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Most of the material in this book was gathered in the three months after Dale Earnhardt’s death. People handle grief in different ways. To those people who wanted to talk… thank you very much. To those who wished to remain silent… your silence is quite understandable. Special thanks to Humpy Wheeler, the unofficial soul of NASCAR. Thanks also to Lars Anderson, George G. Washington, Jason Kaufman, Luke Dempsey, Esther Newberg, Paul Doyle, to my kids, Leigh Alan and Robin, and to Mary Ellen, who took the whole ride…

And thanks, of course, to Dale. He lived the life and captured the imagination of an entire country.





PSALM NO. 3



Blessed are the knuckleheads…

Blessed are the long-haired, the unruly, the disenfranchised… Blessed are the dropouts, the screwups, the ne’er-do-wells… Blessed are the nervous, living in trailer-park double-wides,scratching and clawing, not answering the bill collector’s call… Blessed are the cowboys on their Saturday nights… Blessed are the rowdy… Blessed are the flawed.…

Blessed are the pipe fitters, the ironworkers, the wheel alignment specialists, the carpenters and dishwashers and paper-or-plastic

supermarket captives of a time clock… Blessed are the farmers… Blessed are the housepainters… Blessed are the firemen and cops and U.S. Postal workers and the

career enlisted military men, hashmarks down their pressed

sleeves… Blessed are the truck drivers, alone against the night… Blessed are the work-on-commission salesmen, bounced from

another office without a sale… Blessed are the security guards… Blessed are the fry-order cooks… Blessed are the commuters, stuck in traffic… Blessed are the third-base coaches, the utility infielders, the

ground crew working in the sun… Blessed are the character actors and the stuntmen and the lighting

crew… Blessed are the bass guitar players….

Blessed are the unappreciated with rough hands, calluses built

stronger every day, dirt deep under the fingernails, Skat soap

and hot water needed every night… Blessed are the unnoticed with tired feet that are stuffed inside

steel-toed work boots and door-to-door wing tips… Blessed are the uncounted with tired legs that are stuffed inside

denim and uniform cotton… Blessed are the uncomfortable with hungover heads that are stuffed

under hard hats in the morning… Blessed are the untouched with still-beating hearts that are

covered by pocket protectors filled with ball-point pens….

Blessed are the hastily married…

Blessed are the divorced…

Blessed are the stepfathers…

Blessed are the stepchildren…

Blessed are the stepchildren of the stepchildren….

Blessed are the weak, who want to be strong… Blessed are the poor, who want to be rich… Blessed are the inarticulate, who want to speak….

Blessed are the frustrated….

Blessed are the restless….

A window to the imagination stays open…

A racetrack on a sunny day…

A black car steams from the back, get out of the way, get out

of the way, pushing through the shiny, multicolored obstacles

in front… Get out of the way….

A great roar comes from the car, from the crowd, from deep within

each and every thoracic cavity… Get out of the way.… The action comes past in a blur….

Blessed are the knuckleheads, most of us, caught wherever we are caught, doing whatever we are doing, wishing, looking to get outside our lives and fly…

Blessed is Dale…

Dale Earnhardt, 1951–2001…

He found the way.

—Leigh Montville

March 2001





PREFACE



There might have been a hole in the sun. That was how different everything felt after Dale Earnhardt died. The props for familiar fun were laid out in their familiar places on this little piece of the infield at the Talladega Superspeedway eight weeks later—the canvas and plastic lawn chairs in front of Terry Higgins’s thirty-foot Pace Arrow motor home, the camping tents and the coolers behind—but the day seemed as hollow as the beer keg that had been unloaded with a boiiiiiing from the side door on Thursday night at the end of the seven-hour drive from Hixson, Tennessee.

What now? What?

“A keg holds 170 cups of beer,” Terry Higgins said, because this is what he always said, what everybody said, trip after trip. “OK, do the math. There were ten guys in the motor home. Two of them don’t drink….”

“And I couldn’t drink because I was driving,” Steve Fox said.

