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hereare no lasts in American folldore. New
' times bring new heroes. And the Newest
American Hero wears a khaki suit in a dark
room under a bright spotlight. The smeil
&kahwsmﬂmmﬁmmle
Johnson hates wearing suits, of course.
Whmﬂnshmdwmmmls,hewﬂlmm
10 minutes to tear the suit off. There’s noth-
mgmmngmmmgeabmnthﬂ.ﬁm-

Mnmmmmka&mdnm&mﬁhmmmg
smsﬂmtmnamhﬁtejwmtummmglsﬂw,nmﬁmﬂk
nrnot,]immm]ohnsmlo&mustnghtmﬂlemﬂism&m

“J foe] hucky every day,”  Jimumie Johnson
ws.ﬂisdurmﬁﬂsﬂwmhh‘s
ased 2 microphone before. His voioe canrics
0 detectable accent other than American.
Later he will tell you that only sharks scare
hmmemulhngmﬁmltafpe@k,
but there is no way the man talking is
scared. He looks not merely confident; he
Jooks and sounds as though he was bom
in a suit and spoke his first words at an
awards banguet. :

“Im just so fortunahe, he says, and
then he casually mentions his sponsor
{Lowe’s, of course) and his racing team,
hdbyuwchnf&adxnm(“ﬂneym
muedibk"),:ndhsmk,dnm(‘myhest
fncnd')."l‘lle(els:pphme,ashmtmul-
ing ovation.

'Ihnt’swhen]nnnSemnkutheshg&
MEhlsfund-msu—thejnnmSm
Foundation Teammates Luncheon, in
SanDngnmaﬂyanh&-andthem
umeAll—thnebackﬂ'atncksrtwnhthe

He would remember
feelmg something—|

 too, something
harder Tﬂ desmbe

novmaan 2009

ﬁ:outywlhwllﬂhemadﬁma&
rmmgbacksfmthewm
hﬂwspeqﬂ:mﬂnumdmnmﬂm
‘ids on suction iiems. Jonior pokes fun at
Thiis mother for not exercising more and at
Tis father for having droned on too long
during the imvocation. Nobody is out of
Tiis reach. Jumior Sean is 2 runaway train,
and now he looks over Jimmie johnson,

. measures him.

: “I&m’tgutmmm, ” Jumior shouts. -

“ﬁmbmmmmaﬂmﬂuﬂl
imeck and stuff, And then you get on the
racetrack, and you're the Maon! You're out
mmmmmmm
mMWW&mem&e
Thest ever. The best ever! And then youre up
There, mnan, 2nd you're file quist and nice.
What's that 21l abow?” ,

Jnnimuie Jolmsom Yook ait Jumiion Sews awk:
wardly and shrags his shoulders.

"mmrmnmm Jumior
Senn shows even louder.
“WHAT’S WITH YOU,
MANZ”

£ =
— S -

Johmsom—for his Christion
e i Jimmie, mot fames
ar even_fim—kmew that he
ooald mat take the double
jesmp @ lis matorbike. He
s 100 Joung, oo green,
o0 soared, and yet the voice
aof his lherp echoed in his
ears. Ridk Jokmson was the
Wmmﬂm

yuluwrme?%uwﬂlm!’
mwwmmhm#mm
But he was seven years old. Fe did not try the
mmhsﬁ:ﬂaparhsm The third
timie he approached the doable jump, ke saw
MMM&M—@MM—
and Rick was flicking his right vrist, a sign
mmwmmw@ The hill
Wwﬁmwﬂm
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thing else too, something harder to describe.
Jimmie rushed up the hill, impossibly fast, and
Tis ke took off, and it cleared the valley, and
it lnmded sofily on the other side. Impossible!
Absurd! Seven years old! A perfect landing on
ithe donible jump! Never been donel

Then Jimmie rode off the track and fell off

this bike.

“You bt him!” Jimmie’s father, Gary,
yelled at Rick as he rushed toward fhis son.
ready to go agmin.”

“What happened?” Rick
road?”

