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  To all my fans who I recall cheering me on whether I was winning or not.

  To all the people who I recall helping me throughout my racing career by their sponsorship, friendship, team work, or just plain hard work.

  To my family, who I recall always standing by me, not only as a celebrity, but as just a regular person.

  To all the aspiring young drivers I have helped and will help in their climb up the ladder of big-time racing so that one day I will recall being a small part of helping them reach their dreams.
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  FOREWORD

  In the early spring of 1980, I was at a crossroads in my racing career. I had an offer on the table to leave my home in Birmingham, Ala., and join a new NASCAR team being formed in Greenville, S.C. It was a good offer, and I was pretty sure I wanted to do it, but I was still going back and forth on my decision.

  So I picked up the phone, called Donnie Allison at his shop in Hueytown, Ala., and asked if I could stop by for a chat. He and a man named Bo Brady were there working on his car and invited me to come on by. When I got to the shop, Donnie stopped what he was doing even though he was behind on getting things ready and listened to what I had to say.

  After I’d laid it out for him, I’ll never forget what he did. He walked up, put his finger right in my face and said, “You need to do it.” Then he gave me a piece of advice that I still pass along to others who ask me about getting into the racing business to this day.

  Donnie told me to go get the checkered flag from the last race I’d won at the Birmingham International Raceway with a driver named Mike Alexander and put it up where I could see it because it was going to be a long, long time before I got another one. And he was right.

  I went to work for Rogers Leasing Racing in 1980 and it was late 1988 before I finally got to go to victory lane after winning my first Winston Cup race.

  As I walked into victory lane that day at Watkins Glen after Ricky Rudd had won the race, one of the first people I thought about was Donnie. I thought about just how dead on he had been with his advice to me. How I had truly had to work harder to lose races at that level than I ever did to win them on the short tracks. And how much I respected him for sharing it.

  Donnie wasn’t trying to discourage me or tell me not to do it that day. I’m pretty sure he knew how badly I wanted to do it and where I wanted to go. Donnie just told it like it was and gave me a very, very clear picture of how hard I was going to have to work to get there.

  Anybody who knows Donnie isn’t surprised that he shot straight with me that day. It’s what you expect when you deal with him.

  No truer scouting report has ever been written than the one that labeled Donnie Allison as a man who tells it like it is.

  The thing that made me respect him so much over 30 years ago and still today is that, if you’re talking to Donnie just because you’re looking for somebody to massage your ears in reply, you’re talking to the wrong guy.

  If you ask Donnie for his opinion, be prepared to hear exactly what he thinks. It may not be what you thought you’d hear or what you want to hear, but it’ll definitely be what he thinks you need to hear.

  To be honest, that approach to life and to racing my have worked against him as a driver and been part of the reason he never got the acclaim that a lot of other drivers got.

  I honestly believe Donnie was as good a driver as Richard Petty, Bobby Allison, David Pearson, Cale Yarborough, Darrell Waltrip, all of them. He just never got the breaks those guys got that put him in a position to be ultra-successful like they were.

  Part of the reason for that, I believe, is because he was so can-did. If ever a person was too honest in our sport, it was Donnie Allison. He was there to do a job driving a racecar and if you were looking for somebody to smile, shake hands and make nice, you were probably talking to the wrong guy.

  The same goes for this book. If anyone expects him to reflect back on his career, to tell the stories and share the memories, and not do it in a completely straightforward fashion, you’re talking about the wrong guy.

  Anybody who knows Donnie knows the things he has related here are told exactly as he remembers them, uncut and uncen-sored, and if that steps on any toes, well that’s just the way it is. Anybody who knows him wouldn’t expect anything less.

  Contrary to what many may think, I never worked for Donnie, Bobby or Davey during my short-track days in Birmingham. But I was fortunate to develop extremely close relationships with them all later, relationships that are now some of the most cherished of my entire life.

  Two other things come immediately to mind when I think about my friendship with Donnie over the years.

  The first happened during the fall Winston Cup race in Phoenix, Ariz., in 1991. I was crew chief for Davey with Robert Yates and we were so bad in the final practice on Saturday that we were off the charts.

  Donnie had flown out with Davey that weekend and he pulled us aside, ran some things by us and with what seemed like only about five minutes to go in practice, we put some stuff under the car that Donnie had thrown at us. What he told us turned that racecar around and we went on to win the race the next day.

  The other thing I remember vividly about Donnie was his driving that black No. 28 around Talladega that day in July 1993 when we paid tribute to Davey. That had to be one of the hardest things he ever did in his life because he loved Davey like a son.

  But Donnie never backed away from the hard things or hard work and that’s what made him one of the best ever in my book.

