
Barn finds are the ultimate dream of practically every vintage 
car collector. Just mention the term to any enthusiast and 
they will have a story to share. It’s the classic automobile 

collector’s equivalent of winning the lottery. My barn find happened 
nearly 14 years ago. It was the only one of my life, but it was no 
ordinary car. In a working tobacco barn in Ohio I discovered the 
original plaster ¼-scale design study model of the Tucker “Torpedo.” 

The Tucker Torpedo (the name was later changed to the Tucker ’48) 
was the original design for the Tucker automobile. George S. Lawson 
was its designer, the first to work on the Tucker ’48. He had been hired 
by Preston Tucker in the summer of 1944 and worked on the project 
through the end of 1946. The Torpedo might have been manufactured 
if it were not for circumstances too great to mention here, but which 
included Lawson’s departure. In the end, though, it did serve as the 
foundation for the production Tucker, which evolved directly from it 
and retained many of its features – especially in regards to the overall 
boat shape and Lawson’s third “cyclops” headlight.

In the 1990s, I had become interested in collecting original 
automotive design art – drawings, paintings, and models – done 
by the automobile stylists working for the various manufacturers 
and coachbuilders. I would call designers and ask if they had saved 
any of their old artwork. The idea of owning pieces of history like 
these seemed like climbing right into the minds of the many talented 
designers who made it all happen. One of the first was a retired 
designer named Tucker Madawick. Being mostly ignorant of his 
career, I asked him to tell me about what he had done. For 30 years 
he had been vice president of design for RCA Victor. Before his 
reign at RCA, he designed Studebakers and household products for 
Raymond Loewy, arguably the most famous industrial designer of 
the 20th century. In fact he was given the job of re-opening Loewy’s 
London branch office after WWII. 

Despite Madawick’s impressive resume, there was one project he 
mentioned that really caught my attention. He had worked on the 
Tucker ’48, one of a group of five designers from the New York 
design firm J. Gordon Lippincott & Company that was hired by 
Preston Tucker to improve upon Alex Tremulis’ proposed design. 
One of Madawick’s teammates, Philip S. Egan, would later write a 
book about the team’s experience called Design and Destiny: The 
Making of the Tucker Automobile (1989).

Madawick’s story did not stop there. He told of George S. Lawson 

and how his Torpedo design set the pace for the entire Tucker project. 
Alex Tremulis, he continued, based his design directly off Lawson’s, 
while adding his own flair. The Lippincott team continued where 
Tremulis left off. Yet, little specific information could be found on 
Lawson, the man who had set the Tucker ’48’s design in motion. 

Ever the mystery lover, I had to find out more about Lawson and 
other designs that had he may have created, how Preston Tucker 
came to hire him and, most importantly, how much of the final 
design of the Tucker ’48 was Lawson’s as opposed to Tremulis or 
the Lippincott team.

The answers to most of these questions are too involved to discuss 
here. However, I can tell you that George Lawson was one of the 
most highly respected automobile designers working in Detroit 
in 1944, which is why Preston Tucker recruited him that summer. 
He was also the Tucker Corporation’s first chief stylist, a position 
only Alex Tremulis was previously thought to have held. Just as 
Madawick had told me, the production ’48 was derived directly 
from Lawson’s Torpedo. 

At the time, I thought my best bet for finding out about Lawson’s 
contribution would be by finding his family. They would certainly 
have the bulk of knowledge on his life and career. After a great 
deal of effort and frustration – Lawson being a common name – a 
lucky break led me to George Lawson’s widow, Velma, and their 
two grown children. As a collector, one of the first questions I had 
to ask her was if she knew what had happened to George’s Tucker 
model? “It’s sitting in a tobacco barn in Ohio,” Mrs. Lawson said 
rather matter-of-factly.

I could scarcely believe my ears! The model still exists? How 
could this be? And what is it doing in a tobacco barn in Ohio? Not 
fully believing the model survived, and not being close enough for 
a drive over to check in person, I asked for some solid proof in the 
form of photographs. Many months went by and several phone calls 
were exchanged, then one day, out of the blue, I received them. The 
model existed after all!

The reason the model ended up in a barn in Ohio was fairly simple. 
After resigning from the Tucker Corporation, George Lawson and 
his family moved to Ohio where he started a toy business with his 
brother. Before moving, Lawson made a plaster cast of the clay 
model (clay being easily damaged), and took the plaster version 
with them. 

