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s I look back at everything I see the auto-
motive industry starting out just pull-
ing cars with chains, then we pro-
gressed to picking them up and let-
ting them swing behind,” Max
Spalding, Spalding Auto Parts.
“Then we let them ride against
the back of the truck. As things
went along, we would put an
old tire between the truck
and the car. Then, came
tow-bars which held the
car back from the truck. 

“As things progressed, we started fastening onto
the front tires which seldom causes any damage,
and that is where we are at today.”  
Of course, Spalding is talking about the early
days of towing, an important aspect of auto recy-

cling, and at times a controversial topic in today’s
economic landscape.
Most likely, the earliest roots of transporting cars
to the auto recycler lay in the tow truck. In 1916,
Ernst Holmes built and patented the first twin
boom wrecker in Chattanooga, Tennessee. He
used a 1913 Cadillac touring car to build the first
tow truck and constructed it by cutting out the
back. He was inspired earlier that year when his
friend John Wiley’s Ford Model T (known as a Tin
Lizzie) ran off the road and landed upside down
in Chattanooga’s Chickamauga Creek. It reportedly
took Holmes and six other men eight hours to
retrieve it. They finally used three poles, a pulley,
and a chain hooked to the frame of a 1913
Cadillac. This inspired Holmes’ new creation,
built to avoid repeating that scenario in the future.
After patenting his invention, Holmes started
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manufacturing and selling wreckers and towing
equipment to automotive recyclers or anyone else
who wanted to tow wrecked cars. As the automotive
recycling industry grew, Holmes’s business expand-
ed to eventually become a worldwide, well-known
name synonymous with good quality, high per-
formance products.
For those auto recyclers that couldn’t afford to
buy a Holmes wrecker, a make-shift tow truck
made out of parts from cars they had in their own
yard had to suffice.  
Over the years, the type of tow truck auto recy-
clers used became more sophisticated and more
recyclers were able to purchase Holmes tow trucks.
Some recyclers could even purchase car carriers
that held up to four or five cars.
The earliest models of car carriers can also be
traced back to Ernst Holmes who produced per-
haps the first ever model of a car carrier in 1917 –
just one year after he patented his tow truck.
However, car carriers as we know them today
didn’t really take off until much later. In the early
days, they were more commonly used in the
equipment business, especially on farms to haul
farm equipment.
Chevron and Schwartz were also among the
early manufacturers of car carriers. Chevron built
their reputation on building carriers that could
hold up to three or four cars at a time. 

Miller Industries, the world’s largest manufac-
turer of towing and recovery units, eventually
acquired the Holmes company. Formed in 1990,
Miller Industries is a consolidation of leading
brands such as Holmes, Century, Challenger, and
Eagle. In later years, Vulcan, Chevron, and
Boniface Engineering were added in the Europe.
They operate four plants in the U.S., one in the
UK and one in France. 
With main headquarters in Ooltewah, Tennessee,
Miller Industries manufactures light, medium,
and heavy duty towing and recovery units with up
to 75 ton rotators. They played an important part
in shaping the development of the way cars are
transported to the recycler with their car carriers. 
“Most of the changes in the car carrier industry
came with the change in chassis and in the Gross
Vehicle Weight (GVW),” said Randy Olson, Vice
President of Marketing for Miller Industries. “As
the GVWs and chassis increased along with bigger
tires and bigger brakes, carriers could haul more
weight. In the 1980s tow trucks had a 10,000 lb.
payload, which meant by the time you considered
the weight of the tow truck itself and the bed on
top of it, its payload was already almost used up.
With the changes, the payload increased and
more cars could be carried. Today, although we
have trucks that go up to GVW’s of 80.000 lbs., the
most common GVW is 25,000 lbs.”  
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This evolution in technology and the establish-
ment of auto auctions spurred a change in the way
recyclers purchased cars and in turn, their need
for different equipment to transport the cars back
to their yards. Instead of transporting a single car
from less than 100 miles away, auto recyclers need-
ed to transport multiple cars from the auctions at
the same time. Today, most auto recyclers contract
haulers to bring cars purchased at auctions back to
their businesses. 

