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S
omewhere up in North Carolina, 
sUITounded by real friends and real 
family, Rick Hendrick may have 
smiled a real smile. For the first 
time in months, something good 

had happened to him. The Hendrick Motor
sports Chevrolets driven by Jeff Gordon, 
Terry Labonte and Ricky Craven had ju t 
finished 1-2-3 in the Daytona 500. It was 
the first time in history one team owner had 
monopolized the podium at Daytona. It 
may well be the last. 

In November, the immensely popular and 
quietly generous Hendrick was diagnosed 
with a rare, often fatal fOlm of leukemia. 
Two weeks later he was indicted on federal 
bribery, tax evasion and money-laundering 
charges. SpecificaJly, the accusation is that, 
as the country's largest car dealer, in the 
1980s he paid Honda executives to direct 
cars to his dealership at a time when 
demand exceeded rationed supply. 

Hendrick enjoys overwhelming support 
from the NASCAR fami ly, but there's not 
much he can do but wait. Hanging onto his 
health (and his asset, for his family 's 
future) is his biggest worry at the moment. 
His greatest pleasure, after family, may be 
watching television on Sundays. For sure it 
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wa last Sunday. 
"I told you, man, " said 

Gordon to Hendrick, from the 
seat of his car, after being 
handed a phone as he chugged 
toward Victory Circle. "We 
love you so much and this was 
for you. Thank you so much." 

Added second-place 

Hollywood couldn't have scripted it any better. Not 
one of the Hendrick Chevys was the fastest car on the 
track, but a gutsy move here, a big crash there and 
Jeff Gordon (above center), Terry Labonte (above left) 
and Ricky Craven (above right) gave ailing Rick 
Hendrick the first Daytona team sweep. 
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Labonte, who last year won the 
Winston Cup championship for 
Hendrick: " I couldn't be hap
pier for Rick and the whole team. Right 
now, good news on Sunday afternoon is the 
best medicine we can give Rick." 

his radio before he made his move. "I tuned ~ 
to Terry's channel and he said he'd go," U 

Gordon said. "Ricky said he'd go, too." 
Said Craven, who came from 40th on the 

grid to finish third in his first Winston Cup 
race for Hendrick, "He does so much for 
so many people, and today some people 
gave thanks back." 

It was clearly a team driving effort out 
on the track- that too might have been a 
first in history. On lap 194 of 200, Bill 
Elliott was leading and looking strong in 
his Ford Thunderbird, with Gordon, 
Labonte and Craven in hi draft.' 'I thought 
that together, we could get Bill out of the 
draft," Gordon would say. 

Gordon checked with his teammates on 

Elliott knew what wa coming-he was 
even resigned to it. Which is not to say that 
he wasn't going to put up a fight. He didn 't 
make it easy for the Gang of Three Chevys. 
When Gordon looked low in Tum One, 
Elliott drove with his eyes on the mirror, 
and moved down to block. Gordon looked 
even lower, and Elliott moved lower still. 
"I would have gone to the infield if that's 
what it had taken," Gordon said. "I was 
trying to figure how to get from the apron 
to the track without causing a big wreck." 

If Labonte weren't the kind of guy he 
is- a man of his word-he might very well 
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be the winner of the 1997 Daytona 500. 
Gordon was taking two big chances by dri
ving down on the apron to pass Elliott a 
Tum One rushed at them at 190 mph. The 
second was that Labonte would get down 
there with him. At that moment, had 
Labonte driven for himself instead of his 
team, he could have gone high-probably 
past the both of them, while they were 
fighting down there in the dirt on the apron. 
Afterward, he could have justifiably 
explained to Gordon, "Hey, you never said 
you were going to do that. ' , 

But he didn ' t. He stayed down there long 
enough to keep his promise, and provide 
the push Gordon needed to get into the 
lead. Then, when it was clear that there 

So what? 

wasn't enough room for his car, he 
swerved high. As karma would have it, 
there was still enough momentum left to 
carry his car and Craven's into second and 
third behind Gordon as they drove around 
Turns One and Two. 

When the dust cleared, Elliott's Thunder
bird was flying like a sitting duck, blown 
back to seventh. He was lucky that only six 
out of the thundering horde of 23 cars in the 
lead pack (a record) had passed him. 

Hendrick 's boys were running 1-2-3 
when a 12-car accident in Turn Four on lap 
197 caused the race to end under caution. 
On the strength of his skill and car, Elliott 
rebounded into fourth with two-time win
ner Sterling Marlin fifth in another Chevy, 

Earnhardt proves one more time what makes him one 
of the greatest, even if he never wins the Daytona 500 

Larry McReynolds could hardly believe 
what he heard through his two-way 
radio. The message said someone was 

driving Dale Earnhardt's battered Chevrolet 
to the pits after a serious crash on the back
stretch. McReynolds, crew chief for the 
Goodwrench Chevrolet, was sure it couldn't 
be Earnhardt, because McReynolds had 
been watching a TV monitor and had seen 
Earnhardt climb from his battered car into a 
waiting ambulance. McReynolds was on his 
way to the medical care center in the Day
tona infield when he got that strange call. 

