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This book is dedicated to:


My parents, Marv and Judy


They built the road map with their relentless work ethic, rock-solid faith, and unwavering commitment to their marriage vows. I am blessed to have that type of example as my North Star, and I strive every day to live up to it.


My wife, Sheila


This example would mean nothing without someone strong enough to support me through this journey. She carried the weight of every hard day and celebrated every good one. This book exists because she believed I still had more life to live.













THE FINE PRINT





THIS BOOK is a work of nonfiction based on my personal memories, experiences, and perspectives. While every effort has been made to present events and conversations accurately, some details have been altered for narrative clarity.


The medical episodes in this book are personal recollections and not professional assessments of medical care. Readers should not rely on any medical or health-related information in these pages as a substitute for consultation with qualified medical professionals.













INTRODUCTION





ON JANUARY 6, 2000, Sam Schmidt, the promising racecar driver who had just won his first Indy Racing League competition in his adopted hometown of Las Vegas, Nevada, backed into a wall at the Walt Disney World Speedway in Orlando, Florida. He did so at around two hundred miles per hour and, as a result, Sam broke his neck. He was quickly airlifted to Orlando Regional Medical Center before being transferred to Barnes-Jewish Hospital in St. Louis, Missouri, where he spent six months in rehabilitation before going home to his new life with his loving wife, Sheila, and their two young children, Savannah and Spencer.


For over twenty-six years, Sam has learned to live paralyzed. But being a quadriplegic has not slowed him down. Almost immediately after his accident, he started a foundation that has raised millions of dollars for spinal cord injury research and rehabilitation. He founded a racing team that’s won many races and championships. He’s driven cars again thanks to cutting-edge technology. His children have grown. He spoke at his son’s college graduation and danced on two legs with his daughter at her wedding. Sam’s philosophy is, you either get busy doing the work or you get busy waiting to die. For him, the latter is not an option.


In October 2024, Sam’s foundation opened its newest DRIVEN facility in Indianapolis, Indiana, which offers people with spinal cord injuries and other neurological disorders the chance to rehab when their insurance policies (or lack thereof) won’t allow it. He has become a paragon of hope and remains a pillar in the racing community. Indeed, Sam says he has done much more after (and because of) his accident than he would have otherwise. A former control freak, he has learned to delegate. A once-singularly-minded, self-described egocentric racer, he now lives to help others. The son of a driver who was also paralyzed from the sport, Sam has lived an astonishing, driven life … and there is no finish line in sight.


This is his journey.


—Don Yaeger
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A FATHER’S DREAM














EVERY DAD of a little girl dreams of the day he will walk his daughter down the aisle. I did. Then came the crash. When I woke up from my racing accident in 2000, the first thing I felt wasn’t pain; it was loss. Loss of that dream and of every moment I had pictured for her future and mine.


Paralyzed … My entire body was paralyzed, and the doctor resolutely said I would never breathe on my own, let alone ever walk my daughter down the aisle. Thankfully, she was only a toddler, and time was on our side. I knew I had to fight. Whether it was the mindset of a professional athlete or the resilience my parents had instilled in me, I pushed back every negative thought. I made a decision that day, that I continue to make every day, that I would choose to find purpose and hope in my situation by focusing on meaningful goals.


Thankfully, with the help of incredible people along the way, I have spent the last twenty-six years accomplishing many of those goals. I started a foundation to support people in my situation, built successful Indy Lights and IndyCar teams, became the first high-level quadriplegic to get a driver’s license, and worked to change the way people think about paralysis and other neurological conditions. While I am incredibly proud of these purposeful endeavors, nothing has meant more than when I stood, for the first time in twenty-one years and danced with my daughter on her wedding day. You read that correctly; I actually did it. I stood on my own two feet and danced with my beautiful daughter, Savannah, on April 25, 2021, the day she married her husband, Adam.


