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My Start: Hershey, 1977
Joined Society of Automotive Historians

Did Preston Tucker intend to build his car?



Automotive Hall of Fame, November, 1990



Examples of Research
Bibliography Calendar Project



Examples of Research
Car Histories Automotive Hall of Fame 

Nomination (1996/1999)



Preston Tucker is most like….
Lee Iacocca? 

“He was neither an 
operations nor a 

manufacturing genius. 
But he was a world-
class salesman… He 

made people believe 
in him.”



Preston Tucker is most like….

John DeLorean? Elon Musk?



For Level of Insight? “Jobsesque” for Cars
I-Phone Debut: 6/29/07

“Steve Jobs has 
changed the way the 
world communicates, 

interacts and 
entertains. He's even 
changed the way we 

think.” 

Business News Daily

10/6/11



Preston Tucker’s Legacy
From Nomination to AHOF by Larry Clark (Submitted in 1996)

1. Preston Tucker tried to build “his car”

2. First to define today’s car

3. First to respect the role of the car buyer

4. Pioneer in recognizing the value and role 
of women

5. First to link styling, safety & performance

6. Very strong commitment to quality

7. Leader in developing “skunkwork” teams 
(YM&T for engine, transmission)

8. First to commit to today’s auto technology 
(fuel injection, disc brakes, independent 
suspension, etc.)



Proof of “Jobsesque”? 
Toyota



Further Proof of Tucker’s Legacy? 
Smithsonian Museum

• 1992. U.S. DEA agents seized 
#1039 in California.

• TACA petitions the Smithsonian 
Museum to seek #1039.

• 1993- Smithsonian acquires 
#1039.

• #1039 part of Smithsonian 
150th Anniversary USA Exhibit 
Tour (only car). 1996 – 1998.



“Jobsesque” Illustrated
589 Engine/Drive

Stayed too long with this engine
Tucker Exhaust (#1015)

Wanted the right exhaust sound



Post WWII Market for Tucker Corporation

• Huge demand. 1944 Fortune forecast: 
25M cars needed over 5 years

• Big 3 strategy? Focus on volume sales 
(not small or very expensive cars)

• Big 3 market share: 90% 

• Chevrolet Division had $150M to 
rehash their 1942 car (Tucker $26M).

• Ford debut 10/46. 300K orders taken.

• Announced new car companies? 32

• Most “successful” new car: Kaiser-
Frazer.



Primary Challenges for Tucker?
Time/”Jobsesque”     Money ($26M)         Government  



Kaiser-Frazer
Assembled Car

Company founded        7/25/45

Awarded plant Late 1945

Initial promised car         Not Produced 

1946: Cars Produced      11,000

1947: Cars Produced     130,000

1948: Cars Produced     140,000

Henry Kaiser: Impact of first $50M? 
“It scarcely caused a ripple in the 

pond of our financial needs”



Interesting other New Cars

Playboy Davis Muntz Jet 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 



“Need semblance of a car & a plant.”
Preston Tucker & Abe Karsten visit Floyd Cerf

November, 1945



PIC Magazine: January, 1946
Charles T. Pearson

“Off the drawing 
board into production 

stage…”

150,000 responses

Challenges

• No Capitalization

– 9/12/47  Gets $15M

• No Plant 

– 6/3/46  awarded

• No Prototype Car 

– 6/19/17  Tin Goose

[Tucker 1001: 3/9/48]



“World’s Largest Plant”

1. Secured 6/3/46

2. How? President 
Roosevelt –UAW 
agreement

3. Terms: 

– Need $15M, 50 cars 
within year (ultimately 

extended to 1/1/49)

The main building covered 82
acres & occupied over 30 city
blocks.



Have a Car, Sort of…
(Tucker Basically Invented PhotoShop)



George Lawson’s 1/8 Scale Model Car
Model on Display at Petersen Automotive Museum



Promised Car Features
• “15 Years of Testing”

• Cost $1,000 (actual likely: $2,450)

• Focus on safety (yes)

• Aluminum or plastic body (steel)

• 589 c.i.d. engine (335 c.i.d.)

