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With touching nostalgia and his trademark wit, NASCAR Hall-of-Famer Darrell Waltrip recalls scenes from his remarkable life, vividly recounting memorable moments with some of the giants of the sport—such as this first encounter with the young man who would become his “frenemy,” NASCAR’s legendary superstar, Dale Earnhardt Jr., the 2000 runner-up for Rookie of the Year:
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One evening a bleary-eyed mustachioed young man wearing a dirty T-shirt and Hush Puppies wandered into the shop carrying a half-empty fifth of Jack Daniel’s. He regarded me silently for several minutes, taking an occasional pull from the bottle. Finally Robert introduced us.

“This here’s Dale,” Robert said, in his Virginia twang. “He’s married to my daughter Brenda. You may have heard of his dad, Ralph. Dale’s a driver and a mechanic.”

I walked over to Dale and stuck out my hand. “Darrell Waltrip,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

Dale drained the bottle and tossed it into a nearby barrel, where it landed with a clatter, then he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm.

“This your car?” he said.



 

THREE-TIME NASCAR CHAMPION DARRELL WALTRIP knew that big changes were in the wind on the morning of February 18, 2001. For the first time in his long and storied career, Darrell would be watching the race from the broadcast booth high above the track, explaining its complexities to a television audience of millions. His younger brother Michael Waltrip would be among the starting drivers. Michael, who had competed in 462 NASCAR races without a win, would be piloting one of two cars owned by legendary driver Dale Earnhardt. Earnhardt would be racing too, as would Dale Earnhardt Jr., the reigning Rookie of the Year.

Sundays Will Never Be the Same opens with a heart-stopping account of that dramatic race. By the time the sun set on that day, Michael Waltrip would have captured his first checkered flag in NASCAR’s biggest race, Dale Earnhardt Jr. would have placed second, and Dale Earnhardt, the sport’s brightest star, would have passed into eternity.

The sudden death of Dale Earnhardt on the final lap of the 2001 Daytona 500 was a traumatic loss for the entire NASCAR family, and few were affected more deeply than Darrell Waltrip. During the course of their tumultuous thirty-year association, Dale and Darrell had been friends, then “frenemies,” and finally friends again. Darrell regales the reader with his earliest memories of the fiercely competitive kid from Kannapolis, and he describes the highs and lows of their relationship through the twin arcs of their overlapping careers.

Along the way, Waltrip provides a fascinating history of racing in Daytona and offers glimpses of some of the sport’s most colorful characters, including Bill France, Junior Johnson, Cale Yarborough, Bobby Allison, and Richard Petty. He weaves the story of his own unlikely journey from the small-town ovals and rural roads of Kentucky (where his talents were largely devoted to running from the cops) to the grandest tracks and richest purses in motor racing. With his customary candor, Darrell gives us an insider’s view of some of NASCAR’s greatest battles and most memorable moments. This is an epic that only a storyteller with Waltrip’s access and experience could write.

Sundays Will Never Be the Same reaches its crescendo with a heart-wrenching insider account of that pivotal weekend in Daytona, including a poignant pre-race interview in which Dale rhapsodized about his family and his plans for the future. After the wreck, Waltrip takes us along on his frantic ride to the trauma center and into the waiting room, where Dale’s family and friends struggle to accept the unthinkable. Darrell recounts the weeks that followed: the shock and disbelief, the outpouring of grief from around the world, and the top-to-bottom safety changes NASCAR eventually made in what would become the most enduring tribute to Dale Earnhardt and his legacy.
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DARRELL WALTRIP is a three-time NASCAR Cup Series champion, three-time runner-up, and winner of the 1989 Daytona 500. He has 271 top-five finishes, 390 top-ten finishes, and competed in 809 Cup Series races spanning twenty-nine years (1972–2000). Waltrip won the Most Popular Driver Award in 1989 and 1990, and was enshrined in the NASCAR Hall of Fame in 2012. He’s the author of a New York Times bestselling auto-biography, DW: A Lifetime Going Around in Circles. Waltrip is currently the lead analyst for NASCAR on Fox Sports. He lives in Tennessee with his wife and two daughters.

NATE LARKIN is a popular speaker and the author of an inspirational book for men, Samson and the Pirate Monks: Calling Men to Authentic Brotherhood. A graduate of Princeton Seminary, he is the cohost of the weekly Pirate Monk Podcast.
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Sundays Will Never
Be the Same


CHAPTER ONE

MY NEW LIFE

Have you ever gotten out of bed in the morning, walked into the bathroom, looked at yourself in the mirror, and said, “Today things are going to change”? Me neither. I don’t talk to myself in mirrors. But I have gotten out of bed knowing that things were going to be different, and that’s exactly how I felt on the morning of February 18, 2001.

