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  For Buck Baker and all of the racing heroes just like him who helped drive NASCAR through its early days. They will never get enough credit for laying the foundation the sport keeps building on today.

  —David Poole


  Introduction

  Who’s Your Buddy?

  

  When it comes to telling great stories, Buddy Baker has just about everybody else a lap down.

  When I took over as motorsports writer for The Charlotte Observer in 1997, I quickly learned that one of the best ways to spend a race-day morning was to go to where the laughter was. Whenever Buddy was around for a CBS or TNN telecast, he could be found in the press box hours before the green flag, telling stories.

  Every time he came to the punch line, he’d let out a laugh that you could recognize from a county away. Before long, I’d heard some of the same stories several times. Somehow, though, they were just as funny every time I heard them.

  The original idea for this book was to go around the NASCAR garage and collect the best stories from different drivers. That’s still a fine idea, but there was something about Buddy’s stories that made me want to focus on him this time.

  Maybe it's because we all miss having Buddy around as much as he used to be before NASCAR auctioned off its television rights to Fox Sports and NBC and their cable partners. Buddy didn’t get a spot on those broadcast teams, and while people like Darrell Waltrip, Larry McReynolds, Benny Parsons and Wally Dallenbach are doing a fine job, a lot of fans still wish the networks could have found a place for Buddy.

  He’s still doing television, working American Speed Association races for TNN, and still makes it to some NASCAR races for speaking engagements for a tour company that brings groups to major events. I hope this book won’t cut into Buddy’s material for those speeches.

  It’s hard to have a lot of good stories if you haven’t had much of a life. For Buddy, that’s not a problem. He grew up around racing because of his father, two-time NASCAR champion Buck Baker, who won 46 races in what was then called the Grand National division before retiring in 1976 after 636 career races.

  Buck Baker was an original, a gruff old cuss who asked for no quarter on the track and minced no words off it. One of my favorite stories involving the Bakers happened in Daytona Beach, Fla., in February 1998 when NASCAR was celebrating its 50th anniversary by naming the 50 greatest stock-car drivers of all time.

  Buck and Buddy were both on that list, as they should have been. During a ceremony held at the Daytona USA attraction, each surviving member of this elite group of drivers was introduced and presented with a new leather jacket signifying his selection. As each driver took a seat at the front of the auditorium, he put on his jacket and sat waiting for the rest of the group to be introduced. Dozens of photographers were lined up to take group shots at the end of the ceremony.

  Since the drivers were introduced alphabetically, the Bakers were among the first to be brought out, and they sat side by side in seats on the front row of the dais. As the introductions continued, I noticed that Buck had his leather jacket folded neatly and sitting in his lap. Everyone else, including Buddy, had dutifully slipped his on.

  Buddy elbowed Buck in the side, trying to cajole his father into getting into uniform. Buck shooed Buddy’s advice away like he was swatting a mosquito. Finally Buddy gave up. As soon as the group photos were done, I walked up to Buddy and he just started laughing.

  “What’d Buck say about the jacket?” I asked.

  “He said, “‘The jacket I’ve got on looks nicer than that one; I’m not putting that thing on to have my picture taken,’” Buddy said. “I tried to tell him that was the whole idea, but I know when I’m wasting my time.”

  When Buck died earlier this year, a writer for another newspaper was talking to Buddy for the obituary. Understanding it was a difficult time for the family, the reporter was trying to be as sensitive as he could be in the conversation.

  “Is it fair to say your father was a little...crusty?” the reporter said.

  Buddy laughed.

  “A little?” he said.

  “He was Buck!”

  Buck was Buck and Buddy is Buddy.

  As you will read in the pages that follow, Buddy loves racing as much as he loves lire. I hat s where the title comes from. During one of our conversations, Buddy said, “Everything I did in my life I was flat out and half turned over.”

  It’s too bad that a lot of the new fans NASCAR has collected in the past decade recognize Buddy Baker more as a television analyst than as a racing champion. Buddy strongly believes that many of racing’s great heroes of the past don’t get the kind of recognition they deserve today, and that’s at least partially true about Buddy himself.

  Buddy’s first race in NASCAR’s top series was at Columbia Speedway in 1959. He was 18. It took him more than 200 races before he finally got his first victory, but during those early years Buddy says he learned a little bit of something from every car owner he drove for and every competitor he drove against.

  When he finally got into top-quality cars, Buddy emerged as a star—particularly on the sport’s biggest tracks. He was the first driver to win at each of the sports “Big Four” tracks— Daytona, Talladega, Darlington and Charlotte. He won four races at Talladega, four at Charlotte, and two each at Daytona and Darlington—meaning he got 12 of his 19 career victories on the sport’s biggest stages.

  He won 40 poles. He finished second 43 times and third 58 times. He had 202 top-five finishes and 311 top-ten finishes. From 1967, the year of his first win, through 1983, the year he won for the last time, Buddy had 210 top-ten finishes in 383 races.