• Cruise at 100 mph (potentially)

• Up to 65 mpg (20 to 22 mpg)

• Disc brakes (too soon)

• Fuel injection (too soon)

• Independent suspension (yes)



SEC Perspective: Selling Hype, Not Car



Getting a Car
Too Long Fixated on What Not to Be

• Early 1945  George Lawson engaged as stylist to provide design.

• Dec/46      Dimensions of Tucker Torpedo scaled out on plant wall. 

• 12/24/46    Preston Tucker meets Alex Tremulis.

• 1/5/47        Concept for car frozen.

• Spring/47   Lippencott brought in (3/3/47 – 5/3/47). Tremulis fired, rehired.

• 4/4/47        Design frozen for Tucker 48.

• 6/19/47      Debut of the Tin Goose. 

• 1/8/48        335 engine to YT&M for rework. Four engines ready in 60 days.

• 3/9/48         Shareholders Meeting. 1001 & Chassis #3/R-1 shown. 335 finalized.

• 3/18/48       Aircooled Motors purchased for $1.8M (125 engines ordered).

• 4/23/48      25 re-built transmissions ordered from YM&T.



Announced Production Dates
“Forward Looking Statements” of Concern for SEC

• Jan/46      PIC: “Off the drawing board into production stage” 

[Plant not acquired until 6/2/46. Preston Tucker did not meet Alex Tremulis until 12/24/47]

• 7/16/46     “Production within 6 to 8 months.”

• 9/25/46      “First prototypes by 12/25/46.” 

• 1/15/47       “Plant to begin production shortly.”

• 2/11/47       “200 cars/day by June, 1947.”  [Debut: 6/19/47]

• 7/7/47         PROSPECTUS “Production in approximately 6 months”

• 7/14/47       “500 cars/month by October, 1947.”

• 9/12/47        “1,000 cars/day by March/1948.”  [Debut of #1001]

• 9/17/47        “1,000 cars/day by August/1948”   [Up to 1014, maybe]



When Ultimately a Car
High Acclaim for the Tucker 48



Getting a Car to Production 
Significant Business/Industry/Start-Up Challenges

1. Size/barriers of entry for a new auto company.

2. Securing financing is almost always difficult.

3. Significant challenges often exist to effectively 
evolve from the entrepreneur’s vision to a 
viable management team. 

4. Preston Tucker was a great marketer. However, 
he did not have a strong production or 
operations background.

5. Much time was needed to set and/or achieve 
final design, the engine choice, a viable 
transmission, final car features, etc.

6. Many distractions, especially with the plant.

7. Near continuously, over-zealous governmental 
interference (justification: protecting investors).



From a Car to Production
Plant Distractions

1. Lustron- fall, 1946

2. Focus on 50 cars versus 50,000+

3. WAA oversight chair: Sen. 
Homer Ferguson (Detroit)

4. Newsweek, 6/23/47(year later): 
“The $150,000 check for the 
plant is still not cashed.”

5. Beasley & Beasley contract

6. In Chicago: When will 
production begin? (Elio 
situation)



Getting Financing- Initially from Dealers

• 1/46          PIC Magazine: 150,000 responses. No dealers.

• 6/3/46        Secure Chicago Dodge plant. 

• 6/4/46        First sale of Tucker dealership. Escrow Fund.

• Sep/46       SEC Balks: Tucker franchise = security. Must start over.

– Not usual to rely on dealers for initial corporate funding.

– 50% cash, 50% note payable within a year. All at risk. 

Ultimate Dealer Contributions: Just over $6M

June, 1948: 1,872 Dealers



Getting Financing - Beyond Dealers
Essentially One Year beyond Debut

• 5/6/47        Prospectus to sell stock to SEC. [SEC balks]

• 6/19/47      Debut of the Tin Goose.

• 7/7/47        SEC gives green light for sale of stock. $20M goal.

• 9/12/47      Sale of stock ends. $15M. Plant lease finalized.

• 3/9/48        Debut of Tucker 48 #1001.

• 5/17/48      Accessories Program Kick-Off  [SEC back on alert]

Second stock sale: Never happened

Federal Loan Assistance: $0

Total Available Funds: $26M (Versus 75M likely minimum)



June 6, 1948: Ability to Raise Funds Tanked
Drew Pearson/”Secret Report”



Preston Tucker’s Response
Press Conference
Washington, DC 

(Gene Haustein, Driver. #1006 to DC) 

Open Letter: June 15, 1948

Challenge of Big 3 
intervention, spies.