Big-time changes were happening for me, and I knew it. People around me knew it too, and they had been saying so all week, speculating and joking with me the way race people do. Still, none of us—certainly not me, and not anybody I talked to in the days afterward—suspected that the Sudden Change, the lightning-quick pivotal event that would burn that Sunday into our collective memory and alter the course of our lives forever, was only hours away.

On that morning the air around the Daytona International Speedway was heavy with the familiar smells of fuel and burning rubber. The track had been busy for two weeks in the run-up to the first big race of the season, the Daytona 500.

In case you’re not familiar with NASCAR, let me explain. Typical events in NASCAR’s top series are three-day weekends, with practice laps and qualifying heats on Friday and Saturday, followed by the big race on Sunday. The Daytona 500, however, is different. NASCAR holds its “Super Bowl” at the beginning of its season rather than the end, and this race, its richest and most prestigious, is the final act in an extended drama of speed and suspense known as “Speedweeks.” This year major spectator events during Speedweeks had included a 70-lap all-star race called the Budweiser Shootout and the season-opening races for NASCAR’s two lower-tier series, the Busch Grand National series and the Craftsman Truck series—plus the preliminaries for the Daytona 500.

Unlike other races, the qualifying laps for the Daytona 500 are run a week before the race, and only the first two starting positions are awarded when those timed solo laps are over. Four days later all drivers compete in one of two heart-stopping races known as the Twin 125s (nowadays their official name is the Gatorade Duels), battling for starting position in the Sunday race that will be watched by a quarter-million fans in the stands and millions more on television.

I knew the drama of Speedweeks well, but up until this morning I had always experienced the Daytona 500 as a driver. And I can tell you this: for a driver, going to the track on Sunday is like going to war. Other drivers may be your friends and colleagues on any other day, but on Sunday you are going out there against 42 other guys, and every one of them is a threat. Every one of them threatens your livelihood, just as you threaten his. When the announcer calling the race tells the television audience that drivers are “battling for position” on the track, that’s no metaphor.

And there is a thrill in that battle that no other experience can match. The feel of the wheel in your hands, the power of 750 horses under your feet, the roar, the blur, the bump, the difficult pass, together trigger an adrenaline rush that you will never capture anywhere else. Racing is a peak experience, and the feeling only intensifies when you win.

I knew the feeling of winning the Daytona 500; I’d won the race in 1989. I’d won plenty of other races too, a total of 84 during my Winston Cup career. I’d won the Cup Championship three times. On NASCAR’s list of All-Time Winningest Drivers, I was tied with Bobby Allison for third. (In the modern era of NASCAR, after 1972, I was in the lead.) But all of that was history now, because I had retired. On this Sunday I would not be walking to pit row for the start of the race. Instead I’d be climbing up to the broadcast booth in my new capacity as lead analyst for Fox Sports.

My kid brother Michael would be in the race, though. Sixteen years my junior, Michael had been driving in the Winston Cup series since 1985. He had started the Daytona 500 14 times, finishing five times in the top ten, but he had never won the race. In fact Michael now held the NASCAR record for consecutive starts without a win. In 462 Winston Cup races, he had never finished better than second.

This season, seven-time Winston Cup champion Dale Earnhardt had expanded his racing team to three cars, and he’d hired Michael to drive one of them. Earnhardt had an awful lot of confidence in his cars, and he liked Michael, so when people made comments about his selection of a driver who’d never won a race, Dale just brushed the criticism aside. His son, 26-year-old Dale Earnhardt Jr., who had been named runner-up for NASCAR’s Rookie of the Year in 2000, would be driving the #8 car for Dale Earnhardt, Inc., and Steve Park would be driving Earnhardt’s other car, the #1 Chevy. Earnhardt would be in the race too, piloting the signature black #3 Chevy for owner Richard Childress.

I’d talked with my brother on Saturday, discussing the day ahead and its storybook possibilities. It was entirely possible, I told Michael, that he would win this race. He might very well get his first Winston Cup victory on my first day in the broadcast booth! If so, we would be like Ned and Dale Jarrett. Ned, the retired driver turned broadcaster, had been calling the Championship 400 at the Michigan Speedway in 1991 when his son Dale took his first checkered flag. Two years later the younger Jarrett had narrowly edged out Dale Earnhardt for the win in the Daytona 500 as his father openly rooted for him and coached him to victory from the broadcast booth. (Ned was embarrassed by his partisanship in that race and had tried to apologize to Earnhardt afterward, but Earnhardt had waved the apology away with a smile. “I’m a father too,” he said.)

