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Junior rests at home, Truex standing by for relief Sunday  
July 20  

Dale Earnhardt Jr. was released from the hospital Monday, one day after being burned on 
the face and legs in a crash during a warmup for an American Le Mans Series race.  

Earnhardt was treated for second-degree 
burns on the insides of both legs and on his 
chin.  

He was flown to the University of 
California-Davis Medical Center on Sunday 
after the car he was driving crashed and 
turned into a fireball at the Infineon 
Raceway in Sonoma. According to a 
statement from the hospital, the burns 
covered about 6 percent of his body.  

Earnhardt Jr. is expected to start the New 
England 300 Nextel Cup race at New 
Hampshire International Speedway on 
Sunday. But after sustaining second-degree burns in a crash on Sunday, there is some 
question about whether he will be able to finish it.  

Earnhardt was planning to race in the event to gain more experience in driving road 
courses during a lull in the Nextel Cup series this past weekend. Instead, he returned by 
private jet to North Carolina on Monday.  

He did not speak with reporters.  

"He got beat and bruised pretty good," said Richie Gilmore, director of motorsports for 
Dale Earnhardt Inc., which owns the No. 8 car driven by Earnhardt in the Cup series.  

After speaking with Earnhardt several times Monday, Gilmore said there are plans to 
have driver Martin Truex Jr. on hand to replace Earnhardt in the No. 8 car in the New 
Hampshire race if necessary.  

Truex drives in the NASCAR Busch series in a car owned by Earnhardt. Earnhardt is in 
second place behind Jimmie Johnson in the Nextel Cup series points race in a bid to win 
his first championship. As long as he starts, Earnhardt does not need to finish to receive 
the points earned in the race.  

The No. 8 car has been fitted with fans to cool Earnhardt during the race, and the seat 
belts will be adjusted so that they do not aggravate burns on his legs.  

Earnhardt is expected to fly to New Hampshire on Thursday to prepare for a Nextel Cup 
practice session on Friday.  

 
Emergency crews work to extinguish the flames rising from the car 
of Dale Earnhardt after he crashed into a barrier during practice for 

the Grand Prix of Sonoma  



The accident raise's questions about whether drivers such as Earnhardt, who is second in 
Cup points and has three wins this season, should risk injury by running in non-NASCAR 
races.  

Atlanta Motor Speedway president Ed Clark said sponsors, some of whom spend more 
than $15 million a year to fund NASCAR race teams, may try to crack down on their 
drivers' extra-curricular racing.  

"I'm sure as time goes by more sponsors will take a harder look at outside stuff like that," 
Clark said. "If I had a ton of money invested in a top-10 team, I'd feel funny about them 
going out and doing something else, but to the drivers that kind of racing is their golf 
game, their way to relax."  

But, Clark said, it's doubtful any team owner or sponsor can really control a driver who is 
as big in the sport as Earnhardt.  

"Dale Jr. is going to do what Dale Jr. wants to do," Clark said. "But he may think about it 
a little more now."  

Len Wood, co-owner of the No. 21 Ford driven by Ricky Rudd, said it's difficult for a 
team owner or sponsor to say what risks their driver can take off the track.  

"We had a tire changer one time that broke his leg skiing and was out four months," he 
said. "Where do you draw the line?"  

Wood agreed with Clark that it's difficult to tell top stars not to race.  

"If you tell Dale Jr. he can't do this and can't do that, it's the beginning of the end," he 
said. "He'll go somewhere he can do what he wants."  

Home Depot spokesman Eric Oberman said company officials know Tony Stewart could 
be hurt in a crash, but they allow him to run open-wheeled sprint cars and USAC 
Midgets.  

"We're always concerned about our driver's well-being, whether it be on the Nextel Cup 
circuit or in any other racing discipline," Oberman said. "We defer to Joe Gibbs Racing 
to monitor the scope of Tony's extra-curricular racing activities."  

Roush Racing president Geoff Smith said provisions for extra-curricular racing are a part 
of every contract he's signed with drivers for at least 10 years.  

