out of the way. The last thing I need to do this week is crash the car trying to protect a lead I know I can’t keep. Craven passes me on lap seventy-two and Junior slips by one lap later.

We pit on lap seventy-six and the crew comes through again, changing all four tires and getting me in and out in great time. That puts me back in second place, six seconds behind the new leader, Tony Stewart, who stayed out while the leaders came into the pits.

Craven and Junior are close behind, and when we hit lap traffic, I’m forced below my high line. “Outside … outside,” I hear Ron saying. Both those guys pass me again.

Now I have a decision to make. The car is running reasonably well, and I can push my way back into the fray. But we are less than a third of the way into the race. A lot of things can happen in the next two hundred laps. There is no reason to mix it up with Junior and Tony Stewart when the only lap I need to lead is the last one.

I fall back a couple of spots through the next hundred laps, but stay in the top ten, which is good enough to capture the championship. As the fuel levels decrease and the track heats up, the car keeps getting tighter (it doesn’t want to turn, and the nose skids up the track a little in the corners), which makes it tough to mount any sort of charge. Plus I’m having trouble seeing. Whatever we’ve used to clean the windshield has streaked the glass. It’s all I can do to fight the glare and debris and see what’s in front of me.

That’s when I decide we have to be smart. I have a top-ten car, maybe even a top-five car, but the later it gets the more I know we don’t have a winning car. There have certainly been times in my career when I’ve pushed an ill-handling car, when I’ve taken risks and chosen aggressive tactics to make up for lost time. A younger Jeff Gordon might do that same thing today. But as I’ve matured and built a bond with my new crew chief and the rest of our team, I’ve learned that there are days and times to push your way to victory, and times to take the points and enjoy the ride.

Dale Earnhardt was a master at making those kinds of decisions. When we were battling it out for the Winston Cup title in 1995, I was constantly in awe of Dale’s ability to analyze a situation and make the right call. Everyone knew him as the Intimidator, a guy who would do whatever it took to win, but he was also one of the smartest drivers I’d ever seen. Dale knew when to push his car to the front of the pack and when to take the points and, in his words, “bring it to the house.”

I was fortunate to edge Dale out for the championship that year, and I learned a lot then about racing. Now it’s time to apply one of those lessons. A top-ten finish wins the Winston Cup championship. Getting tangled up in traffic and risking a crash because of a grimy windshield doesn’t make a lot of sense. This is a day to “bring it to the house.”

We make it respectable. I pass Tony Stewart on lap 304 to move into ninth place, then get by Dale Jarrett and Earnhardt Jr. in the last two laps of the race to finish sixth.

Bobby Labonte wins the NAPA 500 when Jerry Nadeau runs out of gas on turn four of the final lap. Once again NASCAR has given the fans a great race with a nail-biting, edge-of-your-seat finish. And my team has won its fourth Winston Cup title.

I’ve always referred to the 24 car as “my team,” an all-encompassing catchall that includes everyone from team owner Rick Hendrick to the guys moving tires in and out of the pit stall and the mechanics and engineers back in the shop in Charlotte. But this is more than “my” team. Robbie Loomis, Brian Whitesell—our team manager—and the rest of the crew who made winning possible are as close as any team in our sport, and I respect each and every one of them. We have had some pretty low points together and endured some brutal criticism. We’ve struggled through our own doubts, and now we’re back on top.

There’s a sign below a show car in the lobby of the shop in Charlotte that reads: “Teamwork is the fuel that allows common people to produce uncommon results.” Above that sign is a glass case that houses three Winston Cup trophies. Because we believe the words on that sign, we now have a fourth trophy to add to that case.

As I drop the window net and make a victory lap, it starts to sink in. We’ve done it. We’ve beaten the odds, defied the critics, rebuilt a team, and become champions again. A lot has changed since I won my first title in 1995, a year we were booed every time we crossed the finish line ahead of Dale Earnhardt, and a year where every week I found myself answering questions about my age, experience, the team, and whether I had paid my dues. Now, as I wave to the crowd at Atlanta Motor Speedway, I sense a shift. There are still a few holdouts, a few diehards holding placards that say things like “Anybody But Jeff” and “Gordon Sucks.” A couple of guys give me the one-finger salute as I pass, but those are few and far between. The majority of the crowd stands and cheers. them is the Earnhardt fan standing on the school bus. According to my friend in the infield, he took off his hat and gave a pronounced, ceremonial bow as I passed. It’s been a long, hard struggle, a journey that has taken me to the edge of doubt before bringing me back. But earning that fan’s respect and the respect of the millions just like him makes it all worth it. When I get back to pit road, Robbie is waiting, grinning from ear to ear.

“You did it, Bud. You did it,” he says as he helps me out of the car.

“No, you did it,” I say. “This one’s yours.”

“Don’t kid yourself. There are more guys like me around to help guys like you, than there are guys like you to help guys like me.”

I smile. Typical Robbie. The biggest moment of his career and all he can do is deflect the credit. I don’t argue. Deep down I know we’re both right.
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