“And Steve couldn’t drink because he was driving,” Higgins continued. “So that’s seven guys who were drinking. The keg held 170 cups of beer. Do the math. Seven hours. Seven guys. The keg was empty when we got here.”

What now? What?

For ten straight years, the mathematics of beer consumption had been a running boast, a challenge, a fine countrified primal scream of April as the same cast of midlife characters attended the Talladega 500, the first of NASCAR’s two annual Winston Cup visits to the Alabama track. The keg is for the trip and then we have twenty-nine cases of beer and six bottles of liquor for the weekend! Including a fifth of Jack and a fifth of Crown Royal! Do the math! Two years ago we RAN OUT of beer! We ’re here to kick some serious ass! We ’re here to party, we ’re here to… What? The beer, the fun, now had become almost an obligation. The ass-kicking was out of the question.

The three days at the track stretched across the calendar as if they were some mandatory appearance at some mandatory function. Be there. Do the business. Go home. There was a joyless form to everything, but certainly no direction. One step simply followed another.

“We didn’t know what to do,” Terry Higgins said. “Should we come? Not come?

“We came. We’re here. And we still don’t know what to do.

“None of us.”

An army without a cause is no army at all.

——

“The ten guys in that motor home, nine are Dale Earnhardt fans,” Higgins said. “Solid Dale Earnhardt fans. Total. The tenth guy, Jim Davis, he’s a Jeff Gordon fan, but even he loved Dale Earnhardt. Look at him. He’s wearing a Dale Earnhardt hat.”

“I like Gordon,” Jim Davis said from underneath his black baseball cap, “but I know who’s the king. There’s never been another one like him. There never will be another one.”

Dale…

Dale…

Dale…

The unexpected events of February 18, 2001, when the forty-nine-year-old stock car legend the seven-time Winston Cup champion, The Intimidator himself, crashed his familiar No. 3 black Goodwrench racing machine into the wall at over 180 miles per hour on the final lap on the final straightaway of the Daytona 500, virtually dead on impact, had caused tremors across the country that no one could have expected. Who’d have thought something like this could have such an effect? The furniture of countless everyday lives somehow had been rearranged. More than rearranged. Someone had removed the big living-room couch. Maybe the color television set, too.

Who’d have thought?

“I watched the race on television at the bar. I saw the crash,” Higgins said. “I knew he was hurt, just the way he hit, but he’d been in a lot of crashes. He’d always walked away. I was here for the one at Talladega in ’96. The one where he was upside down and someone drove right into him? That looked a lot worse than this one…. Then I got the call. I was driving my son home. A guy said ‘Dale’s dead.’ I couldn’t believe it. I’m not ashamed to say I started crying. I’m not ashamed at all.”

Higgins, forty-three, is the owner of Andy Capp’s, a bar on Hixson Highway. He is an average-sized guy, pop-out belly, brown hair, country-western mustache, skin turned pink by the sun. He fell in love with Earnhardt “back at the end of the seventies, back before he even was driving Winston Cup, when he was running the Sportsman series.” The attraction pretty much was instantaneous. There was something dangerous and fun about this newcomer to the scene, this longhaired young guy with another country-western mustache who looked as if he had just rolled out from underneath your family sedan and said “Hey, the shocks look good but Ah’d think about balancin’ them tires.”

This new guy didn’t seem to know the driving rules, didn’t care. Hell’s bells, he’d make room where there wasn’t room, dinging and danging, sending other cars off into spins, flying through the carnage like the Road Runner outwitting a fleet of Wile E. Coyotes. He drafted just a little bit closer, planting the front end of his Chevrolet right against someone else’s ass at 200 miles per hour, just waiting for the right moment to burst into clean air and fly. He rode high when necessary, out in the gray of the track, closer to the walls, fearless—that’s the word—just fearless. He was a real-life duke, giving a good middle finger to any real-life hazard.