Earnhardt had been busy during Speedweeks, as he always was at Daytona, and I had worked hard to schedule a single on-camera interview with him before the big race. Our glamorous roving reporter Jeannie Zelasko, however, spoke with him multiple times. It seemed like whenever Jeannie came around the garage, Dale suddenly wasn’t that busy anymore. On Friday I was scanning the monitors in the broadcast booth when I noticed that Jeannie was interviewing Earnhardt yet again. When she finished, I broke in. “Hey Jeannie,” I said, “give those earphones to Dale, will you?” Jeannie quickly obliged, telling Earnhardt that I had a couple of questions for him.

“Hey Dale,” I said, “how come you always have time for Jeannie but you never have time for me?”

Dale gave me a cockeyed grin, as though I’d just asked the stupidest question in the world. “She’s prettier,” he answered.

“So tell me, Dale,” I said, “when are you going to retire?”

Dale pretended to be mystified by the suggestion. “Why should I retire?” he replied. “I’m still competitive!”

The jab was good-natured. Dale and I were now friends, but our relationship had not always been cordial. We were rivals on the racetrack for years. Our rivalry had spilled into public view in the early 1980s after a flippant remark I’d made in an interview; I’d told a print reporter that I could say anything I wanted about Dale and his team because “they wouldn’t be able to read it anyway.” Dale hadn’t found that comment nearly as funny as I had.

My career had peaked in 1992, but there was no denying that Earnhardt was still competitive, especially at Daytona. Throughout the 1990s he had won every Twin 125 in which he had competed, an incredible ten consecutive victories. In 1998 he had finally taken the checkered flag in the Daytona 500, a win that announcer Mike Joy had called “the most anticipated victory in NASCAR history.” After the race, as Earnhardt slowly rolled toward Victory Circle, every crew member from every team had lined up on pit road to shake his hand. It was an unprecedented show of respect, a moment that solidified Earnhardt’s place in the pantheon of NASCAR’s greatest drivers.

In the Twin 125s earlier this week, Earnhardt had finished third, earning the seventh starting position for the race on Sunday. He would be starting on the inside in the fourth row when the flag dropped on the 2001 Daytona 500. Dale Jr. had earned the sixth position, so he’d be starting on the outside in the third row. My brother Michael, behind the wheel of the #15 car, had qualified for the 19th starting position, so he’d be starting in the tenth row. Steve Park would be starting in the 13th row, in the 25th position.

The race was scheduled to start at one o’clock, but the pre-race broadcast began at noon. As noon approached, I took my place at the studio desk opposite Chris Myers, who would be hosting the pre-race show. Jeff Hammond, my friend and former crew chief, sat between us. Jeff would be working as a roving reporter during the race, but he seemed to think his main job during Speedweeks was to talk me through the broadcasts in much the same way he’d talked me through countless trips around the track. After some light-hearted banter, the three of us introduced the television audience to the issues we had identified as the potential themes of the day.

The car manufacturer Dodge was making its return to NASCAR this year, after a 16-year absence. Most people hadn’t expected much from Dodge after such a long layoff, but by now it was clear to everyone that the Dodge team, led by Ray Evernham, had really done its homework. Bill Elliot had won the pole for the big race by posting the fastest average lap speed during qualifying—187.715 miles per hour—in a Dodge. Stacy Compton, also in a Dodge, had finished second in qualifying. Sterling Marlin had earned the third starting spot for the big race by winning the first of the Twin 125s in a Dodge.

The blistering speed of the Dodge cars had fueled speculation about the reasons for their dominance. Were they aerodynamically superior? Wind tunnel tests conducted by NASCAR in Atlanta on Monday seemed to indicate they were. Were their engines better? Driver Jimmy Spencer, quoted that morning in the Charleston, South Carolina, Post and Courier, said, “The Dodge is about 40 horsepower more than a Ford or a Chevrolet. . . . Maybe the good Lord above will make them all blow up on Sunday. I’d love it.”

Dodge’s rumored advantages had pushed the other teams into a frenzy of last-minute tweaking, finessing, and second-guessing. On Saturday Jeff Gordon blew the engine of his Chevrolet during the final hour of practice. Gordon’s team replaced the engine overnight, and other teams, suddenly dissatisfied with the performance of their engines, nervously followed suit. On the night before the Daytona 500 ten cars received engine transplants.