Jimmie shragged. “Well,” he
said, “T had my eyes closed.”

‘he Vanilla Thing. That’s

what Jimmie Johmson
mamny hours thinking about it.
How could people see him as
vanilla? He grew up in a trailer
motorcycles, flipped off road
yehicles in the desert, drove
trucks and hot rods and bug-
gies. He tempted fate at every
Cup Series—“200 miles per
as Rick Johnson describes it—
and nobody in the series drives
bemen' jmnnsehasm

in 2 row, amd wxﬂa a 184~Wlﬁ
lead after seven Chase races this
year, he’s on course o win his
fourth straight, something no
one has ever done.

Jimmie Johnson has won
40 Cup races over the last six
years, more than have been won
by Dale Earn-
hardt Jr., Mark
Martin, Carl
Edwards and
Denny Ham-
lin. Combined.
Also more than
Tony Stewart

———

BANNER
YEAR
Johnson
leads the
serfes with
Six victories
50 far this
Season.
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How could people |

see him as vanilla? |
He grew up in

a trailer park,

drove trucks and hot ©
rods and buggles.
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and Jeff Gordon combined. As Gordon
says, “NMo one is even close.” Or as Martin
says, “He’s Supenman.” And it grows more
ttory, championship after championship,
that no one who has climbed iuto a stock
car—mnot the good of’ boys or the moon-
shiners, mot the intimidators or the kings,
tham Jimmie Johnsomn.

Isn’t this the American
Dream come to fife? Well, isn't
it that wary. Amd still: the Va-
millka Thimg. He knows he bores
people. He hears the boos that
imito the pressroom. He could
writens—a bit too enthusiasti-
cally, pethaps—named Carl
Edwards the frvorite to win
the championship this year.
Carl BEdwards? Johnson had
won fhree in & row. How comld
The mot be the favorite? But he

“Go stamd mext o your re-
frigerater, it's more quotable
than Jimmie Johnson.” That
was a line in what was actually
a positive story in The Taompa
Tribume.

“The dude is more comsistemn!
than Wender Bread—and aboat

“Fit’s hard to find NASCAR
fans who admit they love Jim-
mie Johnson” That was the
lead for a story in the Las Vigas

“If Jimmie would just get
someone one time,” NASCAR
pitchman and track owner
would help a lot”

Johnson says he won't think
about the Vanilla Thing any-
more—he can’t think about it,
he has races to win—but he
cam’t quite ket it go, either. Peo-
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HMMIE JOHNSON

ple seem mad at him becamse he's
not . . . well, what? He's not Junior
Johmson, Wolfe’s Last American

dirt roads through the night likea -+

the man in black, his hard look
frozen in other drivers’ rearview
mirrors, the look that said, “Get
out of my way, or ll run you into
amﬂ.’ﬂe’sw&kw

myvaywhtd:ﬁumdoesnmake?ﬂe
has a great sponsor (Lowe's, of course) and
a great team (“Those guys work so hard”)
“and a great wife (“I couldn’t do it without
in the world like winning.

There was no lesson
in this aash except,
perhaps, for the
greatest lesson of
- all: He was alive!

EARLY

IMPACT

At age 24,

in 2000,
Johnsen
came out on
top aftera
harrowing
wreck at
Watkins Glen.
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Jiormmiie, folmson sat
om @ rock near his
truck, or rather the
twisted mretal scodp-
tmre that hod only
a full-sized Chevy pickuap truck. He
thomghit hewrd edboret vt kind of mamn
e wamted to become. Tt was a good
time to think. He was lost somewhere
mear B Arco, Mexico, somewhere on
wihere in the mmiddle of mowihere. How
did e get there? Well, iochmically, he
Jonew exoctly how e had gotien there:
He had been raving in the Bajo 1000,
hhe had been driving for 20 straight
Ihowrs om rocks amd ridges, and then
e it @ smowoth road, too smooth,
and modded off for an instant, Just an
track hit @ rook, the track jumped the
edge, and Jimmsie knew that he and
ihis codriver, Tom Geivis, were going
1o die. They were falling off a mons-
ttain. Gomers. Oy, mo, they backed out.
again, top mamry times to o, wwtil
the track crashed in a bed of rocks.
flr QK. wihen he got up. Johmson wos
comscions through it all.