“He was Elvis Presley in a black suit,” Higgins says. “That’s the best way I can explain it. He brought to NASCAR what Elvis Presley brought to rock ’n’ roll. There were no holds barred. He didn’t ask for anything, but he didn’t give away anything. No matter where he was on the racetrack, he was always working. You could see him, even if he was 34th, he was still racing. He just loved it. I read one time that ‘he could see where the air was.’ I always felt he did.”

It turned out that hitching on with Earnhardt for the ride at the beginning was like starting out with Sinatra at a supper club in Hoboken. One season led into the next and the next and the championships kept coming and the pile of accomplishments grew higher and higher. The kid from underneath the family car became the middle-aged owner of Learjets and yachts, bulldozers and chicken farms, richer than anyone at the best country club in town. Famous. He met with Presidents and boardroom poobahs, scuba-dived and hunted strange animals, sang with famous singers, got a little heavier in the bottom and a little thinner on top, yet never lost the core of his spirit, the competitiveness, the aggressiveness. He was still going, the crusty son of a bitch, heading into his fiftieth birthday at the same speed and with the same fire he always had.

Higgins held on to all this success as if he had a string tied to a hot air balloon. All the midlife boys in the motor home did. Anyone who liked Dale Earnhardt did. Dale was a man who gave you the best of returns on your emotional investments. Root for Dale and you win when he wins. He won all the time.

The trips to races became Dale pilgrimages. There was Bristol, up in the Tennessee mountains, the half-mile short track. Who was better at close quarters than Dale? The cars spun around as if they were inside a noisy washing machine. Who came out of the washing machine, more often than not, with the brightest smile? There were trips to Talladega, the 2.66-mile jet-strip tri-oval with the wicked banked turns, the speeds so fast that NASCAR mandated restrictor plates to calm everbody down. Who hated restrictor plates the most, thought they limited an unlimited sport? Who, nevertheless, was known as “The King of Restrictor-Plate Racing,” just a year ago in October coming from 18th place in the last four laps, slicing through the gerrymandered suspense to win at the wire? There were trips to Atlanta every November, where the Winston Cup champion was crowned. Who stood up there at the end accepting that check, getting that smoky cigarette kiss from the Winston bathing beauty and holding the trophy over his head? Who? Seven times, brother. Count ’em.

Higgins’s devotion multiplied through the years. He had a gold race car medallion with a No. 3 in the front cast specially by a jeweler. Higgins wore it every day, a tribute to his own patron saint. He lit his cigarettes with a No. 3 lighter. He kept out the glare with a pair of black No. 3 sunglasses, the familiar red-and-white numeral just above the bridge of his nose. He bought Dale Earnhardt sweatshirts and Dale Earnhardt T-shirts and collected Dale Earnhardt bubble-gum cards and die-cast cars and programs and photos and hats and more hats.

When the first motor home died and Higgins bought the Pace Arrow, he wasted no time and had the new vehicle detailed in black stripes and red and white, adding so many key words and copywritten logos that it looked as if it were part of Richard Childress Racing, Dale’s race team. A golf cart received similar treatment. The ultimate tribute came when he bought a black Chevy Lumina and had it detailed to look exactly like Dale’s race car with the fat No. 3’s on the doors and “Goodwrench” across the hood and all of the other sponsor stickers on the sides.

Talk about fantasy! He was The Intimidator! He was Dale!

And then Dale died.

“I went back to the bar,” Terry Higgins said. “I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I should do something. Everyone was all upset.”

“There was over fifty grown men in there, all of ’em howling like hound dogs,” Steve Fox said. “Nobody cared what anybody else thought.”

Higgins decided the best move was to park the Lumina in front of the bar. He parked the detailed motor home. He parked the golf cart. He painted a sign, “Honk Three Times For Dale,” and placed it on the Lumina. The noise began. For the entire night—honk, honk, honk—the tributes arrived. Everybody honked. Then the flowers started to arrive. There were wildflowers. There were floral arrangements. There were bouquets. There were cards, messages, expressions of condolence. Schoolkids and old folks and goobers and businessmen and just about anyone you could imagine added to the pile. Terry Higgins’s bar became a grief center for the area.

