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If you are in control, you’re not going fast enough.

—Parnelli Jones, race driver
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SERIES FOREWORD

In response to high school and public library needs, Greenwood developed this distinguished series of full-length biographies specifically for student use. Prepared by field experts and professionals, these engaging biographies are tailored for high school students who need challenging yet accessible biographies. Ideal for secondary school assignments, the length, format and subject areas are designed to meet educators’ requirements and students’ interests.

Greenwood offers an extensive selection of biographies spanning all curriculum-related subject areas including social studies, the sciences, literature and the arts, history and politics, as well as popular culture, covering public figures and famous personalities from all time periods and backgrounds, both historic and contemporary, who have made an impact on American and/or world culture. Greenwood biographies were chosen based on comprehensive feedback from librarians and educators. Consideration was given to both curriculum relevance and inherent interest. The result is an intriguing mix of the well known and the unexpected, the saints and sinners from long-ago history and contemporary pop culture. Readers will find a wide array of subject choices from fascinating crime figures like Al Capone to inspiring pioneers like Margaret Mead, from the greatest minds of our time like Stephen Hawking to the most amazing success stories of our day like J. K. Rowling.

While the emphasis is on fact, not glorification, the books are meant to be fun to read. Each volume provides in-depth information about the subject’s life from birth through childhood, the teen years, and adulthood. A thorough account relates family background and education, traces personal and professional influences, and explores struggles, accomplishments, and contributions. A timeline highlights the most significant life events against a historical perspective. Bibliographies supplement the reference value of each volume.


INTRODUCTION

The announcer’s excited voice crackles from speakers mounted high above the grandstands and infield crowd. “Gentlemen, start your engines!” Everyone is standing. The summer North Carolina air is hot and moist. It lies on the skin like a thin film of oil, and salty beads of sweat bubble to the surface. A deep-throated banging sound hangs in the distance: barroom . . . barroom . . . bratta . . . bratta . . . bratta . . . echoing and caroming off the concrete bowl that surrounds the asphalt track, not so much a sound as a jarring of the guts, a rattling of the breeze that thousands suck in and blow out. The anticipation is intoxicating, liberating, as everyone looks into the racetrack’s first turn, 30,000 pairs of eyes fixed on one place, on one strip of rubber-smeared asphalt. And the ear-piercing, unmuffled explosions blend into a drumming roar, ever closer. Insects in the grass take flight. The ground shakes; and suddenly, two-abreast, the cars are there.

The cars are plastered against the high-banking, lacquered beetles on rails, pressed by their own momentum into the rubber-grooved road. The roar becomes a guttural shriek, the shriek a howl—cheeyow–chyow-chyow-chyow-chyow—and the howl hammers the eardrums as the rainbow of raw power hurtles past: red-blue-yellow-blue-green-yellow-blue-red-red-black-orange. A vortex of smells—hot oil, gas, rubber, seared iron—swirls in their wake with debris sucked up from the track. An explosion of cheers erupts from 30,000 throats, and the fans who sweated under the Carolina sun release their excitement like a volley of artillery.

The front-runners, the hard-chargers, the pole-sitters, the rookies, the veterans, and the back-markers, helmeted and caged in steel, hurtle between the concrete grandstands and the pits where their crews punch electronic timers and key computers. The drivers aim cars that look like the family cars in the parking lot, stock cars, street cars, the car you drive to work, the car you drive to the store, or the beach, or the zoo. But no car off the dealer’s showroom floor ever sounded like that, or hauled coal down the backstretch at 200 miles per hour.

Welcome to American stock car racing.

Three generations of Earnhardts have roared across the start-finish line. This is a story of Ralph Earnhardt, Dale Earnhardt, and Dale Earnhardt Jr.—their heritage and legacy. It is also a story of the rarified world of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR), where the Earnhardts, father and son, competed and where their line continues to thrive. The history of the Earnhardts is the history of NASCAR. Neither story would be the same without the other. There are as many stories of shoeless backwoods kids growing up to become stock car–racing winners as there are racers on any given track any given day. There are also racing families, fathers and sons who raced with and against each other throughout the history of the sport. Sometimes three brothers ended up in the same race. To race or to watch, stock car racing has always been a family event.

What makes the Earnhardts special is the span of their unique dynasty as winning father handed off to winning son who handed off to his winning son, who competes today. All of them became champions in their eras. There are great winning moments for all three and tragedy for two. Their careers span the life of NASCAR from before its birth in the 1940s to the giant franchise it has become today. There are many winning moments and tragedies within those decades as well. NASCAR’s rules governed the Earnhardts’ racing lives—both on and off the track. The gaudy, noisy, fan-fueled spectacle of the big 500-mile races of today, where Dale Earnhardt Jr. runs cars and represents his JR Motorsports Company, is a far cry from his grandfather Ralph’s dirt-track sprints from the 1940s where the audience left the races digging red clay dust out of their ears. Beginning in the 1970s, Dale Earnhardt inherited his father Ralph’s reputation for the hard-charging, take-no-prisoners style of driving that earned Dale championships, cheers, and boos from the fans, and both admiration and curses from fellow drivers. He became an icon that transcended the sport. His name became a brand, an industry, a lifestyle to his fans.

This is the story of how American stock car racing was born and continues today and how an American racing family won, lost, and won again to create three legends in the sport.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The inventory of literature available on the life of Dale Earnhardt and the history of NASCAR is huge, and I am indebted to the vast number of authors who have documented both the Earnhardt family legacy and the rise of stock car racing in the United States. No one has produced a book that examines the development of Ralph Earnhardt, Dale, and Dale Jr. in the context of their culture—NASCAR and the world of stock car racing—and that is what I have attempted.

Research has included trips to North Carolina to speak with people who knew and grew up with the Earnhardts as well as to visit Kannapolis, Charlotte, Concord, and the Garage Mahal of Dale Earnhardt Inc. (DEI) to walk the grounds. DEI rises at the edge of a two-lane country road like an Inca Temple and reveals the perfect glitzy show business image of NASCAR, hidden behind walls and reflecting the visiting public images in its mirrored façade.

I also interviewed Marshall Brooks, a longtime pal of Dale, as well as Steve Gantt, who led us to other sources. I stood atop Lowe’s Speedway in Concord and looked down on Car of Tomorrow tests in the empty track, feeling the power of the machines and observing the shape of race cars to come.

Mr. Norris Dearman curates a collection of Kannapolis, North Carolina, history at the Charles A. Cannon Memorial Library. He threw open his files to me—files reaching back to the
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