A Peek into the Future 
In carrier design, one of the latest developments
from Miller Industries’ large dedicated engineering
team is the Low Center of Gravity carrier. This
patented design lowers the deck height by six to
nine inches from that of a conventional carrier.
This lowers the load angle, provides better stability
when transporting, and provides ease for the oper-
ator to secure the load from the ground. 
“We are in the process of working on a multi-car
carrier that will be easier to work with than the
over-the-cab rack that is traditionally used in auto
salvage,” said Olson. “The advantage for the auto
recycler is that the new carrier will be quicker and
easier to load as well as safer to operate.” 

Snapshots from the Past
There are many ARA members who have grown
up in the business and experienced the various
methods of transporting cars back to their yards
over the years. Jerry Brock, Max Spalding, and
John C. Vander Haag are among those industry
veterans who have witnessed the evolution of
transportation in the auto recycling industry. They
share some of their experiences and memories. 

Jerry Brock 
The tow truck holds
a special place in the
heart of Jerry Brock,
Chairman of the Brock
Supply Company, in
Tempe, Arizona. In
fact, he believes he owes a large part of the success
of his business to it. 
Brock grew up in the salvage business and
remembers his dad using a Model A Ford tow
truck that featured a hand crank wench. In 1969,
he opened his own salvage yard, Brock’s Auto
Parts, and had a 1958 Chevy Holmes wrecker. He
used this tow truck to do a lot of police towing for

the Tempe police department, Maricopa County
Sheriff’s office and the Arizona Highway Patrol. 
“This police towing really helped me to get my
business going,” said Brock. “If a car was wrecked,
I had a better chance of buying the car if I towed
it. This was important because back then we didn’t
have auctions like we do today to buy your salvage.
We had to buy our cars sometimes 100 miles away
and tow it back to our facility. “
In the 1960s Brock used the tow truck to haul
cars and offered 24 hour towing. It was not uncom-
mon for him to wake up his wife and five-year old
daughter at two o’clock in the morning to answer
a police call to tow a vehicle from an accident.
“I was a young man and was really thrilled to do
the police towing,” said Brock. “I would do it day or
night. I found it exciting. At the time, there were
no EMT’s, so I would arrive at the same time as the
police and ambulance or even before the ambu-
lance and try to help them free someone who was
pinned in the vehicle.” 
In 1966, using his auto salvage experience, Brock
implemented a telephone communications net-
work known as the “Hot Line.” It consisted of
Brock’s own company and several other auto parts
businesses as members of the line. Eventually, this
membership grew to include 150 members. 
Soon after, Brock expanded his business to
include selling supplies to members, sending flyers
and eventually catalogs to the automotive industry
throughout the U.S., Canada, and internationally.
This became an integral part of the business.
“In the late sixties, we started selling markers to
mark cars and saws to cut cars, and by the early sev-
enties, we had moved more into aftermarket parts,”
said Brock. “As much as I enjoyed towing, I
decided to focus on expanding our growing busi-

ness instead. We sold
the salvage part of our
business in 1980 and
became the Wholesale
Automotive Aftermar-
ket Parts Company.”
Now, Brock Supply

Company operates in four locations; their admin-
istrative office in Tempe, Arizona, with distribution
centers in Texas, and Virginia, and a purchasing
office in China.
Although many years have passed since Brock
used the tow truck to bring in extra revenue and
salvage, he still has fond memories of that time. 
“I really enjoyed using our wreckers in our busi-
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ness. We had to tow one car at a time back to our
facility,” said Brock. “Some of the larger companies
had car carriers that could hold up to five cars.”
Several years ago, Brock restored a 1958 Chevy
Holmes 525 wrecker (above) just like his original
one. (You can read more about that in the
July/August 2010 issue of Automotive Recycling mag-
azine). Every now and then, he takes trips down
memory lane when he takes part in car shows and
local parades.

Max Spalding 
In 1934, when Spalding Auto Parts was estab-
lished, its founder Dolph Spalding, used a car and
big chains to pull a car to the store. It didn’t take
long before Dolph realized he needed to come up
with a better way to transport the vehicles he pur-
chased. Soon, he decided to create his own version
of a wrecker. He took a Studebaker sedan body and
a frame and married them with the motor and rear
end of a Model A truck.
He accomplished this by making one cut to the
Studebaker body behind the front door and anoth-
er behind the rear door. Then he put the front and
rear back on the Model A, making a wrecker body
from miscellaneous pieces from the scrap yard.