Across the country, similar impromptu memorials were being built, piece by piece, hand by shaking hand. People simply appeared at any place Dale Earnhardt might have visited might have touched. There were crowds at his corporate headquarters, Dale Earnhardt Incorporated (DEI), in Mooresville, North Carolina. There were crowds at the Daytona International Speedway, where he died. Every speedway on the circuit reported people appearing, praying, leaving a message, a bouquet, a piece of memorabilia. There were crowds at Earnhardt’s still-uncompleted vacation home in West Palm Beach, Florida. People felt they had to do something, anything, to let their sadness breathe.

“The television stations, the newspapers, came and did stories,” Terry Higgins said. “I guess they were pretty good the stories. I have a tape and people tell me it’s good but I haven’t seen it. I just can’t watch it. Not yet.”

——

The hope was that the Talladega weekend might bring answers, but it really didn’t. The midlife boys from the Dale Earnhardt motor home from Hixson tried. They drank all but four beers from the twenty-nine cases, drank all the liquor, rode the Dale Earnhardt golf cart through the infield campers, offering Mardi Gras beads to young women to expose their physical endowments, chatted up the stock car neighbors, let the sounds and smells of the racing run through their bodies, but the old spirit of the old occasions was missing.

“It’s just not the same,” Terry Higgins said from behind his Dale Earnhardt sunglasses. “I don’t think it’ll ever be the same.”

Should he root for Dale Earnhardt Jr., No. 8, the slender son, the kid racing under the weight of all this sentiment? Should he root for Kevin Harvick, No. 29, the rookie who had replaced Earnhardt, the number changed and the car painted silver? Should he find someone new? Who would that be? How could that be? He never did find the answer. He rooted for no one.

“It’s all so sad,” Terry Higgins said in the Alabama sunshine, another cigarette and another beer in hand.

Some of the midlife boys were standing on top of the motor home, watching the action. Bobby Hamilton was on the way to winning the race, a calm and caution-free affair, mostly a motorized parade, everyone afraid of the speeds and the possible collisions, reminded of the danger in the drivers’ meeting by Michael Waltrip, a driver for Earnhardt’s team. There was no drama, no bite. There was no reason, really, for all of this. Sad.

A black flag with the No. 3 hung at half-mast from the antenna on the motor home. A hand-painted sign, “In Memory of THE INTIM-IDATOR, 1951 to 2001,” was stretched across the windshield. A funeral wreath, left over from the tribute in Hixson, hung below the sign. The artificial flowers were pink and blue and white.

“You know how sad this made me?” Terry Higgins said. “See those boys on the roof? I love ’em all. One of ’em’s my son. If one of those boys fell off right now, broke his neck and died I wouldn’t feel any worse than I do about Dale Earnhardt. And that’s the honest-to-God truth.”

Only one moment had made any sense at all, one moment in three days. On the third lap of the race, while the Fox televison crew went silent, as the cars came blowing past, noisy and proud Terry Higgins and the midlife boys had raised their right hands and held up three fingers to the sky. A sea of right hands, over 150,000 right hands, had done the same thing.

No one was alone.
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AT THE ALTAR


A man in Cocoa Beach, Florida, plowed a giant, 353-foot No. 3 in his pasture. He said he just wanted to do it. To honor Dale….

A thirty-five-year-old tow truck operator in Kenosha, Wisconsin, finished work, picked up his son and his father, and started driving. Twenty hours later, they were in Mooresville in front of the offices of Dale Earnhardt Incorporated. Just wanted to be there. He said he had left money with friends back in Kenosha to rent a billboard to say goodbye to Dale….

A traveler from Los Angeles reported on the Internet that he was near Daytona Beach, taking pictures of a Titan rocket launch from the Space Center a week after the accident. The contrails from the rocket, moved by the wind, formed a giant No. 3 in the sky. He posted a picture….

The proprietor of Tropical Tattoos in Daytona Beach, Florida, said he did a number of Dale Earnhardt tattoos on a number of bodies. He said he did two on the Monday after the accident….

Crowds gathered. People cried.