"We get permission for our drivers to be in IROC, Busch and [Craftsman] Truck series 
races because we think that participation can enhance their performance in the main 
event," Smith said.  

At least one of Earnhardt's sponsors agrees.  

"Although there is always risk in all forms of motorsports, we support Dale Jr.'s efforts to 
become the most successful driver he can be," Budweiser spokesman Tony Ponturo said.  



Defending Cup champion Matt Kenseth, who drives for Roush, has run several Late 
Model races recently, but only with Roush's approval.  

"We reviewed the safety of the team and the preparation of the cars," Smith said, adding 
that drivers also are cautious about what they drive because they know their paychecks 
will stop if they get hurt and can't compete.  

Still, Smith said, the sight of Earnhardt in a burning race car sent a shiver across the 
entire industry.  

"That's NASCAR's franchise there in the car," he said. "That makes everybody pucker."  

Three-time NASCAR champion Darrell Waltrip said fire is a driver's worst fear - and 
something he never really experienced in his 27-year career.  

"If I'd ever had a car catch on fire like that, you'd have never seen me at the racetrack that 
next week," said Waltrip, a Fox Sports analyst.  

So while some of the drivers chose the weekend's open date in the Nextel Cup Series 
schedule to spend time at the beach or on a camping trip in the mountains of North 
Carolina, others like Dale Earnhardt Jr. and Ken Schrader chose to race in non-NASCAR 
circuits.  

Why?  

"Because it's what we grew up doing," said Schrader, who expects to run in at least 60 
more races this season beyond the 36 on the 2004 Cup schedule. "If you just race on Cup 
weekends, then it's your job. But racing is still my hobby, too, and it's what I love to do. 
It just seems like if there's a weekend and there's a race, then I'm supposed to be in it."  

Earnhardt undoubtly is NASCAR's most popular and marketable driver, and being 
sidelined for any amount of time undoubtedly would have been a huge blow for the team 
and the sport to absorb.  

"I know there are some drivers who have clauses in their contracts that restricts them 
from racing outside NASCAR unless they receive permission from their car owner, 
because I had it in some of mine," part-time driver John Andretti said in a telephone 
interview.  

"In today's world, it's just not as easy to go race anything like it was when my uncle 
(Mario Andretti) or A.J. (Foyt) used to run around and race everywhere. Corporate 
America is why it's different. We're dealing with a sport that involves a lot of different 
people with big investments.  

"So if I'm the owner, I understand where they are coming from. But if I'm the driver, I 
know how much we want to race.  

"With Junior (Earnhardt Jr.), there was some justification for him racing in Sonoma 
because he was trying to help his NASCAR team by improving his road-racing 
experience. It's not like he was jumping in a jalopy and just having a good-ol' time."  



Tony Morgenthau, who co-owns with his wife, Beth Ann, the No. 49 Schwan's Home 
Service Dodge driven by Schrader, refuses to insert such stipulations in Schrader's 
contract.  

"This is America, the land of opportunity," Morgenthau said. "Even though we have a 
contract with Kenny to drive for us, we don't think he has to sell himself into slavery. A 
guy named Lincoln stopped that. We know it's a definite risk, but we don't have a 
problem with Kenny driving so much.  

"He can get in an accident (on the interstate) just as easily as on the racetrack."  

And being on the track appears to be where drivers such as Schrader, Earnhardt and Tony 
Stewart are happiest.  

"There are several different emotions that result in us partaking in certain behaviors," said 
Dr. Christian End, a sports psychologist at the University of Missouri-Rolla. "One is the 
thrill of competing against someone else.  

"Another one - and I don't know Dale Jr., so I'm just speculating - but it could be that 
rush of adrenaline and that physiological arousal of being in a race car, living on the 
edge, that just gives him a thrill."  

Whatever it is, it's unlikely to wane, even after Earnhardt's close call.  

"We're all the same," Schrader said. "We can't wait for the next race to start."  

 


