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Dedication

To my family, who first taught me the meaning of passion in sport.

To the friends and colleagues who encouraged me to chase stories worth telling, and those who opened doors for me.

To the drivers, crews, and fans whose courage and character made NASCAR what it is, and whose voices echo through every lap of history.

This book is for those who inspired me to love the sport, to honor its legends, and to keep their stories alive.
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Foreword 
by Richard Petty

When people ask me about the history of NASCAR, I tell them the story always comes back to one thing – the drivers. You can have the fastest car, the best engine, the smartest crew chief, but at the end of the day, it’s the person behind the wheel who makes the difference. That’s what built this sport. That’s what grew it from a handful of stock cars on dirt tracks to a national spectacle watched by millions.

I was lucky. I was born into it. My daddy, Lee Petty, ran the very first NASCAR race in 1949. He was probably the first true professional in our sport – he made his living strictly from racing, back when that meant buying a car for $1,000 and hoping to win $1,500 on the weekend. He raced smart, didn’t tear up his stuff, and finished races. They called him “Mr Consistency,” and he passed that mindset down to me.

As a kid, I watched men like Red Byron, Tim Flock, and Glenn “Fireball” Roberts start something without even realizing how big it would become. I always admired Tim Flock – he was smooth, smart, and always found a way to win. Later, I raced against the next wave: Joe Weatherly, Ned Jarrett, and David Pearson. Guys who all brought something special. Weatherly was wild – on the track and off – but he had heart. Ned was a gentleman racer, calm and consistent. And Pearson? He might have been the most naturally gifted of us all. I probably finished second to him more than anyone else.

In my own time, I saw the sport evolve and so did the drivers. Cale Yarborough was one of the toughest sons of guns I ever raced. He didn’t know how to back off. He was driving hard, no matter what lap it was. Bobby Allison was relentless. Darrell Waltrip came in with flash and fire, said what he thought, and raced just as bold. And then came Dale Earnhardt – the Intimidator. He was rough around the edges, didn’t care what people thought, but he had that fire in him. That’s what connected him with the fans. That, and seven championships.


[image: ]
Seven-time NASCAR Cup champion Richard Petty. (ISC Images & Archives via Getty Images)




Each generation had its standard bearer. Pearson carried us through the ’60s and ’70s. I had my run. Dale brought a new grit and attitude. Jeff Gordon brought youth and polish. Jimmie Johnson? He just went out and won – quietly, methodically, with class. And now we’ve got the likes of Kyle Busch, Joey Logano, and Kyle Larson, all fierce in different ways, all pushing the boundaries of talent and technology.

The Immortals of NASCAR aren’t just the men who won the most races or lifted the most trophies. They’re the ones who defined eras, carried the sport on their shoulders, and brought fans to the track week after week. They made you cheer – or made you boo – but they always made you care.

I’ve been fortunate to race against many of these men. I’ve been lucky enough to win a few, lose a lot, and witness the growth of something bigger than any of us ever imagined. NASCAR started as a Southern sport with guys wrenching on their own cars in dirt-floor garages. Now it’s a global brand. But no matter how much it grows, the driver will always be at the center of it.

Because the car doesn’t become legendary until someone drives it like it was never meant to be driven.

That’s what these Immortals did. And that’s why they’ll never be forgotten.

Richard Petty

Level Cross, North Carolina
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Top: The south turn at Daytona Beach and Road Course coming onto the beach during the 1948 race at Daytona. (ISC Archives/CQ-Roll Call Group via Getty Images) 

Bottom: Red Byron (left), NASCAR’s first “Cup Series” champion and the first Immortal, with NASCAR founder “Big” Bill France (right). (ISC Images & Archives via Getty Images)
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Introduction: 
From stock cars to NASCAR & immortality

More than 3,000 drivers have started a NASCAR race in its 75-year history. Around 200 have won a race. Just 36 have claimed the championship trophy. Yet only 20 are being named Immortals in this book – an elite group whose feats transcend the win columns and trophy cabinets.

NASCAR is the second-biggest motorsport in the world, behind only Formula 1, and the second-most-watched sport in America, trailing only the NFL. It’s a phenomenon born in the dusty paddocks and red clay ovals of the Southern Piedmont region, fueled by ego, grit, and moonshine, and it grew into a billion-dollar empire of noise, steel, and personality.

What began as a local curiosity among moonshine runners – drivers who could outrun the law in stripped-down Ford V-8s – soon became a cultural juggernaut. Racing wasn’t just about speed; it was about reputation, survival, and pride. The Depression had flattened the South, and young men with fast cars and no money saw the racetrack as a way out.