Everywhere you looked, if you looked hard enough, there seemed to be a tribute. Something….

THE CRASH

The intelligent head argued with the intelligent eyes. That was the thing. The eyes saw the severity of the crash. The eyes had seen other crashes in other places, the same speed the same angle, the same unmerciful thud against a concrete wall. The eyes knew something terrible had happened. The intelligent head knew Dale Earnhardt was involved. He would be all right.

Eyes vs. head. What was a television color commentator supposed to say?

“How about Dale?” Darrell Waltrip asked into his Fox Sports microphone late on that Sunday afternoon of February 18, 2001. “I hope he’s OK.”

“Of course he’s OK,” the head screamed in response. “That’s Dale. He walks away. Dale Earnhardt. He always walks away.”

“I just hope Dale’s OK,” Waltrip said again into his microphone. “I guess he’s all right, isn’t he?”

The emotions that crowded inside the broadcast booth at the Daytona International Speedway were too much, too much, way too much to handle. Jesus, Good Lord they were. Look out the window at one spot on the track and there was the surprise winner of the Daytona 500, Michael Waltrip, Darrell Waltrip’s thirty-seven-year-old baby brother, off on a victory lap in his yellow NAPA No. 15 car, happier than happy after capturing the biggest stock car race in all Creation, first win in his life in his 463rd race… look at another spot on the track and there was Dale.

Was he all right?

The monitors in the control truck blinked out all the color-camera choices. Happy winner. Happy. Live. Crash on tape. The black No. 3 car is going all right, going all right, wait a minute, nudged going left, going right—slow it down—that’s the No. 36 car, the yellow car, Kenny Schrader, coming in from the side, the M&M’s car, hits the No. 3 car and they go into the wall together and wow, everything flies everywhere. Crash live. The car is back on the grass, rolled down the embankment from the wall. What are they doing? Why isn’t Dale crawling out of there? The rescue workers have arrived. Maybe he broke a leg. Maybe the side was caved in. Boy, is he going to be pissed at somebody. Won’t he? Where is Dale?

Way too much.

The voices from the truck came through Darrell Waltrip’s earpiece and joined the voice in his head. Dale will be fine. Dale has been in about a billion of these crashes, much worse than this one. If he comes out of that car soon enough, we may even get a word with him. Won’t that be a hoot? The eyes of Waltrip, a fifty-four-year-old man who had driven for thirty years, won 84 races and three Winston Cup championships, knew better. They had seen just about all of the good things and all of the bad that can happen on a racetrack. This was bad.

“This is bad,” he told the voices in the truck.

The other color man in the booth, Larry McReynolds, was pretty much speechless. He didn’t know what to say. This was his debut as a color commentator after a lifetime of work as a race car mechanic. For two years in his career, he had been Dale Earnhardt’s crew chief. He trained his binoculars on the activity around the mangled No. 3 car down the track, the car he once had treated with the same love and care he gave his children, and found himself paralyzed by the inner debate.

“Schrader is looking in the car… backing off in a hurry… that’s not good… oh, could be anything… maybe Dale’s unconscious….

“The emergency crew is reaching inside, working on him… that could be something bad. No, that could be anything….

“The emergency crew is cutting off the roof… that’s not good… then, again, it’s standard procedure. If Dale broke something….

“They’re putting him on a stretcher, taking him to the ambulance… OK, that’s standard procedure….

“They’re covering up the car….

“The ambulance is not going very fast….

Shit.

The idea that the greatest driver in NASCAR history could crash and die on the final turn of the final lap of the biggest race on the NASCAR schedule simply did not compute. Especially if that driver was Dale Earnhardt.

——

They were all new, the members of this Fox crew, at what is billed as “The Great American Race.” They had been put together, collected in the past year for the debut of NASCAR on the network. Fox had paid an unprecedented $1.6 billion to televise just half of the NASCAR season every year for the next eight years. The Daytona 500, the annual stock car Super Bowl, was the most important part of the package.

Everyone was nervous. No, not nervous, really, but excited. More than two hundred people were involved in the telecast.