Before we get into the events that took place and the technological breakthroughs that led to the momentous occasion, let me take a step back. My accident happened on January 6, 2000, at Walt Disney World Speedway. Sheila and I had been married for seven years. Savannah was just two and a half years old and my son, Spencer, was only six months old. Neither child has any memory of a hug from me. Savannah’s first memories were of my hospital room. They don’t remember me ever standing, and I have to assume Savannah never thought I would walk her down the aisle. A dream like that was so far out of reach. The kids never really had to adjust to our lifestyle because it was their normal from the beginning of their lives. We learned to move through the world in our own rhythm, quietly accommodating the details that made our family unique.


Every once in a while, life would hand us a reminder that our version of “normal” wasn’t quite like everyone else’s. One of those moments came when we found ourselves trying to navigate something as seemingly ordinary as a father-daughter middle school dance. When Savannah was in sixth grade, we made it a point to say we’d go to the dance together. In the back of both of our minds, though, we weren’t sure how it was going to work. How do you dance with someone in a wheelchair? We’d moved back and forth to music before, but it was never anything formal. As the day approached, the idea of dancing together in front of her classmates was becoming overwhelming for her. I was away on a trip and returned home on the day of the dance. We hadn’t really talked about how we’d handle the dancing part. When I got home, Sheila said Savannah was “sick” and I knew exactly what she meant. That night, I played along, even though it hurt that we couldn’t go. We didn’t talk about it after that. Then years later she finally confessed she was so nervous that she pretended to be sick that day just to avoid going. Savannah says that back then our philosophy was that you either make the thing work, and it feels normal, or you don’t talk about it at all. There was no middle ground. She was right. During their childhoods, it felt impossible to discuss those moments in our lives that just couldn’t be “normal.”


When we took the kids to Disneyland, strangers approached us to tell me they had followed my career, including the accident, and that I inspired them. “It’s great to meet you, buddy!” they’d say. “I can’t believe you’re here!” And when we were at the racetrack … Forget about it. I’d be swarmed by racers, fans, and everyone in between. My kids have told me that they felt important just standing next to me at the track. Back home, it was harder. I traveled a lot for work, and I think the fact that I was away so many days of the year made it easier for the kids. They didn’t have to think about their father being wheelchair-bound. How he was different from all the other dads. At least that is what I told myself.


The hardest moments for me were those where it felt like I was missing out on being a dad. The middle school dance was just one example of many. I could not drive them to school, play with them on the floor, or teach them to drive a stick shift. I couldn’t even tuck them in at night. We were so lucky to be able to convert the downstairs to be accessible for me, but the kids’ bedrooms were still upstairs.


Even as I grieved what I couldn’t do, I found new ways to show up. I learned to be part of their world from my chair. I did my best to turn my limitations into moments of connection. I’d chase them around baseball diamonds in high gear, or I’d roll back and forth in front of a soccer goal to act as keeper. I’d even let them climb onto my lap as we raced around the house in my chair. That became our version of our normal. Savannah used to get frustrated that I couldn’t do some things other dads could do, but later she told me, “Once I realized the chair is what made you extraordinary, I stopped praying for a miracle. I wouldn’t trade those normal experiences for anything.”


Back then, I thought I would quickly find a way to walk again. After all, my little girl was growing up, and I was determined to play the traditional father role at her wedding. I busted my butt to get strong with physical therapy. I convinced myself that hard work would help me walk again. It was naive, but it drove me. In fact, it took me an entire seven years until I accepted the reality that it wasn’t a matter of will. I figured that if I was ever going to be able to experience these life moments again, it would be with the help of some serious technology, major healthcare advancements, or a combination of both. I was going to have to think much bigger, much more creatively, and I needed help. Fortunately for me, there were others who were also dreaming big.
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In Denver, Colorado, a group of Arrow Electronics executives had gathered for a simple brainstorming session. The multibillion-dollar tech firm was looking to create its next engineering feat that would change the world. Someone in the room suggested creating a car that a completely paralyzed individual could drive, while someone else in the room immediately thought of this former IndyCar driver who would probably be just crazy enough to say yes. That day in 2013 led to a partnership with Arrow that changed my life.


Throughout these pages, I will get into much more detail, but that initial brainstorm led to a “Semi-Autonomous Mobility” vehicle (the SAM car) that I was able to drive with a tube in my mouth and infrared sensors that detected the movement of my head. What Arrow and I were able to accomplish in a few short years with that car, from racing Mario Andretti around the Indianapolis Motor Speedway to driving the streets of New York City, remains unprecedented. I never thought I’d ever get behind the wheel of a car again, but Arrow made it happen.