  When he asked me to do write this introduction, I was absolutely blown away. When I think of all the people Donnie has come in contact with over the years through racing, all the friends and acquaintances he’s made, I’m sure it’s an infinite number. So for him to choose me to do this for him from among all those was the absolute highest of honors and a request I could not refuse.

  Way back in 1980, Donnie Allison sent me in pursuit of my dream with the simple instruction to be prepared to work harder than I ever had in my life to achieve it. Now that I have, I can’t thank him enough for it.

  As I said, Donnie was one of the first people I thought of when I finally got to touch my first Winston Cup checkered flag in 1988. As we celebrated amid the champagne shower, one other thing I remember thinking was that almost nine years ago, Donnie had told me it was going to take that long and, man, was he right. As usual.

  — Larry McReynolds


  Devastated in Daytona

  The rain splattered hard against the hotel room window. As I stood watching the storm rolling across Daytona Beach, I kept saying under my breath, “This is not good. This is not good.”

  That happened the night before a lot of my races, though that might come as a surprise to many. Throughout my racing career, I had the reputation—even within my own family—of being the Allison that didn’t care. But I did care. A lot more than I ever showed, I guess.

  I wanted to win races, and I especially wanted to win the next day’s race, the 1979 Daytona 500.

  It was every stock-car driver’s dream to win the “Great American Race” on the high, fast banks of the Daytona International Speedway. I was about to have my best shot, if the weather didn’t ruin it.

  I had plenty of reasons to be excited.

  I had qualified second, giving me a front-row starting spot alongside pole sitter Buddy Baker. I had a fast car. My car owner, “Hoss” Ellington, and my crew had done a great job getting the No. 1 Hawaiian Tropic Oldsmobile ready. Most of all, I was confident.

  Give me a good car on a fast track like Daytona, and I usually had a chance to win.
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  The clouds and rain still hung over the track the next morning, but there was no way the race was going to be canceled, not with CBS Television cameras in place and set to make history.

  The network was going to beam the race live from start to finish to homes across the country for the first time ever, and there was no way Bill France Jr., the iron-willed owner of NAS-CAR, was issuing any rainchecks.

  We knew we were going to race. What we didn’t know was that the weather was much worse in other parts of the country, so bad it had paralyzed almost the entire Eastern seaboard under a thick blanket of snow.

  From Jacksonville, Fla., to Maine, folks found themselves stuck in their homes that Sunday with little else to do but flip channels on the TV.

  Back then, there weren’t a hundred channels to choose from like there are today. There were the three major networks, ABC, NBC and CBS, and if you didn’t watch one of those, you didn’t watch anything.

  So the channel surfers that day came upon the Daytona 500. Since they’d never seen anything like it, and since they didn’t have much choice, many watched. What they saw was the most memorable finish—and most significant race—in NASCAR history.
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  After what seemed like forever, we started engines. I really didn’t get nervous as we waited for the crews to dry the track, but I was a little more apprehensive than usual. Mostly I was worried about someone else doing something stupid on a track that was still going to have wet spots on it when we started.

  They decided to have us run caution laps so that all the cars circling the track could help dry it. Then they’d give us the green flag and we’d be off, and I’d get my first Daytona 500 victory.

  I’d come close in 1974, but had blown a tire 12 laps from the finish with a 19-second lead over Richard Petty. On this day, I was going to get it. I could feel it.

  Starting in the row behind me were Cale Yarborough and Darrell Waltrip. My brother, Bobby, was two rows behind that, and Richard Petty was even further back. By day’s end, three of them would be directly involved in the bitterest disappointment of my life.
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  When it came time to start the race, a funny thing happened. The weather was bad all night and all morning, but as we pulled off pit road, the sun broke through the clouds. By the time we’d run 16 caution laps, it had turned into a nice, warm day.

  I’d always said “Big” Bill France—Bill Jr.’s father—was a personal friend of the Man upstairs, and this was the perfect example. Here was the first live national telecast of a race. Half the country was snowed in, the other half wet, and he got sunshine for race day. He definitely had a connection.

  The trouble started on lap 31. I was leading, Bobby was second and Cale was third as we came off turn two. Bobby pulled inside of me and got his right-front fender just past my left-rear bumper. Then Cale touched him, just a tap, on his rear bumper.

  Bobby turned up into me, and I lost control. I spun in front of him, and he hit me just behind the driver’s side door so hard it lifted three of my wheels off the track and almost sent me tumbling.

  We went spinning off the track into infield grass down Daytona’s long backstretch, and to avoid the wreck, Cale had to come right along with us. The infield was a swamp from all the rain, and we all got stuck in the mud.

  As we sat spinning our wheels, the other cars circled the track, putting us laps down and taking away any chance we had of winning the race. Or so it seemed.
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  When we all finally got back on track, NASCAR had me two laps down and Cale three. Bobby’s chances were gone, but he would figure in the finish. Man, would he ever.