“Most of the 
political pressure 
and investigations 
we have had to 
face… can be 
traced back to one 
influential individual 
who is out to "get 
Tucker.“



Impact of Pearson/Report/”Open Letter”

• “Open Letter” motivated SEC, Justice & Sen. Ferguson.

• Stock value plunged ($5 to $3). Ability to leverage fell.

• Sales of new dealerships greatly declined.

• Accessories program slowed to an almost standstill.

• Dealers pulled back on payment of their notes.

• Suppliers started demanding cash, not credit.

• Creditors started pressing for payment/cash.

• “Secret Report” would be kept from Tucker, leaked to 
others. Basis of Detroit News & Collier’s articles.



SEC Focus: “Forward Looking Statements”
Musk Missed Production Forecasts of Model 3



Elon Musk’s Tweet
August, 2018



Musk Settlements
Back in Trouble 4/19

• Still CEO, out as chairman 
(for at least the next 3
years).

• Musk is required to seek 
legal counsel before 
posting any public 
statements, including 
tweets, regarding the 
company's finances and 
business operations. 

• Musk and Tesla agreed to 
pay $20 million each.

• Mark Cuban: “Shut up.”



Elio Motors: Under SEC Scrutiny
“Our goal is to revolutionize American transportation.”

• Founded: 2009 (Founder: Paul Elio)

• 65,000+ reservations

– “I’m All In” ($100, $250, $500, $1,000)

– “I Want In” (Refundable)

• 2016. Stock goal $25M/got $16M

• Up to 84 MPG Highway

• Engineered to the highest safety 
standards

• Targeted $7,450 base price

• Plant: Former GM plant in Shreveport, 
Louisiana. Backlash: “When production?”



7/1/48: Effective Ending Point

“Plant temporarily closed”
Additional Things: 1948

• Engineering work continued but unable 
to reset other major efforts to achieve 
production- How far away? Unknown

• 6/15/48 Court orders Tucker to turn over 
records to SEC

• 6/30/48 First shareholder suit

• 7/8/48    Employee parade. Six cars and 
Chassis #3.

• Sep/48    Test of Tucker cars at 
Indianapolis Speedway

• 10/28/48 #1037 completed. Plant 
closed. Never reopens*

• 12/15/48 Bankruptcy suits consolidated

* Cars 1038 – 1050 still “completed”



Additional Things: 1949
• 2/18/49 New Board of Directors

• 2/21/49 More records to Kerner
(delivered in #1011)

• 3/3/49 Voluntary filing of 
bankruptcy, receivership. Over

• 3/13/49 Detroit News: “Fraud”

• 6/6/49 Colliers: “Hoax”

• 6/10/49 Preston Tucker & seven 
others indicted

• 10/4/49 Criminal trial begins

• 10/4/49 Plant returned to WAA 



Media Response to Indictment? Major News

In Chicago
From leaks of “Secret Report” and more, 
already convicted in the public courts of 
opinion.

“Tucker Corp., 
a 1-Man Firm 
That Failed”

Front Page

Chicago Tribune

Greenville, PA



Criminal Trial: 8 Defendants

• Preston Tucker, Founder

• Floyd Cerf, Securities Syndicate

• Mitchell Dulian, Sales Manager

• Harold Karsten, Promoter

• Cliff Knoble, Marketing

• Robert Pierce, Treasurer

• Otis Radford, Comptroller

• Fred Rockelman, Executive VP



Government’s Charges
6/10/49: Surrenders• Criminal Charges:

– 25 counts of mail fraud

– 5 counts of violations of SEC 
regulations

– 1 count of conspiracy to defraud

• Possible penalties: 

– Up to 155 years imprisonment

– Up to $60,000 in fines 

(For each of the eight defendants)



Trial 
Strategy

Bill Kirby



Themes of Case: Began 10/4/49

• Preston Tucker never intended to 
produce a car.

• Tucker spun truth, failed to heed advice 
of others. “Others” will testify.

• “Only 25 hand-made automobiles, 
none of which had the promised 
engineering features.”