Since my crash, I have tried to will my dreams into existence through hard work and determination. Our family motto became Not if, but when. Beyond the foundation, the race team, and everything else I work to achieve every day of my life, my ultimate goal has been to walk Savannah down the aisle. I didn’t know when that day would come or who the lucky man would be that she’d share her life with or any of the other details. Nevertheless, I told everyone who would listen that walking with her on that occasion was my biggest hope. Then, one day, an Arrow executive, Joe Verrengia, asked the question, What if we could get you walking again? Needless to say, it took me about half a second to respond, “Let me think about it … Okay!” With that, the Arrow team and its innovative CEO, Mike Long, began the lengthy process of developing an exoskeleton that would allow me to walk.


Savannah wondered if the technology would be available whenever the love of her life popped the question. She even admitted later that she felt she had to wait to get married until the exoskeleton was ready. She’s always been a stubborn and picky person (no idea where she got that from), so I knew I had some time on my hands. When I first partnered with Arrow, Savannah was only sixteen years old. She hadn’t even had a serious boyfriend yet, though later in high school she broke three poor boys’ hearts! That’s my girl. When each one wanted to ask her out, I insisted I have a chat with them before the first date. We’d sit down at a Sonic, and these nervous boys would tell me about their interest in her. Luckily for me and Arrow, it seemed as if marriage would be a long way off. Savannah was driven, focused on college and her career, and was busy exploring the world. Then she met Adam. From the moment Savannah introduced me to him, I had a feeling he would be the one. I knew my timeline needed to speed up. I called Mike and told him we needed to move quickly on that project of getting me to walk again.


Arrow is the largest global distributor of electronics on Earth. They have access to nearly every piece of innovation out there. And because of that, the company had a relationship with many of the world’s top-tier universities, including Vanderbilt University, whose engineering department had created the first commercially viable exoskeleton in the US. In 2020, when Savannah and Adam got engaged, there was no exoskeleton on the market for high-level quadriplegics, but Arrow’s and Vanderbilt’s engineers began to hone the device. When Joe and Mike told me it was going to be a reality and I was likely going to be able to walk at the wedding, I almost couldn’t believe it. Savannah fully embraced the idea. She dismissed any concern about pressure it might put on her special day.


The day my little girl started the next chapter of her life would be the day I would walk again.


For nine months leading up to the wedding, I trained relentlessly to become strong enough to use the exoskeleton. Every session was grueling; it required hours of effort, sweat, and quiet determination. Just a few years earlier, I’d started to face new health challenges, including serious breathing issues that made daily life more difficult. During the months of training and through Savannah’s wedding, it was as if the clouds lifted. My lungs opened up. My strength returned. My body cooperated in ways it hadn’t in years. I can’t explain it logically. It was as if I’d been given a window of grace, just long enough to make the impossible possible. In all the years since, I haven’t been strong enough to wear the device again. Looking back, that brief moment in time was a miracle in motion.


The exoskeleton itself was a masterpiece of precision. Every piece had to align perfectly with my hips, knees, and ankles. To make it move, I had to lean my upper body forward, shifting my weight so the machine would respond with a step, and then another. Because I don’t have trunk control, someone always had to stand behind me to keep me balanced. That person was Leon West, one of our incredible team members at DRIVEN, the neurological rehab facility our foundation built in Las Vegas. Leon became my anchor. Together we practiced for months—adjusting, strengthening, synchronizing. I even traveled to Nashville several times to meet with the engineers at Vanderbilt, fine-tuning every movement.


Eventually, our training sessions even took us to the streets of downtown Las Vegas, where I was able to walk up and down the block in the exoskeleton. People stopped and stared, cheering us on and filming with their phones, but I wasn’t thinking about any of that. All I could feel was gratitude. For my team. For my strength. For the gift of movement. After all the dreaming and all the preparations, I was ready for Savannah’s wedding day.