  Buddy raced more than 181,000 miles in a Winston Cup car —and probably traveled twice that many miles in his life to do it.

  He ran 151,129 laps and led 9,748 of them, leading at least one lap in 242 different races.

  For all that hard work, Buddy earned a career total of $3,995,500. Ask him how much he could have earned in today’s era with a record like that and Buddy just laughs that great big laugh of his.

  When he finally won the Daytona 500 in 1980, after coming close many times, Buddy averaged 177.602 mph for 500 miles to set a record that still stands in the sport’s biggest race. He was also the first driver to ever run an official lap at more than 200 mph, accomplishing that at Talladega in March of 1970. No wonder one of the many nicknames he had was “Leadfoot.”

  Buddy was inducted into the Court of Legends at Lowe’s Motor Speedway in Charlotte in 1995 and two years later was inducted into both the National Motorsports Press Association’s Stock Car Racing Hall of Fame in Darlington, S.C. and the International Motorsports Hall of Fame in Talladega, Ala.

  He later earned a place in the living rooms of race fans all over the country with his work on television, helping race fans understand what it was like to be in position to win the Daytona 500 or battle three-wide at 200 mph at Talladega.

  Even at 61 years old, he’s still climbing into race cars, regularly helping Rusty Wallace and up-and-coming star Ryan Newman test their Fords. Buddy’s not sure he could still win a race, but he’s convinced there are days he could still run in the top ten. I don’t doubt it for a minute.

  Last year, Buddy went to Talladega to help Wallace and Newman out with a test. At one point in the session, Buddy had turned the fastest lap of the day in one of Wallace’s cars, running a lap at nearly 190 mph with a restrictor plate motor under the hood.

  One of the sport’s current crop of young drivers came up to Buddy and decided to see if he could do a little needling.

  “Let me ask you something,” the driver said. “Do you really think you could go out there and run with us?”

  Buddy studied the question for a minute.

  “Son, I really don’t know,” Buddy finally said. “I’ve never run this slow here.”

  —David Poole, July 2002

  Editor’s Note: Poole’s original introduction, like the rest of the text, has been preserved. Though it is important to note that Baker is now 72 and can be heard on Sirius XM’s The Late Shift.
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  Buck

  

  Family is perhaps NASCAR’s greatest tradition. The Pettys, the Allisons, the Jarretts and the Earnhardts have left their marks on stock-car racing, and the Bakers have been right there with them every step of the way.

  Buck Baker drove in the first race held in what is now NASCAR’s Winston Cup series on a three-quarter-mile dirt track in Charlotte in 1949. He won the 1956 and 1957 championships in what was then called the Grand National division, winning 24 races in those two seasons. In 636 career starts, Buck won 46 races and 44 poles.

  Buck was a no-nonsense kind of driver and a no-nonsense kind of guy. He was also his son’s hero.

  My father was a great athlete. He’d find a bicycle and get on it backward and ride it around in the yard. He’d pick up the back end and ride on the front tire. He was a tremendous baseball pitcher who could bat and throw either way. You should have seen Dad shoot pool. He was one of the best I’ve ever seen.

  I was born in Florence, S.C., and we lived in Rock Hill, S.C., for a couple of months after Dad got out of the navy. Then we moved to Charlotte. He became a bus driver, which later led to people in racing writing about him being the “flying bus driver.”

  He had a load of passengers on his bus going to Columbia, S.C., one time, and he wanted to go to this dance down near Great Falls. So he took a head count. Who wanted to go to the dance and who didn’t? He took the whole busload to the dance and then on to Columbia. They were looking all over the place for this bus.
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  Buck in his winning car, a 1952 Hudson Hornet, after a race at Columbia Speedway in South Carolina on April 12, 1952. Dad won $1,000 in the 200-lap race.

  When he drove the city bus around Charlotte it was always loaded down. He’d win the race at the old Charlotte fairgrounds, and the people would get on the bus the next week hoping to talk to him about racing.

  When Dad was promoting the races at the fairgrounds, one time he won 27 races in a row. And people were booing him. I didn’t understand that. To me, he was the greatest guy in the world.

  We’d get to the track, though, and the fans all wanted to see somebody else besides the promoter win a race. They would start booing him.

  I would throw stuff at people and run like the devil. I just couldn’t stand it, it would gripe to me death.

  Then I started looking at the people who were booing, and I realized they were the same people who’d show up and hang around the race shop on Monday or Tuesday. It was just the thing to do. They were booing just to get a reaction.

  I loved all kinds of sports as a kid. We played baseball and football all around the neighborhood.

  I had this bicycle, and being Buck Baker’s son, I was supposed to win all of the bike races. Back then I wasn’t the biggest kid in the neighborhood. In fact, I was one of the smallest, so it wasn’t easy. We’d race our bikes on this little track we had built, and every kid within 20 blocks would show up. We’d have heat races and everything.