In addition to speed, drivers and owners were concerned about safety. The tragic memories of 1994—Neil Bonnett’s fatal crash in turn 4 during practice, and Rodney Orr’s death during practice three days later—still haunted Speedweeks, and more recent fatalities on the circuit had revived the concern. On May 12, 2000, Adam Petty, the 19-year-old grandson of NASCAR legend Richard Petty, was killed when he lost control of his car and crashed into the wall in turn 3 in Loudon, New Hampshire, while practicing for a Busch series race the next day. Exactly eight weeks later Winston Cup driver Kenny Irwin lost his life in a crash on the same track, in the same turn, also during practice.

Beginning in 1988 NASCAR had tried to improve safety by requiring the use of restrictor plates at the two tracks with the longest straightaways, the superspeedways in Daytona and Talladega. (By reducing airflow into the carburetor, a restrictor plate starves the engine of oxygen, effectively slowing the car down.) Driver reaction to the restrictor plates was mixed. While lower speeds reduced the risks to drivers and spectators in the event of a crash, the limitations also made the cars increasingly identical. Like other NASCAR initiatives intended to create parity on the track, the restrictor plates tended to produce races in which cars traveled around the track in huge bunches. With dozens of cars racing only inches apart at more than 180 miles per hour, even a small mistake by one driver could easily trigger a massive pileup. Since the introduction of restrictor plates, Daytona and Talladega had become notorious for awe-inspiring multicar crashes. And the fans loved ’em—as long as the drivers were able to walk away afterward.

Outside one of the entrances to the stands this year, NASCAR had set up a special “show car.” It was painted like Earnhardt’s #3 Chevy, but this car was cut away to reveal the safety features NASCAR had made mandatory. A plaque beside the car pointed out the window netting, the welded tubular steel roll cage, the four-point shoulder harness, the foam-and-rubber fuel cell, the roof flaps designed to deploy when a car started spinning in order to prevent it from flipping or going airborne, and other features intended to protect the driver. This was state-of-the-art stuff, and it helped drivers and fans maintain the belief that NASCAR racing could be dangerous without being lethal. That belief was essential to the sport. In order to drive all-out, drivers needed to believe they could walk away from any crash. Fans, on the other hand, were well aware that a spectacular accident could happen at any moment; that prospect was a big part of what made motor racing so exciting. Nobody came to Daytona to watch badminton. This was NASCAR, and it was not a sport for sissies.

Back when I was driving, I’d become accustomed to working with tunnel vision; my field of view had been restricted to what was happening right in front of me at any given moment during a race. I’d been forced to rely on my crew chief and a team of spotters, communicating by radio, to let me know what was going on behind me and elsewhere on the track. Now, however, my vantage point in the broadcast booth offered me a whole new perspective, and I was still adjusting to it. Now I could take in the entire field all at once. What an impressive spectacle it was! With the crowd on its feet, the cars, two by two, followed the pace car around the track. As the column swept through turn 4 and the pace car ducked into pit road, the field surged toward the start/finish line, where a jubilant Terry Bradshaw stood above the track waving the green flag. The cars thundered down the front stretch, the pitch of their engines rising in a deafening crescendo, and poured into the first turn with 250,000 voices urging them on. I heard myself cheering too.

Right from the start it was clear that this race would be one for the ages. The field flashed around the entire two-and-a-half-mile tri-oval every 48 seconds, and by the 26th lap, when Dale Earnhardt powered briefly to the front of the pack, the lead had already changed six times. By the 57th lap the lead had changed 12 times, and Earnhardt was back in 20th place. By the 95th lap the lead had changed 20 times.

The cars were battling a tremendous headwind on the back straightaway, and the Dodge cars seemed to be faring better than most; Dodges led 18 of the first 19 laps. Bill Elliot, the pole sitter, started to fall out of contention early, but the Dodges of Sterling Marlin and Ward Burton continued to dominate, Marlin holding the lead for 40 laps, Burton for 53.

On the 99th lap my brother Michael moved into tenth place, and by the 171st lap he had fought his way to the front. On lap 173, however, disaster struck.

The Big One happened during a commercial break. When the television audience rejoined the broadcast we were showing replays of the colossal accident, which was triggered when Robby Gordon nudged the back of Ward Burton’s car on the back straightaway, sending it drifting up the track toward the wall. Tony Stewart tried, unsuccessfully, to get out of Burton’s way, but his #20 Pontiac started to spin, and, as the air got under it, the car suddenly sailed skyward, twisting and flipping in midair for what seemed like an eternity, then tumbled back into the torrent of oncoming traffic, pieces flying and flames blossoming, as other drivers careened and collided in a futile effort to avoid making contact with it.

When the smoke cleared, Stewart’s car was virtually unrecognizable, and 17 others were in ruins. Miraculously Stewart walked to the ambulance under his own power, and nobody else was seriously injured either, but the pileup left even NASCAR veterans shaking their heads in amazement.