Those early days were chaotic. Events were run on dirt ovals in county fairgrounds and cow paddocks. Promoters stiffed drivers, rules changed by the week, and crashes were plentiful. But the crowds kept coming. They came for the action, the danger, and the brawls in the infield that followed spectacular crashes and bitter rivalries.

Daniel S. Pierce nailed it in his book Real NASCAR: “They came to watch their heroes maneuver ordinary automobiles at incredible speed, beating and banging on each other, wrecking spectacularly, and fighting out their differences in the infield.”

Fighting. Feuding. Wrecking. Winning. It was – and is – the DNA of NASCAR.
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More than 80 cars lined up in front of 28,000 fans for the 1955 NASCAR race on the 4.2-mile Daytona Beach and Road Course, but with the series’ popularity exploding, it would soon outgrow the place where its roots were planted in the late 1930s. (ISC Archives/CQ-Roll Call Group via Getty Images)



Then came Bill France Sr., a racer who saw that the sport needed structure to thrive. He organized it, tamed it just enough to sell it, and then turned it into a national pastime. France was never the fastest driver, but he was the sport’s most important figure. His founding of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing – NASCAR – on February 21, 1948 at the Streamline Hotel in Daytona lit the match for everything that followed.

But our list of Immortals is not about the promoters or the businessmen. It’s about the drivers. The ones who made fans scream, sponsors sign checks, and rivals seethe. This is not just a list of champions. It is a tribute to those whose presence altered the course of the sport – on the track and beyond it.

Richard Petty. Dale Earnhardt. Jimmie Johnson. These seven-time champions are the sport’s holy trinity: The King, The Intimidator, and JJ. Each represents a different generation, a different style, but the same relentless pursuit of greatness.

Fighting. Feuding. Wrecking. Winning. It was – and is – the DNA of NASCAR.

But greatness doesn’t only wear the crown. Red Byron raced with a war-shattered leg. Darrell Waltrip transformed NASCAR’s voice as much as its tactics. Tim Flock had a monkey riding shotgun. And modern icons like Kyle Busch, Joey Logano, and Kyle Larson – each still chasing more titles – have helped redefine what it means to be a NASCAR star in the 21st century.

We tell their stories not because they won the most, but because they left something behind that will outlast them.

To understand NASCAR’s heartbeat, you need to understand its roots. The Southern Piedmont region – a crescent stretching from central Virginia, through the Carolinas to Georgia and Alabama – was NASCAR’s original proving ground. A land of rebels, racers, and redemption. Modified Fords became stock cars, and outlaws became icons.

The first season of what we now call the NASCAR Cup Series was launched in 1949 as the Strictly Stock Division. It became the Grand National Series in 1950, then rebranded to the Winston Cup Series in 1971 when Big Tobacco money rolled in. Nextel took over in 2004, which evolved into the Sprint Cup in 2008. Then came the Monster Energy era, and finally, the modern era without a sponsor and just the NASCAR Cup Series in 2020. We’ve used the era-appropriate terms throughout the book to mark each driver’s time.

What hasn’t changed, though, is the spectacle.

From the early days of bootleggers and bar fights, NASCAR transitioned to a national obsession. Through the ’60s and ’70s, paved superspeedways replaced dusty bullrings, and stars like Petty, Bobby Allison, Yarborough, and Pearson became part of American folklore.

The 1979 Daytona 500 changed everything. Cale Yarborough and Donnie Allison wrecked on the final lap. Bobby Allison pulled over. Helmets flew, punches landed, and a national TV audience fell in love. NASCAR wasn’t just a Southern thing anymore, but an American thing.

By the 1990s, NASCAR’s reach had grown coast to coast. Jeff Gordon brought a new, polished style. Dale Earnhardt brought fire. The two of them gave the sport a storyline for the ages. As NASCAR surged into the 2000s, it began appearing in new markets – Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Chicago – and on every media platform imaginable.

While TV ratings have fluctuated and some tracks have fallen away, NASCAR remains a cultural force. The Next Gen car has brought parity. Street circuits and road courses now mix with short tracks and superspeedways. International stars – like Shane Van Gisbergen – are helping introduce the sport to new audiences.

It’s important to remember that NASCAR never had the global ambitions of F1, but it is adapting. Canada. Mexico. Europe. Even Australia and New Zealand are watching more closely now. And as new fans arrive, they’ll need heroes to follow. This book introduces them to the Immortals.
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The start of a race at the beginning of the NASCAR Modified season, 1949. (ISC Images & Archives via Getty Images)





They came for the action, the danger, and the brawls in the infield that followed spectacular crashes and bitter rivalries.