The moment finally came in the spring of 2021, when Savannah and Adam were married. It was the tail end of COVID, and finding a venue near where they lived in California had been its own adventure. But in the end, they chose a beautiful outdoor location near the beach. For years, I’d pictured walking her down the aisle, but the terrain in the one-hundred-year-old grove of trees was so rough that it was all I could do to wheel my chair beside her. Somewhere along the way, I even rolled right over the train of her beautiful white dress—a perfect, unplanned moment that made us both laugh. It was so us—the messiness, the humor, the grace. Besides, the moment she walked down the aisle was meant to be about her and her husband. There was something just so beautiful about getting to roll her down the aisle—the perfect celebration of our normal.


My dream had evolved from walking Savannah down the aisle to dancing with her. After the ceremony and dinner, the party transitioned to a reception hall for dessert and dancing. I could feel the butterflies in my stomach as the dance approached. It’s funny—after all those years of racing at over two hundred miles an hour, risking everything in the name of competition, I’d never felt nerves like this. The Indy 500 had nothing on the idea of holding my daughter in my arms again. This wasn’t about pressure or danger. It was about love, pride, and the weight of every moment that had led us here. I snuck away and three people helped me put on the suit. At first, the process took nearly an hour, but with all of the training, we got that time down to ten minutes. I got it on with my fancy clothes, making sure that my pants wouldn’t fall down (that would be the bad kind of viral video!).


Few of the 150 guests knew what was about to happen before I walked through the dance hall doors; only my immediate family members had the slightest idea. Leon was positioned behind me to help me look as natural as I could in the device, even managing to stay hidden during the photos. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Savannah start to lose it when I walked through the door. I don’t think she was expecting to feel that emotional. The whole day had been a joyful blur for her, and she wasn’t expecting any tears. In the end, she and most of our guests couldn’t help it. Her brother and mother were standing next to her when I came into the room and Spencer jokingly nudged her and said, “Get yourself together!” As she finally reached me, she took my hands gently and placed them on her shoulders. When we began dancing, the whole world faded away. It felt like it was just the two of us. In a way, it all felt really normal, almost as if we had been doing it, or dreaming of it, our entire lives. For a moment we were just a father and a daughter, swaying to the music.


The song we danced to was “Daddy Dance with Me” by Krystal Keith. While I was hoping for the best, Savannah didn’t quite know what to expect from the moment, and I think that uncertainty made it even better. The moment was ours. Perfectly. When I close my eyes, I can still picture the room. Our guests were smiling, tearing up, and cheering so emphatically behind us. No one knew this was going to happen, but as we danced, everyone saw my dream come true. For the event, we hired a videographer to capture every angle. And when we watch the video today, you can see everyone is emotional. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house. One of the doctors who had helped save my life after my accident was there that night. She was a mess, crying the whole time! Even though I’d talked about walking with my daughter on her wedding day, few people knew we would dance together. No one was sure of it until the moment it happened. And when it did, the room erupted into something that felt bigger than all of us—joy, disbelief, gratitude—all wrapped into one perfect, unforgettable dance.


Training for the moment, I’d had a few near falls, but as we danced at her wedding, everything went perfectly. In all my life, I never measured taller than 5′11″. When I played football in high school, I told people I was 6 feet tall, but that was a lie (sorry, Coach!). Yet, when I was measured in the exoskeleton, I stood 6′1″. I still don’t know how that happened; the device didn’t add any height to me. I was able to see over the floor of people. I was able to look down at my daughter, and she got to see how tall I actually am. “I love this view,” I told her. It was the best view I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been on top of mountains, riding in planes around the world, and in the winner’s circle at IndyCar events. Nothing has, or ever will, compare to that moment.


After Savannah and I finished dancing, the song changed to “My Girl.” Spencer led Sheila out to me. She hadn’t been expecting it. I was able to dance with my wife again for the first time in two decades. It felt magical, like being transported back to when we were just two young kids falling in love. The years seemed to disappear. It was a moment we’d both waited a long time for, and somehow it felt both brand new and beautifully familiar. After the dances, I got back in my chair and Savannah and Sheila took turns sitting on my lap as I spun them around the floor.