The race was red-flagged while the track was cleared. Since the running order was frozen, cars that were still drivable slipped into the pits to survey the damage. Then, when there were 22 laps left to go, the race was officially restarted—with my brother at the front of the pack! Michael was now racing toe-to-toe with Dale Earnhardt (his owner), Dale Jr. (his teammate), and Sterling Marlin, whose #40 Dodge Intrepid still seemed to be the fastest car on the track.

Thinking aloud, I spoke to my brother from the broadcast booth. “Mikey,” I said, “that’s two Earnhardts up there. I think you’re odd man out, buddy.” My concern escalated on lap 182, when it looked like Earnhardt was trying to pass Michael to take the lead. “Michael’s in a bind,” I said to the television audience. “If he lets Earnhardt by, I’m gonna kick his butt, and if he don’t let Earnhardt by, Earnhardt’s going to kick his butt. So he’s in trouble!”

As the final laps unwound, however, it gradually dawned on me that Earnhardt was scripting the race—and he wanted one of his cars to win. Michael and Dale Jr. were running first and second, and Earnhardt was running interference behind them, blocking every effort by Marlin and the other pursuers to reach the front.

Since a bump from behind can make a car lose traction momentarily, causing it to slide up the track in a turn, Marlin bumped Earnhardt several times as the finish line approached, but the maneuver didn’t work. “Sterling has beat the front off that old Dodge trying to get by Dale,” I observed. But Earnhardt, wily and stubborn as ever, held his line in the turns and wouldn’t let Marlin by.

The victory that our family had dreamed about was within Michael’s grasp, and I could hardly believe it. The tension became unbearable. “I can’t watch,” I said. “This is what we’ve all prayed for.”

My partners in the broadcast booth fell silent, and I found myself talking to my brother as though I were in the car beside him.

 

Michael, you’re in the best place you’ve ever been. Hold’er there.

Just don’t get overconfident, Mikey.

Seven laps to go in the biggest race in the world!

My poor momma, she’s gonna be havin’ a fit!

C’mon, buddy. One to go!

Keep it low, Mikey. Keep it low. Don’t let ’em under ya. Take that back straightaway wide, buddy. Get all over the place! Don’t let ’em run up on ya! C’mon man! Watch that mirror, watch ’im! He’s going to make a run inside. Block him! Block him! Attaboy! You got ’im, Mikey! You got ’im!

 

And that’s when it happened, right there in the final turn of the final lap. Sterling Marlin finally got his nose under Earnhardt, but as he did, their cars grazed. Earnhardt’s car slipped sideways, dropping momentarily toward the apron, then suddenly careened up the 31-degree turn and into the concrete retaining wall. A moment later Michael took the checkered flag, flashing across the finish line a scant 0.124 seconds ahead of Dale Jr.

I was overcome with emotion, almost too choked to speak. I was thrilled by my brother’s victory, but beneath my elation I could feel a nagging sense of dread. Those around me didn’t seem too worried about Dale. He was Dale Earnhardt, after all, an indestructible figure driving the safest race car in the world. To most people who’d seen it, Earnhardt’s wreck hadn’t looked that bad, but I knew better. The fans were leaving the stands, and the television production people were preparing to wrap up the broadcast. “I hope Dale’s okay,” I said to the television audience. “I guess he’s all right, isn’t he?”

The cameras went to Michael in Victory Circle, then came back to me for reaction to my brother’s win. “As proud as I am of Michael, and as excited as I am for him,” I said, “I’m still prayin’ for Dale. They’re still workin’ on him.”

In the final seconds of the broadcast, my partners and I reviewed a slow-motion video of Dale’s crash. By now it was clear that Dale was seriously injured—he’d been loaded into an ambulance and rushed to the hospital—but we still had no details about his condition. I watched the replay of the accident with dismay. Dale had hit the wall head-on at more than 160 miles per hour. “Those kinda licks are the worst kind,” I said. “They’re sudden. That’s the kind of crash that hurts you. That sudden stop, that’s a driver’s worst nightmare.”

After the broadcast ended, I turned to Big Andy, the sheriff’s deputy assigned to escort me to Victory Circle for the celebration. I’d known Big Andy for years—he was a fixture at Daytona—and I knew that his wife worked as a nurse in the emergency room at Halifax Hospital. Andy was white as a ghost, and there were tears running down his face.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’ve got to go to the hospital right now,” Andy said. “I just got off the phone with Maryann. Dale isn’t going to make it.”