  The car coughed and sputtered some from water in the engine, but it actually handled better after the spin than before it. My car was in good shape and so was Cale’s. That told me he’d be there at the finish.

  We both went to work, and what followed was, simply, one of the greatest comebacks ever in a NASCAR race.

  Today at Daytona, if a driver falls two laps down, it almost certainly dooms him since most of the 43 cars will finish within seconds of each other on the lead lap. In 1979, I made up five miles and Cale made up seven-and-a-half. My Oldsmobile was so strong it only took me 77 laps to do it, too.

  I swept back into the lead on lap 108 and kept a tight grip on it most of the rest of the way. Dale Earnhardt led a few laps, Waltrip a few, A.J. Foyt a few. Even Cale led one late. But this was my race to win.
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  As I said, I worried about somebody doing something stupid that would affect my chances of winning. One of the drivers that concerned me was Cale.

  It wasn’t that he did stupid things. He just ran so hard to lead races and win races that drastic things could happen if you got in his way. The final lap was proof of that.

  I took the white flag, two-and-a-half miles from the checkers, with Cale close on my tail.

  We went into turn one, I looked in the mirror to see where he was and saw him going low. I made up my mind he was not going to get under me coming down the backstretch. He could have all the room he wanted on the outside, but he was not going to get under me on the back straightaway.

  As we came around to turn two, I was in the third lane, and I moved about a half a car width down from the normal racing groove. Suddenly, he hit me in my back bumper, and when he did, I turned sideways a little bit.

  I was almost off the corner anyway and I was a little bit side-ways, so I lifted. When I lifted, he hit me in the door. That put him down on the apron, his two left wheels in the dirt.

  When he came back up on the racetrack, he was turning right, and I was trying to get my car straightened out, and we hit again—this time pretty hard. That blow actually knocked him back down into the grass and me back up onto the track a little further.

  The next time he came out, he was cutting the wheel to the right and standing on the gas as hard as he could. When we hit the third time, we really hit, and I said, “To hell with it. If we crash up here, we’ll both be wide open.”

  He never backed off. He never tried to slow his car down. Well, we did crash, and Petty slipped by us to win his fourth Daytona 500.
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  We ended up in turn three, he got of his car, I got out of my car, and we had a conversation there, which was very unpleasant. We called each other a few unpleasant, unprintable names, and that was about it.

  Our conversation was pretty well over when Bobby stopped on the apron and asked if I was all right and if I needed a ride back to the garage. All this time, Cale was walking over to Bob-by’s car. I didn’t hear exactly what he said, but it was something to the effect that it was Bobby’s fault because he’d been blocking all day long. Then Cale took a swing at Bobby through the window with his helmet and cut Bobby across the bridge off the nose, drawing blood.
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  This confrontation between Cale Yarborough and me after the disastrous end to the 1979 Daytona 500proved to be one of the milestone moments in NASCAR history. (Courtesy of Donnie and Pat Allison)

  I ran over and grabbed Cale and told him if he wanted to fight, I was the one he needed to fight with. Then here came Bobby. I could not believe that Bobby Allison got there that fast. But I had seen that look in his eyes before, and I knew what was going to happen. After that, as Bobby likes to say, Cale went to beating on Bobby’s fist with his nose.
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  They had schooled us all week that the race was going to be on live TV. Live TV. Live TV. That’s all we heard. Well, I didn’t think about it one time during the race, but standing in turn three with Bobby and Cale going at it, it suddenly came to mind.

  There’s a famous photo of me holding Bobby’s elbow. Well, I was reminding him that the race was on ... live TV.

  The TV viewers—and everybody else—got their money’s worth that day. Bill France Jr., “Big” Bill’s son, pulled me aside in the garage afterwards and told me NASCAR didn’t need stuff like that to sell tickets. Oh really?

  Well, I wish there was some way we could calculate how many tickets NASCAR has sold since the 1979 Daytona 500. Trust me, it would be astronomical how may tickets they’ve sold and how much money they’ve made because of that fight.
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  People often ask me if I’m bitter towards Cale Yarborough. I’m not bitter. I’m still just very, very disappointed in that day. Disappointed because I know if I’d been second to Cale, I would not have done what he did. But I can’t judge other people by me.

  Cale and I are casual friends. We’re not going to go out to dinner together, but we didn’t before the race. I’m good friends with Betty Jo, Cale’s wife. I speak to them everywhere we go.

  If I had an opportunity to do something with other drivers, I would ask Cale to go, because maybe we’d talk about the wreck. Cale Yarborough and Donnie Allison have never talked to one another about the wreck other than that day in the infield after it happened, and all I said then was, “You crazy SOB.”