We knew we could have invited national media to capture the moment, but the day was all about Savannah and Adam, not Arrow and me. Still, the short bit of footage we got was shared on social media and went viral, garnering some fifteen million views. People from all over the globe seemed to be inspired by what we’d done. And we’re ready for much more to come in the future, from better technology to medical breakthroughs. One day, with Arrow’s help, I hope to leave my wheelchair behind and hang a FOR SALE sign on it.


Some people might have expected a person in my condition to sit the wedding out on the sidelines, to stay out of the spotlight and not go through all the work for fifteen minutes of dancing. That’s not me. While dancing with my family was the highlight of my life and the best I’ve ever felt since my crash in 2000, there is a whole lot more to my story.
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EXAMPLE TO LIVE BY














MY PARENTS, MARV AND JUDY, met thanks to a bit of good luck. My mother had grown up in Beatrice, Nebraska, with five siblings and a father who was a pipeline worker. Her family knew sacrifice, and she’d grown up with a drive for education and an honest, hardworking life. She was eighteen when she met my father. He was just a year older.


The meeting happened when his friend Kenny agreed to give her and a few of her friends a ride back to college. My mother and her girlfriends didn’t have a car, and they were looking at a long bus ride from Beatrice to Lincoln, so Kenny agreed to take them. Well, Kenny, unbeknownst to anyone, had an ulterior motive. After agreeing to be a taxi, Kenny found my father and told him, “Hey, Marv, I’ve got these three beautiful girls and they need a ride to Lincoln, want to take ’em?” Kenny wanted to stay behind. He was thinking that with my dad out of the way for a few hours, he could try and get some face time with Dad’s sister, Cheryl (the two actually got married years later). Little did Kenny know he was matchmaking another couple in the process. Dad, being the chivalrous (or maybe just curious) guy he was, agreed to chauffeur the gals. Mom’s best friend sat up front while she and another friend sat in the back, talking away. Even though Mom was in the back seat, Marv couldn’t get her out of his head. He fell in love with her big blue eyes. Shortly after that first meeting, my father called her, and they went to a drive-in for their first date.


As a young man, Dad was consumed with cars, so much so that he kept losing his driver’s license—not because he misplaced it, but because he kept being pulled over by the cops for speeding. At one point he was thrown in jail for thirty days for driving with a suspended license. His father had no money, especially not enough to get a stupid kid out of jail. So, Dad was forced to stay behind bars for a month. Thankfully, my mom jokes, this was before he’d met her; she would have been so embarrassed! After deciding college wasn’t for him, Dad worked a number of odd jobs, from Russell Stover’s chocolate factory to pouring concrete for missile sites. He was a farm boy who wore a leather jacket and played drums in a band, but his number one love, outside of Judy of course, was speed.


Racing quickly took over his life. The day my parents got married, my mother had to drive them away from the church because Dad didn’t have a license after losing it again for the third time. For what? Street racing of course. In fact, my parents spent their honeymoon at the drag races in Omaha. It was then Mom should have known what was ahead of her! Dad even drove in those drag races without a valid license. That’s how he wanted to celebrate.
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I was born in Lincoln, Nebraska, on August 15, 1964. My parents lived in a basement apartment that cost about $75 per month. They were happy there, but shortly after my first birthday, we moved to Southern California. We had a little rental home on Jewett Street in Arleta, and Dad had a beat-up motorized go-kart he bought from a garage sale. Once I was old enough, that go-kart became my obsession and, probably, my first real risk. I’ve joked with my family today that I should have been in a wheelchair long before my accident.


When I was a kid, my mother would use clotheslines to dry the laundry, and I remember being about three years old, racing the go-kart around our yard (with no helmet of course) and between those laundry poles. Eventually, I ran head-on into one of those big heavy poles with the laundry still hanging on it. I could feel my skull rattle. I saw stars, like in those old cartoons, and I got a huge knot on my forehead that I still have to this day.


A few years later, in yet another feat of genuine genius, I attempted a backflip from a standing position off the tailgate of a pickup truck. It was around the time of the Summer Olympics, and I thought I was Greg Louganis standing on a diving board as I stepped to the edge of the tailgate. When I did my flip, I hit my head (also just like Louganis!) on the truck tailgate and had to be taken to the emergency room. I was crying so hard in the ER that Dad was summoned from the waiting room to quiet me down, but the sight of blood coming down my face freaked him out so much that he had to leave. So much for the big, tough guy!