As he sat on that rock—and e sat
ithere for a long time becanse it took a

Jotmson had something like a revela-
tiiom.. Fe could die in a race car. QK.
it gt mot e the Bght from heaven
flashing about Swint Poml, bt it felt

that moment. He had abways fnown
fonown the danger at all.

And in that moment, as rain
. drizzled in the cool might, he made
himiself a promise. He would not be
reckless. He would not be rash. He
would do everything he could to take danger
out of rave car driving.

imymie Johnson drives » a golf cart from
haole to hole. He's at the Jimmie John-
son Foundation golf tournament in

Del Mar, Calif,, early last month, and he

or less every person he sees will ask him if

il day for a helicopter to spot them—

pretty ingportamt to Jimmic Jolhnson at
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JIMMIE JGHNSON

he planstosurfon top of thecart.

“Goin’ surfing, Jimmie?” one
golfer asks.-

“Watch out for big waves,”
says another.

“Better get your helmet,” says
a third.

Johnsen smiles each time
someone says it, as if it’s brand
new. Three years ago, only a few
days after he won his first Cup
championship, he was horsing
around at a celebrity golf tourna-
ment. Hedecided (and he readily
admits thathisdecision-making
skills might have been slightly
impaired by anadultbeverageor
two) that itwould be fun to surf
ontopof ameving golf cart. This
led to him falling off, busting
this lip and breaking his wrist.
This led to him feeling foolish. This led
tto him telling people that he was inside
the cart when he fell. And that led to his
spokesperson, Kristine Curley, phoning him
and saying, “Jimmie, the Associated Press
called. Were you actnally on top of the cart
when you fell off2”

He copped to the crime. Word went out.

Jimmie Johnson had a fewmoments
as America’s sporting goofball

“Twas embarrassed when ithap-
pened,” he says, “because I thought
I had to be perfect. It took me a
while to realize, Hey, I can’t be per-
fert. P'm really mot embarrassed
by it now. It was stupid. I do a lot of stupid
stoff. I really don’t mind people talking
about it. The thing that aunazes me is how
mamy people still talk about it.”

Maybe people still talk abont it berauseit’s
the one frmny thing they knowabout him, the
one bit of humanity and imperfection they
cling to in Jimmie Johnson’s windstorm of

sponsor-speak (“Lowe’s has just
treated me so well”) and team
(“Chad and the guys are amaz-
ing™) and wife (“I couldn’tdo any
of this without Chani”).

“Pm just not good at telling
stories,” Jimmie says, “and 'm
terrible at telling jokes.” Only
then he tells some stories and a
couple of jokes. And, of course,
he’s as good at that as he is at
wearing suits and speaking in
front of crowds. Did you know
Jimmie Johnson gets carsick
when he’s not driving? He has suffered from
chronic motion sickness his whole life. He
gets sick on boats and on merry-go-rounds,
and there have been many times when he
was being driven somewhere and had to ask
tthe driver to pull over so he could throw up
out the window. -

That’s funmy: The world’s greatest stockcar
driver getscarsick. “Really?” Johnson asks. He

tells about the time in Charlotte (whereheand

Chaniliveyearround) when heran outof gas
on the way to the airport, and people angrily
honked their horns and glared as he stood
helplessly on the side of the highway, and
not one person recognized him and shouted

H304E6LAV/IEVENDI TISIN
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out the window;, “Hey, it’s harder without a
piterew; isn’tif?” He talks about the safari he
went onine South Africa, and the crazy diet he
just finished (he had to wake up every three
hours to take a pratein shake), and how he

. reallywantstojumpoutof a plane but Chani

has told hinz, “You go ahead, but I won't be
herewhen you hit the ground.”