And before the Immortals came, there was Big Bill.

William France Sr. is the man who made all of this possible. After racing himself, he saw the need for a governing body. He saw that fans would pay if they could see the best. He saw that drivers needed protection and promotion. And he saw that NASCAR could be a business.

His first race as a driver at Daytona in 1936 ended in chaos. Soft sand. Broken cars. Lost money. But France returned, organized more races, and eventually founded NASCAR. He built the Daytona International Speedway. He strong-armed sponsors. He unified teams. He turned a regional curiosity into a national colossus.

France’s family still runs the sport. And while he doesn’t qualify for our list of Immortals – this is for drivers only – he earns a special mention as the pre-Immortal. Without Big Bill, there would be no NASCAR as we know it.
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There are 13 champions in this 1996 photo, with 50 titles between them. (Alamy)



And from those beach races came the sport we know today: high banks, roaring crowds, emotional victories, and devastating crashes. Heroes are born in moments. Legends are born in seasons. Immortals are born when the moments never fade.

For this book, we have ordered the list by the number of titles in descending order, followed by date of birth in ascending order – aside from Kyle Larson, who won his second title after this book had gone to print. At least the win confirmed his immortality. But for people like Red Byron, who appears towards the end, this is not meant to diminish his achievements, I have a photo hanging on my wall with the inscription “The First Immortal,” which in many ways he was. Some of those early drivers could have won a lot more if they’d been able to start racing at a younger age.

Three key voices helped shape this book through interviews in February 2025. Richard Petty, the seven-time champion known as “The King,” also contributed the foreword. Richard Childress, former driver and the team owner behind Dale Earnhardt’s six titles, remains one of NASCAR’s wisest figures. And Drew Brown, a veteran PR and media man since the 1980s, brought decades of insight from working closely with many of the sport’s modern greats.
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Richard Petty with his trophy for winning the Lone Star 500, 1972. (Alamy)





1

Richard Petty



	Birth date
	July 2, 1937



	Place of birth
	Level Cross, North Carolina



	Cup Series titles
	7 (1964, 1967, 1971, 1972, 1974, 1975, 1979)



	Competed between
	1958–1992



	Results
	200 wins from 1,185 races




He is known as “The King,” which gives you some idea of the place in which Richard Petty stands in NASCAR history. The stats, however compelling, tell only part of the story. The secret sauce is the thing no one can define. Charisma. Presence. Connection. He had it all to go with a set of stats that feel like they’ll never be bettered.

Like so many sporting greats, Richard Petty carries an unmistakable presence. Even now, nearing his 90s, his arrival commands attention – rooms quieten, eyes turn. Towering in stature with large, calloused hands and a warm, easy smile, he’s impossible to miss. The black Stetson, trimmed with feathers and a bold medallion, has become part of his legend – even if it arrived later in the story.

There’s a Southern courtesy in his manner; a politeness rooted in upbringing and tradition. Stories about Petty always circle back to his humility and integrity – values that he lived, not just spoke. He wasn’t just a driver; he was a bridge between eras, between fans and the track. No one has raced longer, and no one’s numbers come close.

During the 1960s and ’70s, Richard Petty wasn’t just a star in motorsport – he was one of America’s most recognizable athletes. Even those who didn’t follow racing were familiar with his name. He became a millionaire through the sport at a time when that truly meant something, and long before big money was guaranteed in NASCAR. Not bad for a kid who grew up in a modest home in Level Cross, North Carolina, without electricity or running water.
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Richard Petty at the Goodwood Festival of Speed in 2006. (Alamy)



He might’ve worn the cowboy hat like a crown and signed every autograph with a smile, but make no mistake – Richard Petty was a racer to his core, just like his father. And like every name in this book, he earned his place through grit, not gimmicks.

He might’ve had more polish than his old man – more charm, more time for the fans – but don’t take that for softness. Richard Petty never chased the spotlight. He chased wins. And he got them. Two hundred of them. No one else has come close. The next name on the list is still nearly a hundred victories behind – a gap that says everything.

As for championships? He collected seven. Not that he ever talked about the numbers. For Petty, titles were just what happened when you won enough races. They were a byproduct of the real goal – being first to the flag.

Racing was always in the blood. His father, Lee, was a three-time champion. His son, Kyle, found success of his own. And his grandson, Adam, looked destined to carry the name even further before his life was tragically cut short in a practice crash at New Hampshire in 2000.