  I did say one time in front of him on national TV that he wrecked me. I said it then. I’ll say it today and, if I’ll live another 25 years, I’ll say it in 25 years because that’s what happened.

  Cale Yarborough took away my best shot at winning the Daytona 500. Fair and square, he would never have beaten me.


  A Jockey, a Pitcher, or a Diver

  I didn’t grow up wanting to be a racecar driver. I wanted to be a jockey. Or a star baseball pitcher. Or an Olympic diver.

  As a kid in Miami, I was good at sports. We used to go to the Pan American Building on Delaware Parkway every day to play football and baseball. I was a little, tiny shrimp, but I was always the first one chosen, or they made me choose because I was usually on the winning team.

  I wasn’t much good at football because I was so small, but I could fire a baseball.

  My older brother, Eddie, had been a bat boy for the Miami Sun Socks, a Brooklyn Dodgers farm team, and he had gotten us a pitching rubber and a home plate, so we built a mound. We built it 60 feet, six inches just like the pros, and that’s how I practiced. I threw a ball 60 feet, six inches every day, even as a kid.

  Well, when I went to play Little League, I only had to throw it 40 feet, so I could really bring it. I threw so hard they wouldn’t let me throw batting practice. The coach on the Optimist Club team I played for told me one time he couldn’t let me throw batting practice because nobody could hit it and that wasn’t good for the team.

  I was 14 years old in 1953, left-handed and could throw a curve, a drop, a fastball, and a slider. Too bad my coach at St. Leo’s Catholic Boys School couldn’t see it.

  I played for the St. Leo’s team all year, but for some reason the priest who was the coach would never let me pitch. So it was very surprising when, in the last inning of the last game of the season, he told me to go warm up.

  We were playing our rival Dade City, and they had a guy on first and nobody out when the priest sent me to the bullpen. I was so excited I ran over and threw three or four pitches and told him I was ready.

  The next guy got on base, so they had runners on first and second, nobody out, and the coach finally put me in the game to hold the lead.

  I wasn’t scared because I had really been looking forward to getting in there. Besides, I was young, bulletproof and not intimidated by anything.

  I struck the first batter out. I struck the second batter out. Then came the third batter, who was their best hitter.

  My first pitch to him the ump called a ball. He called the second one a ball, too, even though I felt sure it was a strike. On the third one, I threw my slider, which went towards the batter then away from him.

  Well, he timed it, and all I heard was this loud crack when he hit it. I looked straight up over my head as the ball was leaving. I didn’t even turn around. I felt sure it was gone.

  But the centerfielder never took a step. He just put up his glove and caught it for the third out, and everybody started jumping up and down and hollering. When all the hoopla was finally over, the priest said to me, “I didn’t know you could pitch

  like that.”

  Now I was only in the ninth grade, but I looked him straight in the eye and said, “Father, that’s because you never gave me a chance.”

  That was the last game of the year, and I didn’t go back to that school the next year. I went to a Catholic boys’ school, Archbishop Curley High School, for part of my 10th-grade year before I dropped out. But I never tried out for the baseball team again.

  I just didn’t feel like they would let me make the team, or if I did, they wouldn’t give me a chance to prove myself. That’s all I ever wanted out of anything in my life. Just give me a chance to prove myself, and I’ve usually succeeded.

  That was what was so appealing about swimming and diving and riding horses. It was something I could do on my own. I wasn’t at the whim of a coach to put me in the game or a teammate to make the catch for the out. If I worked hard, I could make my own success, and I liked that.

  When I started swimming and diving, I did it all by myself. I went to the Curtis Park public swimming pool by myself. I worked out by myself.

  There was a lifeguard at the pool named Wilbur Shaw who took an interest in me and helped me some, but mostly I worked alone to make myself a champion.

  When I was 13 and 14, I won all the Boy Scout meets. It was funny, but the troop leaders used to recruit me to swim for their troops like they do a kid to play college football or basketball today.

  In 1953, I participated in the Boy Scouts championship in Miami, which was a pretty big meet. We had a lot of troops from all around town. I entered five swimming and diving events, and I won all five.

  By 1954, I had advanced to the AAU level and decided to concentrate on diving off the 1-meter and 3-meter boards. I loved flipping, twisting, anything with a reverse layout—the higher the degree of difficulty the better.

  I went to the Florida AAU championships in Largo, Fla. that year, got to the pool, took one look at the diving board and felt like somebody had punched me in my stomach.

  At the municipal pool I worked out in back in Miami, we had gotten some new aluminum diving boards, and I loved them. I’d bend the fulcrum back a little bit and bounce on them like crazy, which was good for an 80-pound kid.
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