“The idea was that we were moving into a new era of motorsports coverage,” Fox producer Neil Goldberg says. “We were doing some things in production that never had been done. Our team was close to the size of a team that would cover a Super Bowl.”

A sequence of robotic cameras had been installed around the 2.5-mile track, so that for the first time an entire race could be covered from a low, street-corner angle. The biggest problem in televising race cars in the past was capturing the speed the concept of how fast these cars were really traveling. This would help. Microphones, placed strategically, could be left open to capture the accompanying roar.

A moving scroll, the Fox Box, had been invented for the top inch of the screen to keep viewers abreast of the always-changing standings. A computer tracking device, Fox Trax, could superimpose arrows onto the screen, pointing to any number of moving cars. All this was laid upon the existing angles and features of traditional coverage, the shots from the blimp, the interviews from pit road the sight of nervous wives chewing their well-done nails while their husbands flew around the track at close to 200 miles per hour.

The coverage, the attention, was a testament to how much this onetime regional sport featuring good ol’ boys banging their look-alike Fords and Chevrolets and Pontiacs and Hudson Hornets into one another had grown. NASCAR was national. NASCAR was modern. NASCAR was now. Giant concrete speedways had popped like so many carbuncles across the map of America, megastadiums that sat more than 100,000 people on a Sunday afternoon, hordes of true belivers in racing and speed.

While the ratings numbers for the traditional four big professional sports—football, baseball, basketball, and hockey—were in a sodden decline, NASCAR ratings were a skyrocket. NASCAR was NASDAQ, at least the NASDAQ of a couple years earlier. The merchandise flew off the shelves. The most famous corporate names in the country— Procter and Gamble and Coke and Pepsi and Budweiser, the King of Beers—fought each other to place their ads on the cars. The drivers, drawn now from across the country, had become spokesmen and stars, the last large band of American white boys left on the athletic scene after football and basketball had gone black and baseball had gone Hispanic and hockey was filled with European names that would get you a lot of points in a good game of Scrabble.

NASCAR! They look like you! They talk like you! This unspoken thought could not be denied. An increasing portion of the white, mainstream public was settling down behind the steering wheels of these colorful, highly tuned racing machines and driving away on a vicarious 500-mile Sunday afternoon. The newly inaugurated President, George W. Bush, was known to be a NASCAR man. Yes, he was.

“I’ll tell you how much this has grown,” Goldberg, the producer, says. “I started working in auto racing, television, in 1982 for ESPN. In the mid-eighties, we’d go to Bristol, this little half-mile track in the mountains of Tennessee, and there’d be maybe 20,000 people in the stands. We go there now, there are seats for 160,000 people and they’re all filled. It’s just been amazing to see.”

Goldberg, forty-two years old originally from Sudbury, Massachusetts, had fallen in love with the sport. The races were terrific, he thought, but the people were even better. Even as the scene had grown larger, the businessmen in suits running more and more aspects of the operation, the people at the base level were different from the people in all other sports. There was a purity to them. They were a collection of success stories, all of them, no-nonsense dreamers who sacrificed and fought to wind up in the spotlight. There was a humility mixed with ambition that could not be denied.

“These are people… you don’t go to school to play auto racing,” Goldberg says. “Every other sport, you can play it at your school. You want to play football? You play it at the school. Basketball? Same thing. If you want to be in auto racing, you have to go somewhere after school. Or you have to leave school. You hang around garages, racetracks, making yourself useful, looking for your break. You go down to one of the NASCAR teams and try to get a job. No other sport demands so much determination.”

The only moments when Goldberg had questioned his love for the game had been when the game had turned sour, when a car had flown out of control, when a driver had slumped against the wheel, when the ambulance had arrived and the news was not good. They were infrequent, these moments, but they happened often enough. Goldberg would wonder about his job. Was he encouraging some deadly pastime? Was he spreading good words about an inherently bad enterprise? What was he doing? The people of racing always brought him back.