The Pettys weren’t just a racing family – they were NASCAR’s first royal bloodline. A dynasty. But for Richard, the man they called “The King,” it was never about the crown.

It was always about the craft.

From his earliest years, Petty grew up around stock car racing. He worked on cars in the garage next to the family home with his father and brother, Maurice, and raced lower categories as soon as possible, although details of what and how are sketchy. He had to wait until 21 to debut in both the Convertible and Grand National Series.

“I never thought about doing anything else,” he says when asked when he knew he was going to race cars. “When I was growing up, my brother and I worked in the shop and did whatever my dad wanted us to do. Daddy was winning races and championships, and for a long time, you never thought about him growing old or quitting racing, because he didn’t look that far ahead.

“I always liked to work on cars. I asked Dad if I could race when I got old enough, or when I thought I was old enough. I was 18, and he said, ‘Come back when you’re 21’. He did the right thing for me.”

Richard Petty was a racer to his core, just like his father.

Richard Petty made his Grand National debut 16 days after turning 21, in the 1958 Jim Mideon 500 in Toronto – a race won by his father, Lee, who even used his front bumper to move his son aside while lapping him. Petty ran nine races that year, earning $760, while Lee won over $9,000 and his second title.

By 1959, Petty started 21 of 44 races and was named Rookie of the Year. The following season marked his breakout. Switching to Plymouth and adopting the now-iconic #43, he won three times – including a clever, calculated pass for victory on the dirt at Charlotte that revealed his racing IQ.

He led the points at times but was ultimately second to Rex White. Still, he’d arrived. He led 447 laps, earned over $40,000, and proved that if he kept winning, the money would take care of itself.

Richard was thrust into the spotlight in 1961 after a crash nearly ended his father’s career. Both Pettys crashed during the Daytona qualifying races, but while Richard was quickly released, Lee suffered serious injuries that sidelined him for 14 months. He returned briefly but raced only six more times before retiring.
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Richard Petty remains active in and around NASCAR. In 2025, he recorded a podcast and YouTube show after each NASCAR race with his former crew chief, Dale Inman, in the lounge of the Petty family home. (Andrew Clarke)





It was a tough season for Richard, with just two wins and a drop to eighth in the standings. Still, the 1959 switch to Plymouth was paying off. While Ford and GM dominated the sport and fan allegiances, Petty and Plymouth carved out their own niche.

“In those days, you had Ford people and Chevrolet people,” Petty explained. “Then you had us. If your Chevy wasn’t going to win, you sure weren’t pulling for a Ford – you pulled for me.”

By 1962, he was voted NASCAR’s Most Popular Driver for the first time. And as he liked to remind people, he won in seven different makes of cars – proof, he said, of the talent behind Petty Enterprises. That included his brother Maurice on engines and cousin Dale Inman calling the shots. They knew how to adapt. And they knew how to win.

Petty’s career is too long and has too many wins to go through in detail in these pages, and strangely, there is little that has been written about him aside from a few minimal biographies, some of which are little more than essays, and his autobiography in 1971.

In 1962 and 1963, Petty finished runner-up to Joe Weatherly in the championship. He claimed eight wins from 52 starts and the Most Popular Driver award in ’62, then followed with 14 wins from 54 races in ’63 – but Weatherly had mastered the art of points racing. That year, he drove for nine different teams, including Petty Enterprises, in his pursuit of the title.

In 1964, Chrysler rolled out its powerful new Hemi engine, and Petty made it count. He won nine races, captured his first championship, and became just the second driver to earn over $100,000 in a single NASCAR season. That year also saw his first Daytona 500 victory – by a full lap, having led 184 of 200 circuits.

Weatherly, his main rival, was tragically killed early in the season. But Petty’s dominance was such that it’s unlikely even Weatherly could have challenged him. He wrapped up the year with a 40,252 to 34,950 points margin over Ned Jarrett, despite Jarrett winning six more races.

NASCAR banned the Plymouth Belvedere and its 426 Hemi engine for 1965, caving to pressure from Ford and GM. In protest, Chrysler boycotted the season – and took its biggest star with it. Petty briefly switched to drag racing, driving a Hemi-powered Barracuda with “OUTLAWED” painted on the door. But tragedy struck in Dallas, Georgia, when he lost control and crashed into the crowd, killing eight-year-old Wayne Dye.