In 1969, when I was five years old, my Christmas gift was a 50cc Honda and, from that moment, my motocross racing career began. Early on, I raced against actor Steve McQueen’s son, Chad, at a local track called Indian Dunes. The track is long gone now, but it was just down the road from where Magic Mountain stands today. Kids often imitate what their parents do, and, in my case, that meant chasing speed. Every weekend, either Dad was racing, or I was. The nut didn’t fall too far from the tree. My parents still have photos of me at six and seven years old, jumping big dirt ramps nearly ten feet in the air. The moment I climbed on that Honda motorcycle, I knew racing was all I would ever want to do.


Dad worked for a Chevy dealer in Nebraska when I was born, but he let that go and brought us out to California in 1965 to build racecars for a guy named Don Brown. Brown was known as the “Prince of Darkness” for his all-night work ethic, but he was also recognized as one of the top Sprint car builders in the country at that time. Dad thought the job would last about six months, and then we would move back to Lincoln. Well, Don Brown’s money ran out even more quickly than anticipated, and my father had to get another job. He ended up as a mechanic for a Chevrolet dealership in North Hollywood.


Dad, who was the oldest of six kids growing up on a six-hundred-acre farm, was driving a tractor by the time he was five years old. A few years later, he began a side hustle taking scrap metal and selling it for extra cash. His father worked the swing shift for the railroad from 4 P.M. to midnight. When his dad wasn’t home, young Marv would go around to the neighbors and remove unwanted machinery and equipment. He’d drag it home, disassemble it, and sell the iron. He always said taking things apart was as much a part of his childhood as farming.


When he was thirteen, his father brought home an old motorcycle in a box, and Dad put it together like an expert. Then he taught himself how to ride it. He would drive tractors, cars, and motorcycles on the backcountry gravel roads, often at high speeds. His own dad didn’t always appreciate the adventures and would give him a good whooping when he caught him driving where he wasn’t supposed to. It didn’t matter, though, Dad had discovered his passion. He loved the art of speed more than anything else. He was a quick study academically. He graduated from his small high school in Clatonia, Nebraska, at sixteen. He could do anything he wanted, but he had already decided: Life was all about going faster than the day before.


After he moved our family to Southern California, Dad eventually found himself working as a stunt driver for the movies, including a 1966 picture called Fireball 500, which starred Frankie Avalon, Annette Funicello, and Fabian. That film included a scene at a demolition derby shot at Saugus Speedway in Santa Clarita. It was on that shoot where Dad met a few people who owned a salvage yard. Given his background in scrap metal and engines, my father started peppering them with questions. It was his dream to open his own, but one of the guys told him he’d never make it in the salvage business. That was all the motivation he needed. My dad never met a challenge he didn’t take personally. Tell him he can’t do something, and he will prove you wrong. He’s hardheaded like that. Now you know where I get it from.


Working for Don Brown, Dad met a lot of people, including the guys who owned the building where Don operated out of. They owned another lot in Sun Valley and were set to build on it when they started talking to my father about his dream of owning and operating his own yard. They said if he was serious about it, they’d partner with him. So Dad opened his own business on November 4, 1968. He called it Marv’s Chevy Only, because, well, those were the only cars he dismantled. For the next thirty years, if you needed a Chevy part, Marv’s was the place to go. Things were so bootstrapped back then. Ever the grinder when it came to his work, Dad had a clever system. He would buy a wrecked car from a tow yard or insurance auction on Friday and pay with a check at closing time to ensure it would not be cashed until Monday. That same day, he’d place ads in the paper for the engine and other valuable parts. On Saturday, he’d dismantle the car, and by Sunday, most of it was sold. Come Monday morning, the original check would clear, covered by the weekend’s sales. He’d make a few hundred bucks on the deal and do it all again the next weekend.