McReynolds knew that safety workers 
don't drive wrecked cars from accident 
scenes. "The more I thought about it, the 
more 1 realized it had to be Dale in the car," 
McReynolds said. " I added two and two, 
and that's what kept coming up." 

He was right. Earnhardt had escaped from 
the ambulance and was driving to the pits 
for service. 

" Dale must have seen from the ambu
lance that the tires were still up,' , 
McReynolds said. 

A safety worker was in the car, checking on 
the shifter while the car was being hooked up 
to a wrecker, when Earnhardt looked out from 
the ambulance. "Man, the wheels ain't even 
knocked off," Earnhardt said. " I told the guy 
to fire it up. When it fired, I told him 'Get out 
and unhook me. 1 gotta go.' 

"We're racing for a championship so we 
want all the laps we can get. That's why I 
had to get after ' em. " 

Back in the pits, McReynolds' crew 
ripped away loose sheetmetal and taped the 
car together for the fmal laps of the 500. 
"Nothing about Dale Earnhardt surprises 
me," McReynolds said of the seven-time 
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Winston Cup champion. 
" He wanted fresh tires and 
service so he could go rac
ing. Even if we didn't gain 
any positions by going back, 
we showed the pride and 
determination of this team." 

When Earnhardt crashed, 
he knew he would lose his 

19th consecutive Daytona 500. If there's 
any consolation, it's that this one wasn't 
another last-lap heartbreaker. This year, the 
heartbreak came 12 laps from the fmish 
when, as usual, Earnhardt was contending 
for the victory. This time he was running 
second to Bill Elliott, ahead of Jeff Gordon, 
Dale Jarrett, Ernie Irvan and Terry Labonte. 
If things worked, he'd draft Elliott until 
attempting a last-lap pass. 

But Earnhardt's car came off the second 
turn a little wide, and Gordon got inside 
him. Earnhardt's car brushed the wall and 
bounced into Gqrdon 's. Gordon kept going 
and eventually won, but Jarrett, who was 
behind Earnhardt, had no escape. He tapped 
the left-rear of Earnhardt's car and spun him 
sideways. Earnhardt flipped and came down 
right on Irvan's car. 

followed by Jeremy Mayfield and Mark 
Martin in Fords, Ward Burton (Pontiac), 
Ricky Rudd (Chevy), and, 10 and behold, 
Darrell Waltrip (Chevy). 

But driving for Hendrick and having a 
generous champion behind him wasn't Gor
don's only break. He'd gotten two others, 
the kind you need to win a 500. The ftr t 
came when a caution at lap 121 kept him on 
the lead lap after he'd made an unscheduled 
stop for right-side tires at lap 110. "I did 
some heavy-duty blocking," he said, "then 
the caution came out at the right time. That 
was very important at the time." 

The other break was when Dale Earn
hardt, Dale Jarrett and Ernie Irvan crashed 
on lap 189. That's one Gordon forced him-

In the ambulance, after 
a rollover crash, Dale 
Earnhardt realized his 
car still had wheels. He 
climbed back in, had a 
spoiler taped on his bent 
Chevy, and went racing. 

Irvan's hood came 
loose and flew into the 
Tiny Lund Grandstand, 
injuring two spectators. 

George Anderson of Chase City, Va., suf
fered a bruised knee and Edward Suders of 
Chambersburg, Pa., suffered what doctors 
described as a "superficial fracture" of his 
right forearm. They were treated in the 
infield medical care center and released. 

Under the circumstances, Earnhardt was 
surprisingly sanguine. He blamed no one but 
himself for the accident. ("How could he" 
asked Dale Jarrett. "Earnhardt's the one who 
lost it.") Earnhardt has 29 career victories at 
Daytona International: 10 in 125-mile quali
fying races, seven in the Grand National 
300, six in the Busch Clash, four in IROC 
and two in the midsummer Pepsi 400. 

He doesn't mind saying it for you: 
, 'And none in the 500 ... but we'11 get it 
next year." 

- AlPearce 
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self, with an Earnhardt-like pass of Earn
hardt coming out of Turn Two (see side
bar). Elliott was leading at the time, and had 
wanted them all to race each other so he 
could get away. Instead, the acc ident let 
Labonte and Craven move from sixth and 
seventh to third and fourth behind Gordon, 
who came out unscathed. They don't call 
him Golden Boy for nothing. 

They used to call Elliott " Wild Bill," 
but not lately. Maybe next week. At Day
tona, he looked as good as he's looked in 
years. He ran well in the 125-mile qualifi 
er, passing effortlessly in the high groove. 
Brother Ernie tweaked the engine after the 
125 and got it just a tad better. 

