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The build-up to the Second World War generated a
worldwide rearmament program. Not only did the
United States need to drastically increase its own
defense capability in the face of the threats from Europe

and the Far East, but also to furnish arms to friendly countries
valiantly resisting aggression. American industrial plants were
soon running at full capacity to meet the military’s demand for
everything from band-aids to battleships.

Industrialists saw the burgeoning rearmament program as a
golden opportunity to strike it rich. Among those responding to
the lure of quick fortunes was an ambiguous, ambitious, and
dynamic entrepreneur/salesman by the name of Preston Thomas

BY MARSHALL WAINWRIGHT

Artist concept of the Tucker XP-57 by Stephane Beaumort. The
craft’s unusually small vertical tail is noteworthy.

He married at 20 and took a six-month lease on a gas station
and for the lease’s last couple months began selling Studebaker
cars on the side. He met Michael Dulian, a car salesman, who
gave him a job at his Detroit dealership and the young man did
well. He eventually quit because of the long drive and went back
to the police force. A few months later, Dulian, who had been
impressed by Tucker’s quick success as a salesman, lured him
away to Memphis, Tennessee, to work at a new dealership.

Once again, he did well and began moving up the automo-
tive ladder — selling Stutz, Chrysler, and Pierce-Arrow autos.
He moved to Buffalo, New York, in 1933 to become regional
manager for Pierce-Arrow.

Restless by nature and always wanting to improve his lot, he
went to work as a Dodge salesman in Detroit and began to take
an annual one-month leave to go to the Indianapolis Speedway
to fulfill his fascination with race cars. There, he met Harry
Miller who had built numerous Indy-500 winning engines.
Another one of a kind character, Miller was born in 1875 and as
a young man also became fascinated with automobiles and their
engines. Going to work for the short-lived Yale Automobile
Company, he then went to work for motoring pioneer Ransom
Olds and was employed as a race mechanic for the early
Vanderbilt Cup Races. However, after a poor 1906 race season
Miller decided to move to Los Angeles for better weather and to
open a small machine shop specializing in carburetor production.

It turned out that he was very good in this field and in the
1910s he was making a purported $1 million per year through
carburetor sales. This led him to build his own auto engine in
the 1920s after having been inspired by Duesenberg and Peugeot
powerplants. Miller thought this engine had race potential and
Tommy Milton — a well-known racer who had only one eye
and who had been critically burned in a 1919 race — supplied
the finances to build the engine while Jimmy Murphy installed
one in his Duesenberg and drove it to victory at the 1922
Indianapolis 500 (the first driver to do so from the pole postion
— he was also accompanied by driving mechanic Ernie Olson
and 1922 was the first year this position was required). Murphy,

one of the most popular and winning of the early racers, would
crash to a horrible death in 1924. Miller then progressed to
building single-seat racers that utilized supercharged variants of
his 2.0 and 1.5-liter motors. These engines took four more wins
in the Indy 500 up to 1929 — twice (1926 and 1928) in Miller
chassis, and another seven times between 1929 and 1938 (twice
again, in 1930 and 1932, in Miller chassis).

MEETING OF THE MINDS
Tucker, greatly impressed with what Miller was doing, then

moved to Indianapolis to be closer to the racing scene and, to
support himself, he went to work for a beer company.

Miller also built race boat engines and several Miller-
equipped speedboats set records. Among those having boats with
Miller engines was the legendary Gar Wood. Finding to be a bet-
ter engineer than businessman, Miller went bankrupt in 1933
due to the Great Depression and several business blunders. His
shop foreman and chief machinist was Fred Offenhauser and he
purchased the business and continued development of the
engine, which raced successfully into the 1980s.

Seeing this unfortunate turn of events, Tucker then persuad-
ed Miller to join him in building race cars and they formed a new
company. The first contract for the fledgling Miller and Tucker
Inc. was to build ten Ford V-8 racers for Edsel Ford. Tucker had
gone to Edsel and convinced him to let Miller put the new Ford
V-8 (suitably modified by Miller) into a team of Indianapolis cars
that would, Tucker claimed, dominate the Speedway. This
would gain Ford priceless publicity when the racers (sporting the
Ford V-8 logo and radiator grille) came in first, second, and
third. All Edsel had to do was give him $25,000. This was done,
but it certainly was not enough. Later, Tucker got $50,000 more.
As time grew shorter, Ford pushed in with considerable engi-
neering and production assistance (also, in an attempt to be his-
torically accurate, some sources state that Tucker pitched the
concept directly to Henry Ford while others state funding came
from the Ford Motor Company, others crediting the money to a
group of Ford dealers). The certain part is that a contract was

signed between Ford Motor Company
and Miller-Tucker Inc. to built ten race
cars for the 1935 Indianapolis 500, each
priced at $7500. For whatever reason,
needed parts did not arrive at the Miller-
Tucker facility until March of that year,
thus giving the business the almost impos-
sible task of designing, building, and test-
ing ten racers in less than two-months.
Eight cars were completed (it appears that
the remaining two were later finished)
and four of them qualified for the race,
but they proved significantly slower than
the competition. Attractive and aerody-
namic, the Miller-Fords would have bene-
fited from another year of work and test-
ing. The specially designed steering boxes
had been improperly heat-treated and
were installed directly over the red-hot
exhaust manifolds. By the 145th lap, all
four had dropped out with steering fail-
ures. This did not do the Miller-Tucker
reputation any good.

Tucker. Born during 1903 on a peppermint farm near Capac,
Michigan, Tucker would be raised from age two by his mother
following the death of his father. Learning to drive at eleven, he
became obsessed with automobiles and was soon repairing,
repainting, and selling cars for a profit. He quit technical school
and went to work as an office boy at Cadillac where he reported-
ly used roller skates to get around the plant more quickly. In
1922, he joined the Lincoln Park, Michigan, police department
— not for any particular love of law enforcement, but more so
he could drive high-performance cars and motorcycles.
However, his mother removed him from this job when she
revealed to authorities and he was below the age limit.

Preston Tucker’s house in Ypsilanti, Michigan, has become a “must-see” stop for those
interested in anything Tucker. Located in the city’s very historic “Depot Town,” the
original barn that held Tucker’s machine shop has been destroyed and the landowner has
announced he wants to develop the house property into offices but this has been met
with opposition from the Ypsilanti Historical Society.

Preston T. Tucker.

AN ATTEMPT TO
BUILD AN

ULTRA-LIGHTWEIGHT
FIGHTER WAS PLAGUED BY

INSURMOUNTABLE 
PROBLEMS — THE CHIEF 

ONE BEING PRESTON T. TUCKER