Andy’s news stunned me. I stood there for a moment, my mind reeling. Dale Earnhardt was not going to make it? Dale was dying? The very thought was almost incomprehensible, its ramifications unthinkable. Michael’s victory and my new career suddenly seemed inconsequential by comparison. Dale was dying? In the blink of an eye the world had changed, and we were completely unprepared for it.

My mind was racing as I followed Big Andy down the stairs. If Dale Earnhardt was dying, then race day in America had just been altered forever, not just for Dale’s family and friends, but for everyone who had ever come to the track or watched a Sunday race on television. If Dale was dying, then everything had changed.

Sundays would never be the same.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ROAD TO DAYTONA

The events of February 18, 2001, marked a turning point in the evolution of stock car racing in America. It was fitting, I suppose, that the fateful day would unfold in Daytona Beach, the city that had been hosting motor races for nearly a century, the city where NASCAR was born. Daytona figures heavily in Dale Earnhardt’s life story, and in my own as well.

When I made my first trip to Daytona, in 1965, I was sure I was going to meet my destiny. I’d been dreaming about competing at America’s greatest racetrack since I was 12 years old, flying around the go-kart track in my hometown of Owensboro, Kentucky. At 16, as I blasted around our local paved tracks in a modified ’58 Ford, I imagined I was David Pearson, chasing the checkered flag at Daytona. Now, at the exalted age of 18, I was finally ready. I could hear the Beach calling my name.

I had already made the 100-mile trip to Salem, Indiana, where I’d proven myself on that half-mile oval in the countryside, and I’d traveled 140 miles to compete at the Music City Motorplex in Nashville, Tennessee. But the Daytona International Speedway was another world. The fabled track was four states and 800 miles away, drenched in sun and surrounded by glory. Junior Johnson would be there, along with Bobby Allison and Ned Jarrett, competing with 40 other drivers in the Daytona 500 on Valentine’s Day. I would not be in that race—not yet. My mission on this trip was to win the Sportsman series race that would be held on the Saturday before the Daytona 500.

All through that cold Kentucky winter, several of my friends and I had been working on my ride, a car owned by Paul Freels. My friend Ed Sanders had a buddy named Slick Owens who worked over at Holman-Moody, the company that was making custom racing engines. Ed worked a deal with Slick and got us a brand-new Holman-Moody engine to go in Paul’s ’58 Ford. Ray Skillman, whose family owned Skillman Auto Sales, helped us install it. Ray liked to drag race and fool with cars, and he was as enthusiastic about the project as I was, but neither of us really knew what we were doing. Putting that engine in that car was kind of like dropping a 650-horsepower turbocharged engine into a Volkswagen. The car was never intended to go 170 miles per hour at Daytona Beach. We didn’t care, though. We painted it orange and plastered a big number 98 on the side (which we would have to change to 88 when we reached the track), dreaming of victory in Daytona.

Jim Yeiser, a local farmer who was a friend of the family, agreed to haul the car to Daytona on his flatbed farm truck. The truck didn’t have a tilt bed on it, so we backed it out into a ditch, then got some planks and, with the help of a bunch of my friends, rolled the car across the ditch onto the bed of the truck. The car almost didn’t fit, but we pushed it tight against the back of the cab and lashed it into place. Then Jim, Ray, and I loaded up the rest of our stuff, climbed into the cab, and took off down the highway toward Daytona Beach.

Drivers have been bringing their cars to Daytona for more than a century. According to legend, the whole business started in 1903, when the owners of two horseless carriages encountered each other on what was then Ormond Beach. The beach was a natural place for them to meet, since the hard-packed sands along the ocean provided a smoother and more stable driving surface than any inland road. In the words of a popular magazine, the beach was “smooth as a billiard table, hard as marble, 100 feet wide and 27 miles long, straight as an African spear.”

After bragging for a while about the merits of their machines, the two gentlemen shook hands on a friendly wager. That was all it took. A small crowd gathered for the race, and a spectator sport was born. Other races quickly followed. Within two years the first film crew showed up. Soon drivers from around the world were hauling their glistening machines to Daytona in pursuit of the World Land Speed Record.

In 1927 Major H. O. D. Segrave, a dashing 30-year-old British military hero, broke the 200 miles per hour barrier in his Golden Arrow, crossing a mile of Daytona sand in less than 17 seconds. The following year, 26-year-old Frank Lockhart lost control of his Stutz Blackhawk while trying to break Segrave’s record, tumbling into the surf in a spectacular crash. Lockhart survived the crash and started planning his next run from his hospital bed. Six weeks later, the car repaired, he was back on the beach for a second try. The second crash killed him.