  One time I knocked the pedal off on the left side of my bike, and I didn’t have the money to run right out and buy a new pedal. Without that pedal on the left side of the bike, I discovered I could lay it almost all the way down on the ground. I’d take my foot and put it on the back side of the inside pedal. When the other kids would lay their bikes down, they could only go so far. I could lay mine down all the way and go right by them. I won races all summer long that year. When I finally got my new pedal, I never won again.

  When I was just a little fellow I started going with Dad to the race tracks. I would go up to the other drivers and say, “My daddy’s going to beat you today.”

  They’d say, “Get out of here!” and kick at me to run me out of their pits.

  When Dad raced on the beach course at Daytona, I would go down there and watch with a group of buddies. When he’d go down the road side of the course, we’d go over there and watch him. We’d all run over to other side then and watch him come down the beach. We did as many laps like that as he did.

  The cars would run down the beach, then cross it up to make it through the turn back to the road. Drivers used to talk about finding a guy with a red shirt standing on the bank and using him to mark where they should start to turn and slide into the corner. The guy in the shirt would start walking around to get a better position to see the cars, and the next time through the drivers wouldn’t know he had moved. They’d turn too late and go sliding right on out of there.

  The windshields would get this goo on them. You’d have ocean spray on your car. You’d turn the windshield wiper on it would just smear all over the place. Back then, the windshield wipers were 4 inches off the windshield anyway. By halfway through the race, nobody could see anything. The drivers would find spots or marks where they’d start sliding to slow down, because the braking systems back then lasted about a half a lap and the rest of the time you slowed down by sliding the car.
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  That’s me in my father, Buck’s, arms at our house in Florence, S. C., before we moved to Charlotte.

  Dad put vinegar in a foot pump, and he’d pump that up onto the windshield and cut that film. He’d be the only person who could see, but then his engine would blow up or something.

  Dad once ran 140 mph in an Indianapolis car on the beach there. I still remember him telling me that if he’d hit a teacup full of sand out of place the car would still be flipping. Cars just didn’t run that fast back then, especially on sand on about a four-inch tire.

  Dad won the championship when NASCAR had an Indy car division, which a lot of fans don’t know NASCAR ever even had. He could drive anything— modifieds, midgets, sprint cars.

  When he first started racing, he had this guy named Brad working on the car, and he was a great mechanic. If we didn’t win, he would sit in the back of the truck the whole way home and not say a word. If we won, he had to get drunk. And Dad was winning pretty regular, so he was getting worse and worse.

  Chick Morris was driving the car towing the race car one night, and Brad was in the back seat, having already had about 15 beers. He just fell asleep in the car. If Chick was driving and it got dark, he was bad about going to sleep at the wheel. This particular time he nodded off, went off a bank, and turned end over end, pulling the race car. He wound up way out in the woods somewhere.

  Here we came along in the other car following them. We saw where they went and got out there, and Chick was changing a right-front tire, saying that everything was going to be all right.

  Dad asked him what happened.

  “Buck,” he said, “I know you’re going to fire me anyway but I have to tell you something funny.

  “When we turned over and stopped up here in the woods, after turning over and the seat was completely up on top of Brad, Brad raised up and said, ‘Can we get a beer here?’”

  Dad was going to Florida one time, and I was in the back seat. I was just a little thing. We pulled up to a gas pump on the right side of the car, looked up, and saw our race car rolling past us on the left side. The tow bar had broken in two, and the car just rolled up and stopped in the driveway there.

  How lucky was that?
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  Mother Margaret

  

  Buddy’s mother, Margaret, was the first of Buck Baker’s wives. While Buddy eventually followed in his father’s footsteps as a racer, there was also a part of Margaret in him, too.

  My mother and father were married during World War II time, and I’ve heard her talk about hoping to have enough gas rationing stamps to go back home. She worked as a bookkeeper for the FBI in Washington, and Dad was in the navy and stationed in Maryland, so they could see each other. She played basketball while she was working up there.

  Her family was in Florence, S.C., and she told me about having to get four or five patches put on the inner tube of her tire and hoping to get enough gas to get back to Washington after coming home to see them.

  Dad was tough, but she was no pushover.
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  My mom, Margaret, and me with the sprint car that dad drove when NASCAR had a division for those kinds of racers.

  Dad bought this Oldsmobile that he was going to turn into a race car. It had a big motor, a lightweight body, and all of that stuff right from the factory. We were going to see my grandmother. This was back when there was almost no traffic on certain roads.

  Dad made the crucial mistake of jumping my mom in his new car, wanting to blow on past her down the road. She was driving a Cadillac, and it was as fast as anything there was on the road.

  Mom was a tremendous driver. She would pull the race car when Dad got sleepy. She’d tow the car all night long, get to the track, help him unload the car and then go score him during the race. Then she’d get back in the car and drive him home because he’d won the race. They were quite the team.

  Dad tried to start this race with her on the way to Florence that day, and she just went up there and blew right back by him. But she didn’t want to make him mad so she started to back off.
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