• Tucker continually raked off money for 
personal gain.



Points Emphasized by Prosecution

• Company was always seriously 
underfunded (funds never realistic 
to create & manufacture a totally 
new car.)

• Many irregular accounting, financial 
practices

• The linkage to racing and “15 years 
of rigid tests” was bogus

• Usage of Ypsilanti Machine & Tool 
was a major diversion of funds (and 
contrary to Prospectus promise of 
pulling back)



Status of Case at Holiday Break

Damaging to Defendants

• There was waste related to 
extravagances.

• Mistakes had been made.

• Various promised features had 
been changed or abandoned.

• There were features publicized for 
the Torpedo not on the Tucker ‘48.

• Many dealers testified being told:

– Car already engineered

– Car ready for production

Damaging to Prosecutors

• Government case had dragged 
out far too long, way too repetitive.

• Bitter ex-management employees 
sounded whinny (the personal rants 
actually helped Tucker).

• The attempts to portray Preston 
Tucker as a shyster backfired. 

• On cross-exam, defense attorneys 
effectively created many doubts.

• Still no “smoking gun” evidence.



When the Trial Began Again….

Prosecution Star Witnesses

Prosecution promised “knock-out 
punches” from star witnesses.

• Tucker Insider: Dan Ehlenz.

– Minnesota Tucker dealer.

– Member bankruptcy dealer 
group that demanded 
reorganization changes.

– Elected to Tucker Corporation 
Board on 2/18/49.

• Ace SEC Accountant 
Investigator: Joseph Turnbull.

Surprise Ending

• Defense rested. Did not present 
any witnesses.

• Preston Tucker did not testify

Jury Instructions

• Good faith is a complete 
defense to fraud.

• Failure to produce is not proof of 
an intent to defraud.



Ultimate Key Jury Question: Did Preston 
Tucker intend to build “his” car?



Yes!!

* This model has so far escaped being captured by 
Ken Northcraft for his amazing collection.



Prosecution Pitfalls
• Prosecution got caught up in hype of 

it being a slam dunk case. Oversold 
the scope of fraud.

• Government case became very 
personal, why should dislike Preston 
Tucker. 

• “Secret Report” was on-point for 
accountants, not a jury. Prosecution 
did not know the difference.

• Unnecessarily complicated case with 
8 defendants. Dumb.

– Extra lawyers.

– Too difficult to keep straight who did 
what, when.

• Government case dragged out too 
long, too repetitive.

• Holiday break. Bad timing of case.

• Prosecutors based their case on Big 
3’s focus of “just make it functional” 
versus Tucker’s focus on design & 
performance.

• Prosecution talked down to the jury, 
especially about what a car should 
be for car buyers.

• Defense attorneys were masterful in 
cross-exam.

Key 

No “smoking gun” 
was ever identified.



Trial Oddities

Women Interior Designer
Audrey Moore Hodges

“Women Who Drive or Ride”
“Serious about selling cars?”



Trial Oddities
Harry Miller/Racing
Funeral Expenses

Dan Ehlenz: Tucker Dealer/Board
Owned/Drove #1025

Over 10,000 miles on car/95 mph



Trial Oddities
Sound of car exhaust (#1015) Mrs. Tucker’s Oven   



Common “Detroit” Response to Verdict
(Continued through the 1990s- Rejection of Movie)



Role of “Detroit”/Sen. Ferguson?

• Big 3- business was great. Tucker was a 
nuisance. 

– No evidence of a focused effort.

– Charles Pearson downplayed role in book.

• Sen. Ferguson- Out to get Preston Tucker.

– Role as Chair of Senate War Surplus Committee 
gave him role/cover for oversight.

– Uncashed check.

– Waste of national asset, etc.

– Strong personal animus against Preston Tucker. 

– Tucker’s attack on his wife strengthen animus.

– Stoked SEC hard, especially Harry McDonald. 



Do I own a Tucker car? Yes, Two*
(* Sort of- Ashtrays sold by Tucker Corporation in 1948)



Have I Ever Driven a Tucker Car? No
Tucker #1044 in 2016. Sold for $1,225,000 plus fees in 2017.



Tucker Corporation
Business & Legal 

Perspectives

Questions?