“The people are wonderful,” he says. “They are so infectious with their enthusiasm. It’s hard to walk away. Even now, as different as this sport has become with all this money, these people are you and me. You sit down with them for an hour and you have the feeling you’ve made a friend. Can you do that if you sit in the locker room of the Los Angeles Lakers? You can do that here. The people are so great.”

The idea, lying underneath all the technological bells and whistles, was to show how great these people really were. And the greatest of them all was Dale Earnhardt.

——

“He was in a unique position,” Goldberg says. “He was the bridge, the connector between the old days of auto racing and the new NASCAR. He was the old-school race driver who ushered in the modern era, the hard-nosed driver moved into the present.”

Forty-nine years old winner of seven Winston Cup championships to tie King Richard Petty for the all-time record he was the success story to top all of the other success stories, a multimillionaire who had come from nowhere and nothing to rule his sport. He had a smile that could light up an orphanage. He had a stare that could melt a spark plug. He was a man’s man, a hunter and fisherman, a family man who asked for no favors and gave no ground.

In twenty-one years on the Winston Cup circuit, he had dented more fenders, caused more controversy than any dozen drivers you could find. The only group that sometimes seemed as large as his fans was his enemies. The four tractor-trailers selling his souvenirs at the racetrack every week usually sold more merchandise than the trailers of all the other drivers combined.

The joke was that schoolchildren in his home state of North Carolina learned to count by saying “1-2-Dale Earnhardt-4–5-6-7-8-9-10.” That was how famous he was. His black No. 3 car was his armor and tool on the racetrack, an extension of his hard-bitten personality. He took no prisoners, never had never would. He was a constant Clint Eastwood taking care of the bad guys and picking up that fistful of dollars at the end. He was old and still good and still hip, a phenomenon right there in American culture.

He was the star. He was the star of NASCAR stars, his success and life almost a mirror of the great growth of the sport. He was—that most overused and misused of all phrases, but absolutely true here—an American icon.

“You’re driving home and the traffic’s stopped up and you’re just sitting there,” H. A. Humpy Wheeler, president of Lowe’s Motor Speedway in Charlotte, says. “You do that five days a week and you’re sick of it. You live your life by rules. You wear a tie. You work for a guy you don’t like.

“For once, you’d like to break the rules. You’d like to get in a race car and just go wherever you wanted get past all of those other people, doing what you want to do. Well, maybe you can’t do that, but you can go to the racetrack on the weekend and watch somebody else do it. You can watch Dale Earnhardt. He breaks the rules.”

Subtlety never had been part of his modus operandi. He conceded nothing. Are you looking at me? That’s right. You. He had old-time values, working under an old-time code. Nothing scared him. Nothing stopped him. There was an engaging kick-ass toughness about him that had been there from the beginning and simply would not leave.

Fox had plans for Dale Earnhardt.

“Oh, we had things all set up, Dale and me,” Darrell Waltrip says. “I had this sound effect—the sound they played when the shark appeared in Jaws—that I was going to use every time he came up from behind on someone. We had a bunch of stuff. We’d already talked about it.”

The presence of Waltrip in the booth opened up all kinds of roads with Earnhardt. Retired only at the end of the 2000 season, the well-spoken Waltrip served as nemesis and rival during Earnhardt’s early years, fighting him to the wire for championships. Called to replace the injured Steve Park in 1998 in the Pennzoil car fielded by Dale Earnhardt Incorporated (DEI), Earnhardt’s race team, Waltrip became ally and friend. A lot of experiences, a lot of time, had been shared. Waltrip called Earnhardt “my frenemy—90 percent friend and 10 percent enemy.”

“I think the time I spent driving for him in 1998 really changed things between us,” Waltrip says. “Any hard feelings disappeared. I was helping him out and he was helping me out. We were able to let our guard down and just talk. It wasn’t all about ‘you wrecked me’ or ‘I wrecked you.’ We could talk about anything.”

The plans already were working. The Fox crew televised just about every race or qualifying session during Speed Week at Daytona, shaking the bugs out, learning how everybody worked together, getting ready for the big race on Sunday. Earnhardt was a main attraction.