He talks abaut his more fanciful dreams.
He wants to start his own ice eream brand.
Healready hasthename of the first flavor—
Jimmie johnson’s Nuts & Bolts. (“The only

- o i

“I'm not good at |
telling stories,” he |
says; only then he
tells some stories,

and, of course, he’s |
good at that too. !

problem,” he says, “is I dow’t really like
nuts in my ice eream.”) He wants to create
a new kind of racing video game. (“I have
a lot of really eacl ideas,” he says.) He and
Chani want to ewn their ewn vineyard.
(“I wouldn’t want to just buy the grapes
to make wine. What's the point of that?2”)
He thinks abeut writing a baek, but it
would have to be a series of short stories
because he reads in bursts. It’s no wonder
that people who know Jimmie Johnson
cannot understand the public persona,
and the public knows nothing about this
Jimmie Johnsomn.

“You have to understand something about
racing,” says Ivan (Ironmamn) Stewart, one of
the legends of off-road racing and another
hero of Jimmie Johnsons. “Racing people
can talk to ether racing people. We know
what it’s like out there. We
know the feeling of being i
a race, the way it looks, the

Now on SI.com
How will the Chase go? Check

way it saunds, the way it smells. Jimmie is
aracing guy.”

A racing guy: People can'thelp but wonder,
What's leftt for him to conquer? Once you've
wan your fourth straight championship,

is it that important to
: win. a fifth? A sixth? At
gmﬂ somie point does it all
right) took lose its thrill?
Christian Stater “Iimmie just likes
m&% to go fast,” Rick: Johmn-
jockey Conan. son says. “That’s what
drives him. That will

never get boring for
hinn”

Jimmie Jehnsom
nods. “I know this will
sound like a cliché, hutt
there’s always another
challenge,” he says. Im
2008, when the unde-
feated New England
Patriots played kis
hometown Chargers,
Johnson was asked
which team he wanted to win. “The Patri-
ots,” he said. Later, his publicist asked why
he would say that. Johinson shrugged.

“Perfection,” he said. “I always root
for perfection”

& &

Fwenty-four years eld. Jimmie johnson was
driving lis black: Alltel ear in a Busch Series
race at Watkins Glen, i the keart of New York
State, whert @ most unexpected thing hap-
pened: His brakes went eut. It doesr’t matter
if you're fimmie Johnson, Junior Johnson er
Magic Johnson—when you push down en the
brakes and the ear doesn’t slow, there’s nothing:
to do but hold en tight and hope against hope
that you dorc’t hit anything too hard.
Johnson pulled his ear hard to the right; and
Iis tires kicked up grass and mud. But the car
didr’t slow down any. The only thing that did
slow downn was time. The next two seconds . ...
Johnson would say @ million thoughts coursed
through: his mind. Then he saw the wall straight
ahead, the white wall, eoncrete for sure, and
his body went imp. There was nothing left to
do except hit thar wall. His earwent airborne.
Johinson would remember the loudest thought
pounding in his kead: This is really bad.
And then the car hit the wall. It was not
conerete, though. The guard rail had beem
eushioned by giantwhite blocks of Styrofoan.
After the car hut, Johnsor felt
shooting pain in his neck.
But this comforted hint.

out Thomas Bowles's Power
Rankings Si.com/bonus




" bottom of theracetrack grinding

o JIMMIE JOHNSQN

o »_MMMmmem
He struggled io get his helmet off; his arms

 worked! He tried to get out of the car; his legs
warked too! He climbed to the top of the car

- and heurd the most enormous soand. Cheering.

WMMWMM&

: Whm&dﬂzwdﬁem@&

- There was no lesson in this crash except, per-

m&emmafaﬂ. Hcmahe!

(L’manO’B:mmaqunfhaus.His"

spdzq!u:m,cuﬂqgnuhmmhm

_ mmmmn
© myimsge. Tworked hard o ore-

ate this image.” And thenm,as |

room, he wants to work.

. “Nameadriver,” e says. “Go
ahead. Name any driver.”