The Dye family sued the track, Petty Enterprises, and Chrysler. According to Petty’s autobiography, King Richard I, they settled out of court, paying the family more than the track had earned that year. “Nothing in my life ever hit me like that,” Petty wrote. “I tried going back to drag racing, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the boy. So I quit.”
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Even to this day, fans bring their cars to “Petty’s Garage” in Level Cross for modifications, signatures, and photographs. (Andrew Clarke) 
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In 1975, Richard Petty won the NASCAR Cup Series points title amid a revamped system: for the first time in series history, each race on the schedule awarded an equal number of points for the winner. (ISC Archives/CQ-Roll Call Group via Getty Images)





Desperate to get its biggest star back, NASCAR struck a deal with Chrysler to bring Petty and a modified Hemi engine back to the track mid-season. He returned to run 14 races – and won four of them.

In 1966, Petty ran 39 of 49 races, taking eight wins, including his second Daytona 500, becoming the first driver to win it twice. He missed some starts after tearing a ligament in his left hand playing backyard football with the crew. He still raced – and won – before undergoing surgery.

The 1966 car was special, but the 1967 model wasn’t clicking for Petty, so the team got creative. They mounted the ’67 body onto the ’66 chassis, and with that one move, Petty went on an unprecedented tear. He won 27 races that season, including 10 straight from Winston-Salem in August to North Wilkesboro in October, and secured the championship. No one has matched that level of dominance since.

Though Chrysler was once again feuding with NASCAR, Petty kept racing, even when asked to sit out select events. This era also marked the rise of specialized cars for different tracks. While Petty had alternatives, he stuck with his favorite – a car he called “our pet” – and kept winning.

Of course, what goes up must come down. He still won 16 races in 1968 but only finished third in points. Ten more wins came in 1969, then 18 in 1970 – but still no title. That changed in 1971, when 21 wins earned him his third championship. He backed it up in 1972 to become the first four-time champion.



[image: ]
Richard Petty looks into the interior of his race car at a racetrack in Randleman, North Carolina in 1967. (Flip Schulke/Getty Images)



He was now clearly NASCAR’s most popular driver – friendly, accessible, and fiercely competitive. He won his third Daytona 500 just weeks after having 40 percent of his stomach removed, a feat that only added to his legend.
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Petty before the Nascar Winston Cup Daytona 500 race at Daytona International Speedway, February 19, 1984. (Focus on Sport/Getty Images)



Even four titles weren’t the end. He added championships in 1974 and 1975, then finished runner-up two years in a row before recording his first winless season since becoming a full-timer in 1960. Undeterred, Petty claimed his seventh and final championship in 1979 – even as the wins began to slow for the now-veteran King.

In 1992, he retired … kind of.

“My problem was that I loved to drive race cars. Whether winning or losing, I loved to be in the race car. I think it’s the only time that I could kind of control myself – turn here, turn there, put on brakes. I was able to make the decision. That’s the only situation that I’ve ever been in, or felt like I was in any control.”

He says he never looked at his career as anything other than “just my life.”

“As far as I was concerned, my job was to drive a race car and make a living for my family. If that was your destiny and your fate, and that’s the way you got to go with it. But you still have to deliver,” which is exactly what he did.

Petty’s final win came in the 1984 mid-season race at Daytona. Eight years later, he stepped away with 200 victories and the most decorated career in NASCAR history. But the road to greatness wasn’t paved solely with checkered flags.

The sport he helped define was brutal at times. In the 1970 Rebel 400 at Darlington, his Plymouth Road Runner blew a tire and slammed into the pit wall. The car flipped violently, leaving Petty with a serious shoulder injury and handing the title advantage to Bobby Isaac. Worse, his helmet struck the pavement multiple times – an incident that helped prompt NASCAR to mandate the now-standard Petty-designed window net.

Disaster struck again in 1980 at Pocono. Petty crashed heavily in turn two, nearly flipped, and broke his neck – yet still suited up to race the very next weekend at Talladega.

But even away from the track, tragedy followed. In 2000, Petty’s grandson, Adam, was killed in a practice crash. For all the wins and glory, Richard Petty’s story is also one of resilience – of withstanding what racing can take away.

“Richard was incredible,” says Drew Brown. “I worked at RPM [Richard Petty Motorsport] and got to spend real time with him. He’s got this image – the glasses, the hat – but the man is incredibly well-read. He can talk politics, economics, history – you name it.

“I remember walking through Manhattan with him for a media appearance. Everyone recognized him. They didn’t say his name – they just called out, ‘King!’ That’s when it hit me. He’s bigger than just a driver.”
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