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By Amy Dembinski

GREEN FLAG: The Daytona International Speedway hosted the annual Daytona 500 on Feb. 17 with
approximately 175,000 spectators in attendance.  Rookie Jimmie Johnson received the Pole Position
but quickly fell behind in the pack.  Above, Dale Earnhardt Jr. races the Budweiser number eight.
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It was 80 degrees and
the sun was shining.
This was the setting for
the annual mid Febru-
ary sojourn to
Daytona, Florida.

I was about to wit-
ness the biggest
event in
NASCAR- the
Daytona 500,
also known as
the “Super
Bowl of Stock
Car Racing.”
The ap-
proach to
the city of
Daytona
s e e m e d
to last
forever,
due to
t h e

high volume of
traffic.  Finding a parking spot

at any major sporting event isn’t the easi-
est thing to do, but when you have 175, 000 other

people competing for a spot, that task takes on a greater
significance.  We parked on Route 92, 3 miles away from
Daytona International Speedway (DIS).  The walk took 40

minutes, but was well worth it, because not only was I get-
ting a tan in the middle of February, but I was also going to
see first hand what a NASCAR race was all about.

The walk wasn’t too bad because the ticket scalpers on
the streets made it much more interesting.  “How much do
you want?”  “Where at?” were the most com-
mon phrases that came out o f
the scalpers’ mouths.
Why would anyone
come to the Daytona
500 without a ticket
and run the risk of hav-
ing to pay over $200 to get in or, worse yet, run
the risk of not being able to get a ticket at all, and end up
watching the race on television at a Daytona sports bar?
Beats me, but I knew that I had a seat waiting for me lo-
cated in Roberts Tower.

The first glimpse at DIS is almost like one is looking at a
mirage; it just doesn’t look real.  The size of this speedway
is so huge it can hold twice as many
people as attempted at the Super Bowl.
DIS is a 2 1/2 mile track with banks
that reach 31 degrees.

Turn 4 now takes on a greater mean-
ing, this is where seven time Winston
Cup champion, Dale Earnhardt, lost his
life on the last lap of the Daytona 500
in 2001.  Outside of the speedway
stands a nine-foot bronze statue com-
memorating Earnhardt’s 1998 victory
at Daytona. At one point over a hundred people were gath-
ered around it, taking pictures, and recalling favorite memo-
ries of Earnhardt’s accomplishments.

Walking into the grandstand area was unbelievable.  There
were rows after rows of seats, and that is just on the front
straight away.  Across the infield was another grandstand
area, which is known as the backstretch.  I quickly found
my seat, which was located in Roberts Tower.  Row 23 seat
5 is where I would watch 43 cars run 200 laps in a three

hour racing extravaganza.
Just like any other sporting
event, there were numerous

contests being run and
things going on to keep
the fans preoccupied be-

fore the start of the race.  I didn’t need any of
that, I was too busy taking pictures and taking in the scen-
ery and the history that DIS has to offer.  I also couldn’t
help but think of the many family and friends who were
back at home in the cloudy, 35-degree weather.

Twenty minutes prior to race time, during the National
Anthem, four Air Force jets roared over heads but that roar

could not compare to the rumble of the
noise that 43- 650 horsepower Winston
Cup cars starting at the same time make
when the grand marshal gave the com-
mand, “Gentlemen, start your engines!”

The cars all drove their warm-up laps
before the green flag would be dropped
and the Daytona 500 would officially be
underway.

One of the perks that many people don’t
know about is that during the race, fans

are able to listen to drivers talk to their crew chief over a
scanner.

This is why one will see many people at the races with
headphones on, listening to their favorite driver.  In some
cases, people are wearing the headphones simply to pro-
tect their ears from the sound of the engines.

Listening to Dale Earnhardt Jr. was entirely too hilari-
ous.  His silky southern accent sounded like a foreign lan-
guage to my unaccustomed Yankee ears and Jr.’s twang
and the static from my scanner compounded the problems
I had trying to understand the driver and pit crew dialog.
Jr. would make motivational epithets to his pit crew while
he was in for a pit stop by saying “Let’s go y’all, the pace
car is in turn 4, I gotta go, gotta go!”  But because fans are
intruding on a personal conversation with their crew chief,
one can’t be upset if you hear a few vulgar words inter-
laced with the professional discourse.

Every Daytona 500 seems to have “The Big One,” oth-
erwise known as the “Big Crash.”  This year, Daytona once
again held to that tradition.  The Big One came on lap 149
and took out 18 cars.

 From where I was sitting, which was on the start/finish
line, I couldn’t see the crash up close, but I did see the big
fireball that came from the Pennzoil car driven by Kenny
Wallace.  Fortunately, no one was injured.

The most amusing aspect to this race was the fact that
Sterling Marlin, who drives the number 40 Coors Light
car, got out of his car during a red flag to fix his fender.
Marlin is a veteran of NASCAR with over 10 years of ex-
perience and he should have known that no one is allowed
out of his or her car during a red flag.

 As a result of this faux pas, race officials penalized Mar-
lin by repositioning him from the front of the pack to the
back of the pack.  The Daytona 500 was an experience that
I will never forget; those 3 hours went by way too quickly.
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“The first glimpse at
[Daytona International
Speedway] is almost like
one is looking at a
mirage; it just doesn’t
look real.

“

Daytona 500 experience lives up to expectations
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