“Nark will be the guy on the

it out. When he comes on you,
you have 50 much respect for
swach he will grind it out™
He is engaged now. Friends
know there are times when you
have to leave Johnson alone,
' whmhelsbmhmndf@ﬁramh
or trying to figure out what went wrong or

“Junior, if he gets a chamce, will pass you

up on the cutside. That's what he wants to ©

do. He wamnts to pass you on the outside.”
+ Johnson closes his eyes now. He's visual-

mg.ﬂespallshunvuuﬁnngﬂ:nxk,
ﬂthnehe’km,t&dlmuumdhm.ﬂe

" never misses a chance to test the car. He

‘ = néver leaves 4n emipty moment. “He will be
. mbed]ustmngmmm Chani says,
Awillsuy,‘l):iwinghp&”'
Jeff Gordon.
“Oh, man. Jeff will al!uysputyonma
position where you have to make a decision.
That's whait he’s 5o good at. He's 56 calculat-

ing, and he’s going to put you in a position

- vihere you have to decide what to do™

Hiis voice s getting londer; more excited.

how to get better.”

The 38-year-old Gendon is Johnson's mentor.

“He works at it all the | |
time,” says Chari. |

“‘He’ssohard on
himself He thinks
all the time about

as to why he’s so good at driving. Some
say it's becanse of the loyalty he inspires
ini his team. Some say it’s becanse of the

' preternatural calm he displays no matter

the situation. “I just think he works at it
all the time,” Chani says. “He’s so hard on

- ‘sbout how to get better”

“Aw,” Jummie Jobmson says as he walks to
the stage, “T'm easy to figure out.®

LA

Ata drivers’ meeting years 2go Johnson, who - e ;
was racing in the Busch Series, approached Thirty-four yeais old. Jimmic Johnson stands in
Gardon to ask for advice. They hititoff Be-  the Tonight Show parking lot after the taping.
fore hong, team owner Rick Hendrick wanted . There was some sort of mix-up with his car.
10 add anothes driver, snd Gordon pushed - The Tonight Show people are mortified, and
lndh}ﬁm.Anﬂmﬂm]dmlm seweral of them are on celiphones at once. They
oqpymghm,aﬁmghmﬁradm(mﬂ, somepne womiders over 1o folmson to apologize.
mevlﬂiy,bﬂqhmudu:uuﬂ.&hm He shirmgs. “Tt’ mice out here,” e says.

. Kyle Busch. _ Bariami, and there's a pleasant
| “Kyleis undependable. You can’t oy urth e Chillin the air, and somehow the
beuindymewl'd:he‘.smdn. would not slow comversation twrns to sharks.
put pressure on you” Siweysanother @ bitabout sharks. He talks about

jimte]dman . challenge.” the sharks he lhas seen up dose.

sharks. Thresher sharks. He
tallks about how he would like
o See @ grent wiite someday. He
MM&MW&
ocean floor, and he held on @ a
ok, amed e felt adisolue pamic as
shawres swaosm owver him. Not long
affter that he went back.

Wiy weould you do that?” he
% ashed.

“Because I'm absolutely ter-
rified of sharks,” he says. <o I
Mmmdvmm Iwm_
faze my foar.” :

Bemwmdsasm
Tomighst Show person walks over
o say it will be just a few more

dlear: They dom’t know what to make of John-
son’s calm as e waits for a car that shoald
hhave been here 25 minutzs ago.

Wty dlo you have o face younr fear of shorks?”
T s ashed. “What difference does it make?”

Jolhmson glamoes wp. “Wihat do you mean?” -

e asks. :

“I mean, what difference does it make?
Youw're @ fumous race car driver. You're not
going to ran into any sharks. Why do you
Mwmﬁqzymﬁmrdw :

Jinumie Jolmson shrags. He lools carious. “T
mever really thought abont it,” he says. And then,
finadly, the cor arrives, a bladk town car, and the

fiood of apologies from the Tovight Show crew,
and he promises to do his best in that weekend's
rave. He climbs into the backseat, and he looks
Tk aylbodly else as he lenms dinse to the window,

_ just in case the ride makes himsick. . - ©
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