" It 's the most positive way I've started a 
sea on in a long time," said Bill. " Nobody 
ever dreamed we'd have this good a Day
tona 500. I guess it's more satisfying than 
winning the '87 race. We would have been 
home free if Dale and Jeff had raced each 
other just a little. But when Jeff got that 
good run, there was nothing I could do 
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against all three of them. " 
Marlin 's fifth-place run eased some ten

sion at Morgan/McClure Racing. New crew 
chief Tim Brewer came on late and rubbed 
some people wrong, but success heals 
almost everything. " Fifth is all we had," 
Marlin said. " When I got to second or third, 
it would be 'just hang on.' We got hung out 
and came from 12th to fifth, but that was it. " 

Mayfield's run was impressive, and 
Martin's was outstanding until a second pit 
stop under caution at lap 169 left him with 
too much ground to make up. Ward Burton 
had by far the best Pontiac, but lost too 
much time in the pits. 

Pole-sitter Mike Skinner faded early, then 
rallied to a credible 12th in his first Daytona 
500. "It's a rookie deal that I didn ' t keep the 
car' nose clean," he said. " I took a win
ning car and fmished 12th. For all that hap
pened, though, we had a really good day. " 

Perhaps the most disappointed DNF was 
Rusty Wallace. After qualifying well and 
running well in his 125-miler, he was burst-

Winston Cup 
Round 1 of 32 
Daytona 500 
Daytona International 
Speedway 
2.S-mile oval 
Daytona Beach, Fla. 
Feb. 16, 1997 

1) Jeff Gordon, Chevrolet, 200 laps at 148.295 mph 
avg. speed; 2) Terry Labonte, Chevrolet, 200; 3) Ricky 
Craven, Chevrolet, 200; 4) Bill Elliott, Ford , 200; 
S) Sterling Marlin, Chevrolet, 200; 6) Jeremy Mayfield, 
Ford , 200; 7) Mark Martin, Ford , 200; 8) Ward BUl10n, 
Pontiac, 200; 9) Ricky Rudd, Ford, 200; 10) Darrell 
Waltrip, Chevrolet, 200; 

J I) Jeff BUl10n, Ford, 200; 12) Mike Skinner, 
Chevrolet, 200; 13) Ted Musgrave, Ford , 200; 14) Kyle 
Petty, Pontiac, 200; IS) Bobby Hamilton, Pontiac, 200; 
16) Robby Gordon, Chevrolet, 200; 17) Dave Marcis, 
Chevrolet, 200; 18) Brett Bodine, Ford , 200; 19) Hut 
Stricklin, Ford, 200; 20) Ernie lrvan, Ford, 200; 

2 1) Bobby Labonte, Pontiac, 200; 22) Kenny 
Wallace, Ford, 200; 23) Dale Jarrett, Ford , 200; 
24) Lake Speed, Ford, 199; 2S) John Andrctti , Ford, 
199; 26) Loy Allen, Ford, 198; 27) Joe Nemcchek, 
Chevrolet, 196 (accident); 28) Johnny Benson, Pontiac, 
195 (accident); 29) Morgan Shepherd, Ford, 195 
(accident); 30) Dick Trickle, Ford, 195 (accident); 

31) Dale Eamhardt, Chevrolet, 195; 32) Michael 
Waltrip, Ford, 188; 33) Ken Schrader, Chevrolet, 173; 
34) Geoff Bodine, Ford, 148 (accident); 3S) Jimmy 
Spencer, Ford, 146; 36) Derrike Cope, Pontiac, 124 
(hand ling); 37) Greg Sacks, Ford, 120 (accident); 
38) Bobby Hillin , Ford , III (engi ne); 39) Robcrt 
Pressley, Chevrolet, 91 (accident); 40) Steve Gri som, 
Chevrolet, 88 (acc ident); 

4 1) Rusty Wallace, Ford, 47 (engine); 42) Wally 
Dallenbach, Chevro let, 32 (engine) 

Race statistics: Time, 3h 22m 18s; mov , under caution 

Fast qualifier: Skinner, Chevrolet, 189.813 mph 

Point leaders: I) Gordon 180; 2) T. Labonte, Craven 
170; 4) Elliott 165; 5) Marlin 160; 6) Martin IS6; 
7) Mayfield ISO; 8) W. Burton 142; 9) Rudd 138; 
10) D. Waltrip 134 

NEXT: Rockingham, N.C ., Feb. 23 (TNN , 12:30 p.m.) 

ing with confidence that he would finally 
do well in the Daytona 500. But it was just 
like old times as his engine died early and 
he finished next-to-Iast. 

In the end, the 500 unfolded as fate 
wanted it to--and as it should have. At 25, 
Gordon is the youngest Daytona 500 win
ner in history-Golden Boy replaces the 
King in the record books (Richard Petty 
won his first of six Daytona 500s in 1964, 
when he was 26). Gordon didn ' t have the 
fastest car in the race, but he was strong all 
week, and he had been privately sure he 
was going to win. " I told Rick time after 
time on the phone that we planned to win 
this thing for him," he said. " Teamwork is 
important, but little did 1 know I'd have 
teammates behind me with 15 to go. They 
wanted to win, too, but at the same time 
they were thinking about finishing 1-2-3 
for Rick Hendrick. ' , 

As for Hendrick, he will have his team's 
sweep at Daytona to think and smile about 
for the rest of his life . • 
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