Segrave’s record was broken later that same year by Ray Keech in a rolling monstrosity called the White Triplex. Owned by a Philadelphia millionaire named J. M. White, the Triplex was designed without any serious regard for driver safety. Three 12-cylinder Liberty Aircraft engines were mounted on a truck chassis, one in front and two side-by-side in the rear, with the driver in an open cockpit in the middle. There was no gearbox and no clutch. With Keech at the wheel, the Triplex reached a top speed of 207.55 miles per hour.

Not to be outdone, Major Segrave returned to Daytona the following year and broke the record set by the Triplex, pounding down the beach in the Golden Arrow at 231.44 miles per hour. Two days later J. M. White wheeled his three-engine machine back out onto the sand, determined to reclaim the record. White’s first challenge was to find someone to drive the behemoth. Ray Keech, who had driven the car on its first successful run, refused to drive it again. “There is not enough money to get me back in that hot seat,” he said.

White soon found another driver, a well-liked local garage operator named Lee Bible. Amiable but inexperienced, Bible climbed aboard the Triplex, waved to the photographers, and roared down the beach, topping out at 202 miles per hour. At the end of the strip, however, something went wrong. (Later, the general consensus was that Bible had taken his foot off the accelerator too quickly.) The car swerved suddenly, then rolled, then somersaulted into the faraway dunes, finally coming to rest in a spray of sand and smoke. Bible was thrown from the car and died instantly, but he was not the only casualty. A Pathé newsreel photographer named Charles Traub panicked when he saw the car coming in his direction, abandoned his camera, and ran the wrong way: directly into the path of the tumbling car. Traub was killed on the spot.

The death of a spectator forced the organizers of the Daytona Land Speed Trials to face the fact that the size of the crowds and the speed of the cars had made their venue unsafe, and they began looking for a safer one. The last speed record at Daytona was set in March 1935, when Sir Malcolm Campbell reached 276 miles per hour in his famous Bluebird V. The following year the trials were moved to Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah.

The loss of the time trials posed a serious threat to the economy of Daytona Beach, and the civic leaders wasted no time in devising a plan to keep the crowds coming. Their future, they agreed, still lay in racing. Daytona, after all, had become synonymous with motor racing; it was “the birthplace of speed.” Even though the nation was still in the grip of the Great Depression, Americans were obsessed with the automobile, and they were driving south in record numbers. The City Fathers quickly mapped out a racetrack near the center of town, close to the shops, restaurants, and hotels. The track actually ran 1.5 miles along the beach, then returned 1.5 miles along a paved public road, the two sections connected by banked sand turns.

The first race on the Daytona Beach Road Course was held in March 1936. Sponsored by the city and sanctioned by the American Automobile Association, the 250-mile race was restricted to street-legal family sedans manufactured in 1935 and 1936. The race drew a huge crowd, but most of the spectators never paid admission because they reached the dunes before the ticket-takers arrived. As it turned out, the track could not withstand the churning tires of 27 cars slewing through the banked turns. On lap 75, with the track virtually impassable, the AAA officials stopped the race and declared Milt Marion of Long Island the winner. When the money was counted, the city had lost $22,000 on the event. It was the last time the city would sponsor a race.

The fifth-place finisher in 1936 was a local filling station owner named Bill France. In the years that followed it was France who, by default, wound up organizing and eventually sponsoring other stock car races in Daytona. Racing was suspended during World War II, but in 1947 France convened a meeting of drivers, owners, and mechanics at the Streamline Hotel in Daytona Beach, initiating the talks that would lead to the formation of the National Association of Stock Car Auto Racing—NASCAR—in 1948.

NASCAR, with Bill France firmly in control, standardized the rules for stock car racing. Beginning in 1949, all cars were required to be “strictly stock.” Drivers were allowed to remove headlights and install seat belts, but in every other respect the car that took the checkered flag on Sunday afternoon was identical to the car any workingman might drive off the showroom floor on Monday morning. As the years passed, NASCAR gradually allowed other modifications that improved the performance and safety of the cars, while still insisting that the racing machines look like family sedans.

By 1956 it was clear that stock car racing in Daytona had outgrown the beach course. Crowds regularly exceeded 30,000. The races could be run only during low tide, and marking out a course and clearing that many people from the beach during a six-hour window had become a daunting task. France began making plans for a superspeedway in Daytona, one even grander than Harold Brasington’s wildly successful Darlington Raceway in South Carolina, which had opened in 1950 and played host to NASCAR’s annual Labor Day event, the Southern 500.