“He knew how it all worked,” Goldberg says. “You’d do a live shot and he’d come in from the side, unexpected and grab the announcer. He’d grab a Sharpie and walk up to the camera and sign his autograph right on the camera lens. He worked great with Darrell. You could see the rapport. He came up to Matt Yokum, our reporter, after qualifying and grabbed Matt’s headset and said ‘Let me talk to Waltrip.’ And they talked. Just these two guys who knew so much about racing. I think about it now, they talked every day during our telecasts. Darrell even argued with him about wearing the open-faced helmet, about his choice of safety equipment.”

The plot possibilities with Earnhardt for the big day were endless. Waltrip’s brother, Michael, now was the third driver for the DEI team, his first chance at handling a truly competitive car. Park, the driver Darrell once replaced was back in the Pennzoil car as the No. 2 driver for DEI. The top driver was Earnhardt’s son, Dale Junior, twenty-six years old and already successful, already a threat.

Earnhardt himself, revitalized after disc surgery a year and a half earlier, second in the Winston Cup standings in 2000, was in the familiar No. 3 Monte Carlo of Richard Childress Racing. This was a driver/ owner partnership that had lasted through seventeen successful seasons. Why change it now? Earnhardt felt as confident as he ever had. The storied Daytona track, the scene of his greatest win in 1998 after going a bizarre 0-for-19 in the 500 for the bulk of his career, surely was a character. Larry McReynolds was the crew chief for that race. He would have stories about Earnhardt. Waltrip, the competitor, friend frenemy, would have stories.

Throw in the return of Dodge to Daytona, two Dodges sitting in the front row at the start. Throw in baby-faced Jeff Gordon, the clinician, the successful driving opposite of Earnhardt. Throw in pit stops and blown engines, restrictor plates and airfoils to keep everyone close, defending champion Bobby Labonte and the rest of the field 175,000 fans and the sight of Florida sun for the good folks back north in the scraggly days of winter.

How good could all this be?

“We were eleven seconds from having the greatest telecast in the history of the Daytona 500,” Neil Goldberg says. “That’s how close we came.”

——

The black car and the three cars that the driver of the black car owned were in the middle of the action for the entire day. Earnhardt was the leader on the 27th of the 200 laps, holding the lead for 11 before being passed by Childress teammate Mike Skinner. Earnhardt was the leader on laps 83 and 84, then dropped back again. This was the restrictor-plate mayhem, speeds legislated into uniformity, that Earnhardt always said he hated but always handled very well, racing in packs, two wide, three wide, different grooves on the banked track. Earnhardt was always involved.

Early in the race, fender to fender, he bumped with rookie Kurt Busch. He appeared to turn and—wait a minute, the Fox cameras caught it—he stuck his left hand out the driver’s-side window and raised the middle finger to Kurt Busch. In the middle of the race! The finger! Flying!

“I remember thinking that he was going to be talking to Kurt Busch after this race,” Goldberg says. “He wasn’t going to be angry. I didn’t think so. He was going to be like a father, giving advice to a son.”

On the 174th lap, the perils of restrictor-plate racing arrived. Robby Gordon hit Ward Burton and Ward Burton hit Tony Stewart and Tony Stewart went flying. This was a spectacular crash that eventually involved nineteen cars, almost half the starting field. Stewart’s car spun and flipped twice, badda-boom, badda-boom, crashing into teammate Bobby Labonte on the way. The pictures of the orange Home Depot car going through the air were perfect television. Looked bad wasn’t bad. This was almost a Hollywood-stunt-driver kind of crash.

“If you didn’t know anything about auto racing, you would have thought that was the bad crash,” Goldberg says. “If you knew auto racing, though, you knew that the speed was dissipating as Stewart was going over and over. Flipping was good. That energy was being used up. The bad crashes are the ones where the car at great speed hits an object that doesn’t move. That’s when there’s no chance for the energy to go anywhere.”

Earnhardt, riding low and ahead of Stewart, missed the entire jackpot. When the race was restarted on lap 180, he was second behind
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