At the time, he was still working at the Chevy dealership while getting his new yard off the ground. Just a few weeks after he opened his yard, he was let go from the dealership, effectively for being an honest guy. He was advocating for the customers and trying to build goodwill for the long term. At the time, his boss was more interested in the bottom line. Like many times in my parents’ life journey, one door closed and a better one opened.


After he was fired, Dad started to make a few calls to folks who might have some extra work. It turned out his friend Jerry needed some help the very next day on a commercial shoot. Suddenly, Dad was making TV commercials, including one for Smokey Bear. He helped to dismantle cars or build cranes and other rigs, depending on the needs of the director and his expert camera angles. Things were picking up and my midwestern father was making a name for himself in the glitziest town in America.
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While Dad was building his career, Mom got a job through a temp agency working as a bookkeeper for the up-and-coming sporting goods company Adidas. The office was in North Hollywood and a neighbor of ours watched me during the day. I remember she smoked like a chimney, and her husband drove a taxicab. Mom liked California. She went to Disneyland as often as she could; one summer she went over a dozen times. They liked their new home and worked to make a go of it even after the opportunity with Don Brown fizzled. One of the reasons they stayed was because Dad, along with finding good paying jobs, got deeper into the racing culture. He liked racing in Nebraska, but he quickly fell in love with it in Southern California.


Early on, Dad had no time or money for racing, but by 1969, he had found his way in, working what’s known as the “chase truck.” It’s like a mobile pit crew or traveling service station. It began with desert races like the Baja 500 in Mexico, just south of the border. Dad wondered why in the world anyone would put themselves through that kind of abuse, with all the dirt and rattling around in rough terrain for five hundred miles. A few months in, though, he was hooked, and he’d already built his own truck to compete. The challenge was too great to pass up. Being in the salvage business, Dad learned how to dismantle, rebuild, and breathe life back into totaled cars. So he traded a rebuilt 1970 Cadillac Fleetwood for a Chevy Blazer chassis, and he bartered another car for the engine. Like the Johnny Cash song of that era “One Piece at a Time,” he built his off-road beast using the parts from many different vehicles. After a test run at the SNORE 250 in Southern Nevada, Dad was confident the Blazer would survive a desert race, so he took it down to Baja.


Sometimes Mom and I would venture down there with him. It was always a good idea for drivers to look at the courses ahead of time, to make notes on sharp turns and hidden bumps in the road. Since it is impossible to memorize hundreds of miles of desert, making a draft of the course is crucial. They call it “pre-running,” and we helped. Mom would be up front in the passenger side, and I’d be in the back seat, sitting in the middle.


One time it didn’t go so well for me. From the first bite of those eggs, I knew something about my breakfast just wasn’t right. In typical Cornhusker fashion, Dad just said, “Suck it up, it’s going to be a long day. You need to eat now because we ain’t stopping.” I knew something was rotten, but I choked it down because he told me to. Some fifty miles later, as we drove through the desert, that breakfast was all over the back seat and Dad’s head. Cleanup on aisle Marv! The irony is that Dad is now a foodie who rates restaurants wherever he goes. From that point on, Dad has always listened to any complaints I had about food.


Today, when people think of professional racing, often IndyCar, Formula 1, or NASCAR come to mind. Those series are just the tip of the iceberg. They represent maybe 1 percent of the racing that goes on in America. The truth is that five days of the week there are hundreds of other races around the country. At each one, there might be two hundred people racing cars on circle tracks, dirt tracks, drag strips, or whatever other tracks they can find or build. That’s where the real soul of racing lives and where companies like Bell Helmets and engine builders find most of their customers.


There are weekend warriors, semipros, and every kind of racer in between. Some people will work all week just to spend every last cent they have on their cars for the weekend. Dad maybe wasn’t that bad; he made sure the bills were paid and his salvage yard continued to do better and better. Away from work, he was one of those underdogs out there on the weekends chasing speed in the desert against pros like Parnelli Jones and Mickey Thompson. This was the time in off-road racing when I like to say that men were men. No air-conditioning, no modern comforts, nothing but grueling, gritty, hands-on dirty work. They ate cans of sardines for meals. It was wild, the racing was dangerous, and it was exactly where Dad felt most alive.


Then, in 1974, when I was ten years old, Dad paid a steep price for it.
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