Tucker 
Torpedo

Barn Find
by Hampton C. Wayt

62       Antique Automobile  •  January / February  2015



After a couple of years living in Ohio, Lawson received a job 
opportunity in Puerto Rico designing furniture and buildings. This 
time the model would have to be abandoned. Lawson’s nephew, 
John Sivon, who greatly admired the model, kept it instead, and 
wisely placed it in the family’s then century-old tobacco barn for 
safekeeping. That was around 1950.

The photos I received showed the model to be in surprisingly 
good condition, especially considering the nature of its storage. With 
little more than a roof over its head it had survived decades of the 
heat, cold and humidity of northern Ohio. The latter was particularly 
significant, as the model had never been painted. Unprotected plaster 
absorbs moisture like a sponge and often disintegrates into powder 
as a result. I learned that the Sivon family still used that barn for 
drying tobacco, and that there were bundles of curing tobacco leaves 
hanging right over top of the model’s long-held spot. Yet despite 
decades of tobacco and the active nature of the barn, there was little 
physical damage to the model.

Gazing at the photos for hours, my heart raced with excitement. 
This fantastic piece of history was just sitting in a barn begging 
for me to take it home. As any collector can guess, negotiations 
to acquire it began immediately. After an agreement was made, I 
drove to Ohio to collect it. I had made many lengthy trips around 
the country in search of treasures, but driving to collect the Torpedo 
seemed like an eternity. I never thought I would make it.

Upon arriving, the Sivon 
family greeted me with open 
arms. John, who had the amazing 
foresight to save the model for 
posterity, said quite humbly, “I 
knew someone would want this 
model someday.”

After spending the day with 
the Sivon family and cautiously 

packing the model, I was back on the road again. The drive home 
seemed to take just as long as the drive there. Plaster is such a fragile 
material that I did not know how well it would travel, worrying that 
a fender might fall off upon hitting a pothole. I felt an immense 
burden upon my shoulders, and was elated to have gotten it back 
home without any more deterioration.

My elation was short lived, however, as three days later came the 
September 11th attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center, 
not to mention the airplane crash in Pennsylvania. I experienced 
one of the greatest highs and lows of my life all in a matter of days. 
So while I remember the model fondly for its incredible historical 
significance and the thrill of its discovery, it also represents to me 
the pre-9/11 era.

The model’s story does not end with 9/11 or with arriving at my 
home. Four years later, in 2005, the Lawson Torpedo model made its 
first public debut as one of the centerpieces of my collection, which 

formed the core of an exhibit I co-curated with Leslie Kendall of 
the Petersen Automotive Museum in Los Angeles. Titled “Driving 
Through Futures Past,” the exhibit ran throughout the middle half 
of that year and focused on advanced automobile design concepts. 
Objects in the show included several prototype and small production 
automobiles (including Preston Tucker’s personal ’48), as well as 
dozens of scale design models and over 100 original sketches and 
renderings. 

Just prior to the show, Bob Petersen, the Museum’s namesake, 
contacted me about purchasing my collection, including the Lawson 
model. As any collector knows, one’s collection is an extension of 
our own being, and the thought of selling any of it – especially that 
model – was a difficult one. But after some intense soul searching, 
I decided that, due to the fragile nature of the Lawson Torpedo and 
the other works in the collection, all would be best preserved in a 
serious museum setting like the Petersen. Having the collection at 
the Petersen would also mean that more people would have access 
to this incredibly rare and fascinating material. 

Although barn finds are always touted as some kind of mystery 
discovery, in many ways they are not a discovery in any sense. Often 
several people know the whereabouts of these cars and they patiently 
wait years to acquire them. Naturally, the person who owns that barn 
is quite aware of what is stored in it, even if no one else is. While I 
certainly played a vital role in getting the Lawson Tucker Torpedo 
model out of that barn, that does not diminish the fact that John 
Sivon had the foresight and hope that someday someone might come 
knocking on his door. Fifty years was a long time to have faith that 
someone would recognize its worth. At any moment during that time 
he could have easily given up or decided it was in the way.

Editor’s Note: Hampton C. Wayt is a 20th century design historian 
who specializes in automobile styling. He has spent the past 14 years 
traveling the country to meet with retired automobile designers and 
their families in an effort to record their history. He is presently work-
ing on a book on the design evolution of the Tucker ’48, and is also 

consulting on the building of a full-scale Tucker Torpedo, which was 
never originally built to full scale. Automotive customizer artist and 
coachbuilder Rob Ida is building it from scratch, and as close to origi-
nally envisioned as possible. The shape of the Ida car is based upon 
the plaster design model that Hampton discovered in the Ohio barn. 
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