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  To Susan, my dear wife and best friend, a true blessing from God


  1 John 4:19
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  INTRODUCTION




  There haven’t been many kings in America. In rock ’n roll culture, there’s Elvis. In golf, there’s Arnold Palmer. In stock car racing, there’s Richard Petty, aka “King Richard.”




  Reporters first gave Petty the moniker in 1967, the year he won twenty-seven races, including ten in a row. He dominated the sport for more than a decade after that, on and off the track.




  His record of two hundred wins in a career that spanned 1958–92 is almost twice as many as the second-place driver on NASCAR’s all-time victories list (David Pearson with 105).




  Petty won the season championship seven times, a record he shares with the late Dale Earnhardt, and he won seven Daytona 500 titles. He won thirteen or more races in six seasons, something no other driver has done more than twice.




  He was a top-five finisher in 47 percent of his 1,184 career starts—despite going winless in his last eight seasons (when he was in his late forties and early fifties). He’s the career record-holder for most pole positions (126), races led (599), and laps led (52,194).




  His car number, 43, is arguably as synonymous with his name as 23 is with Michael Jordan.




  By Petty’s own estimation, he’s given more interviews than any man in the country.




  Now, that’s quotable!




  His looping, curlicue signature is one of the most unique, readily available, and easy-to-read celebrity autographs. Each year, he fulfills thousands upon thousands of requests from fans. It’s been said that Petty, who once took a course in penmanship, spends between eight and ten seconds on each autograph.




  Another signature of Petty is his nonracing clothing attire—Stetson hat with a buckle and feathers, dark sunglasses, and cowboy boots.




  He made nearly $8 million as a racer and much more in marketing proceeds. Among the more creative gadgets companies sold as verification of his popularity were Petty earrings (for women) and Petty telephone calling cards. There was even a plastic replica made of the wrecked version of the car he crashed in the 1988 Daytona 500.




  He’s been a movie actor, playing himself in the 1972 film 43—The Richard Petty Story.




  Though NASCAR traditionally has its share of villains and scoundrels, Petty has been considered one of the good guys from the get-go. No wonder it caused such a ruckus in 1983 when his 198th victory was marred by the discovery that the tires and engine on his car were illegal by NASCAR standards.




  Alas, he survived the “caught cheating” scandal without losing his fan base and went on to win two more races.




  His two hundredth victory, on July 4, 1984, in the Firecracker 400 at Daytona, was perhaps the most splendid day in racing history. In attendance was President Ronald Reagan, who congratulated Petty in the infield circle. No previous sitting president had attended a NASCAR race. Eight years later President George Bush presented Petty with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the United States’ highest civilian honor.




  When his career started, he wasn’t known as Richard Petty, at least not in the media. North Carolina newspaper headlines referred to him as “Dick Petty” after he won his first race at the Charlotte fairgrounds track on February 28, 1960. It didn’t take long before his career took off. And then it soared.




  Petty hails from tiny Level Cross, North Carolina, ten miles south of Greensboro, and he lives out his small-town values. He and his wife of forty-three years, Lynda, raised four children. One of them, son Kyle, is a NASCAR racer now.




  The family’s involvement in racing started in the 1940s, when Richard’s father, Lee, would race on the country roads of Randolph County, North Carolina.




  In 1949, racing became Lee’s vocation and a family legacy was born. Richard succeeded and exceeded Lee, who had fifty-four career wins. Kyle hasn’t approached that level of success, but has been a steady and highly visible contender.




  Kyle’s son, Adam, became the first fourth-generation driver in NASCAR history on April 2, 2000. Three days later, Lee died at age eighty-six. Thirty-seven days after that, nineteen-year-old Adam tragically perished in a practice accident at New Hampshire International Speedway. The deaths shook Richard Petty to the core, but he persevered.




  The fact that he was never killed racing cars is a miracle to many. It’s been estimated that he broke approximately two dozen bones and lost 75 percent of his hearing during his thirty-five years on the track.




  His final race, at Atlanta on November 15, 1992, was like a passing of the torch. It was the first Winston Cup race for Jeff Gordon, who’s gone on to become racing’s newest superstar.




  But as Earnhardt said more than once, there is only one like Petty and there won’t be another.




  So, settle back and hear from the King himself. If you listen closely enough, you might even catch the twang in his voice.




  

    1


    Beginnings


  




  I was born in a small town, and you don’t see what the real world is like. When I got out in the world, it changed the complexion of things, and it all added up to what you’ve got now.1
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  I had about as normal a childhood as any kid growing up in the South in a converted construction trailer. At least it was normal until Daddy started going to the stock car races in Greensboro and Martinsville, Virginia. That’s when things started to change around the Petty place.2




  [image: image]




  The single most important thing to a boy when he’s growing up is that little piece of paper that says “Driver’s License.” It ranks right up there with the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, and it’s way ahead of your report card. It’s why, on the very day I was old enough to drive, legally, I was up early in the morning, dressed, and ready to go. I shook Daddy awake. “C’mon Daddy,” I said. “Let’s go.”3
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  When I was growing up, going to school, playing ball, working on the race car, my ambition was to be a good mechanic, to be able to build a race car and pit race cars. I never really thought much about driving until I got out of high school.4
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  I had to become a race driver. My daddy was a race driver, so I became a race driver. I grew up around cars. I’ve been working on ’em since I was twelve years old and driving ’em since I was twenty-one, and that’s all I really know.5
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  My daddy was a race driver, so I became a race driver. If he was a grocer, I might have been a grocer.6
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  I was a poor boy when I started racing and when I got married.7
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  When I started racing, I didn’t even know what a million dollars was. It was something I read and heard about other people winning or having.8
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