ERNIE IRVAN


HONORS:

15 career NASCAR Winston Cup victories





22 career NASCAR Winston Cup pole positions

Daytona 500 Champion (1991)





Member of Stock Car Hall of Fame (inducted 2002)

Ernie Irvan, 45, has had quite a racing career.  Irvan’s passion for racing was evident early on when he started racing go-carts at the age of nine.  By the age of 15, Ernie had captured the California Championship of go-cart racing.  The following year Ernie, graduated to stockcars, winning at the Stockton 99 Speedway.  The race was his first asphalt.

Ernie made his Winston Cup debut on September 13, 1987 at Richmond Fairgrounds Raceway.  Ernie, driving the #56 car, qualified for the 20th position but was sidelined after only 35 laps due to an overheated engine.  He finished in 29th place.  In October of ‘87, Ernie finished in the top 10 for the first time at Charlotte.  Ernie’s first career victory in a Winston Cup race came in 1990 at the Busch 500 in Bristol.  1990 was Irvan’s best year of his young racing career.  He came away with the one victory, three pole positions, six top-5 finishes, and 13 top-10 finishes.  His total earnings of $535,280 were good enough for ninth place in the final standings.

While driving the #4 Kodak Oldsmobile, Ernie came out of a star-studded field to bring home the sport’s most prestigious and most lucrative championships.  He was the 1991 Daytona 500 Champion.  Ernie followed the win at Daytona with a victory at Watkins Glen (NY) and eleven top-5 finishes.  Ernie earned over $1million that season, finishing in fifth place in the final Winston Cup standings.

Following two more solid seasons in 1992 and 1993, Ernie’s luck changed for the worst.  The 1994 season got off to a great start.  Ernie had matched racing legend Dale Earnhardt win for win, and trailed him by a mere 27 points in the standings.  However, during a practice lap for the GM Goodwrench Dealer 400 in Michigan, a right front deflated tire forced Ernie’s car into the wall at a speed of 170 miles per hour.  Emergency workers scrambled to free Ernie from his car.  Eventually he was airlifted to a nearby hospital.  Originally diagnosed with critical brain and lung injuries, he was given just a 10% chance of survival.  After nearly losing his life, Ernie was on the road to recovery.  The horrific accident occurred in August by the end of September he was addressing the crowd at the Charlotte Motor Speedway before the start of a race.

An unbelievable comeback began.  In September of 1995, just a little more than a year after his near fatal accident in Michigan, Ernie was back racing.  He drove the #88 Texaco-Havoline car to two top-10 finishes in only three starts.  In 1996, Ernie visited victory lane two more times.  The first win came at New Hampshire followed by another at Richmond.  Ernie earned a career best $1.6 million that year.  Ernie Irvan had made it all the way back to the top of NASCAR.

On August 20, 1999, exactly five years after his near fatal accident, Ernie crashed again at Michigan in a practice session for a Busch Series race.  Ernie was again airlifted from the track and was diagnosed with a mild head injury and a bruised lung as a result of the accident.  Less than two weeks after this accident, the emotional Ernie Irvan officially announced his retirement with the support of his wife and two children.

Even after his retirement, honors kept coming in for the NASCAR great.  In 2001, Ernie was selected as a Torchbearer for the 2002 Olympics.  In 2002, Ernie was elected into the Stock Car Hall of Fame and was voted by MSNBC as one of the Top Ten Greatest Sports Comebacks of All Time.