When the Daytona International Speedway opened on February 22, 1959, more than 41,000 spectators overflowed the stands for the first running of the Daytona 500. There were 59 cars in the field that day, competing for a total purse of $67,760. The track was an awe-inspiring sight, a 2.5 mile tri-oval circuit with achingly long straightaways and Himalayan 31-degree banked turns. A modern superspeedway with an integrated 3.56-mile road course, the new facility was so vast that powerboat races could be held on its infield lake.

In a sobering premonition, however, one driver had already died by the time the track officially opened. Marshall Teague was a hero in Daytona, known as “the king of the Beach” for his exploits on the Daytona Beach Road Course. Behind the wheel of his lightweight Fabulous Hudson Hornet, Teague won 27 of the 34 major stock car events in which he competed during 1952 and 1953. He left NASCAR in 1953, however, after a dispute with Bill France. In 1959, 11 days before the track opened to the public, Teague was behind the wheel of an Indy-style roadster, trying to break a closed-track speed record he had set the day before, when the car spun and flipped through the third turn, killing him.

Before the track’s first year was over, two more drivers had suffered fatal injuries at the Daytona International Speedway. On April 4, 1959, George Amick was killed during a 100-mile U.S. Auto Club race. On June 14, 1959, Dr. Bernie Taylor lost his life during a powerboat race on the infield lake.

By the time I arrived at the track with my friends in 1965, the track had claimed the lives of five drivers. Of all the tracks I would compete on in the years ahead, the Daytona International Speedway was the only one that scared me.

It was growing dark when Ray, Jim, and I reached the interstate, but we didn’t even consider stopping. Our plan was to drive straight through to Florida, taking turns sleeping. As it turned out, however, nobody got any sleep that night, because every time the truck hit a bump, the car jolted against the back of the cab—BOOM! It was like riding inside a drum, except the rhythm wasn’t consistent enough to put you to sleep. We rode that way all night—boom, boom, ba-BOOM!—knowing that if the car ever stopped beating on the cab, we would really have a problem.

When we arrived in Daytona early the next morning, the sky was a dazzling blue and the wind that rustled the palm trees carried the scent of the ocean. In the lee of the grandstand, a security guard directed us to the tunnel that would take us to the infield. A few minutes later we rumbled up out of the tunnel and caught our first glimpse of the enormous track.

The sight was absolutely breathtaking. Turn 4 rose behind us, blocking the morning sun, and the front straightaway stretched past the diminishing stands, toward the horizon. Turn 1 and turn 2 seemed to be five miles away. The backstretch shimmered in the distance, beyond the sparkling waters of Lake Lloyd. Trucks and campers dotted the infield like Conestoga wagons parked on a prairie. We could see some activity around a distant line of one-story buildings, which we surmised were the garages, and we headed in that direction.

Our first challenge was to unload the car. There simply was no place on the infield where you could back the truck off into a ditch and unload the stupid thing. We rode around for a while, looking everywhere for a suitable place, and finally settled on a low spot in the grass. The spot was far from perfect, but it would have to do. Ray borrowed a pair of ramps from a friendly stranger, but the ramps wouldn’t reach the bed of the truck until we let all the air out of the rear tires. When we finally got the car off the truck, I drove it over to the garage to get it inspected.

I had never been through an inspection process like the one in Daytona. The entry form I signed listed a lot of detailed specifications I hadn’t bothered to read very closely, fine print that, it turned out, NASCAR officials were dead serious about enforcing. The inspection crew looked at my car and shook their heads. The head of the competition for the Sportsman division, a guy named Pete Keller, tapped me on the shoulder. “You ain’t gonna race this thing here,” he said with finality.

“What? Why not?” I was incredulous.

“Well, to begin with, there are no side windows in this car. The rules say all the windows must be in place, and the one on the driver’s side must be operable.”

“No problem,” I said. “Is there a junkyard around here? I’ll find windows.”

Keller raised his hand. “I’m just getting started,” he said. “You’ve also removed a lot of the sheet metal and bracing. You’ve cut out the webbing from the underside of the hood and the inside of the trunk, for example. Your car is way too light.”

“Are you serious?” I stammered. “Back in Owensboro, everybody does that. The lighter the car, the faster it goes.”

“This is NASCAR,” Keller said. “And in NASCAR, all the metal stays.”

This was not looking good at all. “Anything else?” I asked.

“Yep,” Keller said. “You know about Fireball Roberts, right?” Of course I knew about Fireball Roberts. One of NASCAR’s most successful drivers, Roberts had died the previous year after a fiery crash at the World 600 in Charlotte. His car had flipped, and fuel from his gas tank had poured into the cockpit and ignited. “New rule,” Keller said. “The gas tank must be located inside the trunk and fully secured. Yours is hanging on the bottom of your car.”
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