This wrecker had a power winch which was
extremely modern in those days (top row, left).
Dolph used this one for his business for several
years. Then, in 1938, he purchased a new truck
that had been burned. He used that to build
another wrecker, and later, Dolph and his team
used those parts on a 1941 truck and used that tow
truck for 25 years (second row).
Dolph’s son Max grew up in his dad’s business
and eventually took over what has now grown to be
a thriving auto salvage business operating on 50
acres in Spokane, Washington. 
He remembers their first Kenworth wrecker.
“In the late forties and early fifties, my Dad decid-
ed to put together a large Kenworth wrecker. We
started recovering wrecked trucks and towing for
hire which greatly enhanced our opportunities to
purchase the wrecked truck,” says Spalding.
“From there, we evolved with our business and
in 1961 we constructed a bed that we used on sev-
eral different trucks throughout the years (top
row, right). In 1975, we started using our first
Chevy one ton.
Spalding Auto Parts then used a 1975 Ford slide
back truck with a T.I.C. body on it and acquired its
first three T.I.C. car hauler, their first multi-car
hauler that featured fully hydraulic loading.
“All of these trucks would use some type of a
sling on the rear car, which caused damage to the
car being towed,” said Spalding. “Today we use a
newer version of these trucks with aluminum beds
and damage-free hitches that are produced by
Chevron, which bought out T.I.C. in the late sev-
enties. That’s about the same time we became a
Chevron dealer.” 
Today Spalding Auto Parts not only sells Chevron
trucks, but also uses them to transport its vehicles.
Unlike, many other recyclers, they normally do
their own hauling using the new Chevron car
hauler – not surprising with their heritage. Today,
they also operate two self-service auto salvage yards
along with their full-service yard. 
According to Spalding they sometimes hire a
contractor to haul cars if they’ve been purchased
200-300 miles away. The contractor they hire just
happens to be a customer that they sold a four-car
hauler to years ago!
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John C. Vander Haag
John C. Vander Haag, Jr. grew up in the auto
recycling business – his father John C. Vander
Haag, Sr. began in the business with South Side
Junkyard in 1939 in Sanborn, Iowa. It was primarily
a scrap and metal business to support the war
effort. In the late 1940s, the business changed from
collecting scrap iron and metals to purchasing
older and wrecked cars. They marked their transi-
tion into the auto parts business with a new name,
Southside Salvage. The business grew into a rep-
utable yard, and in 1969 became Vander Haag’s,
Inc., moving to its current location, Spencer, Iowa. 
In 1955, John C. Vander Haag,

Jr. returned from military service
in Korea and took over the family
business. He started purchasing
late model wrecked and burnt
cars. It was during this time that
Vander Haag’s played their part in
the history of how auto recyclers
transport vehicles today. 
He states he was the first one to
ever use a tilt bed truck in the auto
recycling industry and this move
completely changed how they did
business. He bought cars equipped
with automatic transmissions, such as
Chevrolets with Powerglides, Buicks with Dynaflow
and Nashes with Hydra-Matics. “All of these cars
had torque tube drives that could not remove from
the drive shaft for towing. “We ruined our transmis-
sions towing them in,” Vander Haag, Jr. said.
We noticed that Caswell Manufacturing had a tilt
bed truck box with a winch for implement dealers
to haul tricycle-type farm tractors for repair and
then return to the farmers. We saw this and knew
it was the solution for hauling cars with automatic
transmissions.”
They purchased a used 1956 Chevrolet Low Cab
Forward truck and had Caswell install an 18’ bed
on it for $1,800.
“This was the answer to our problem,” he states.
“From then on we hauled most of our vehicles on
this truck. We feel we were the owner of the first tilt
bed in the world for hauling wrecked cars and
trucks. Now there are millions of them and we have
owned a number of tilt beds since.”
Over the years, Vander Haag’s Inc. favored buy-
ing trucks and decided to end their car parts busi-
ness in the 1990s. Today, they handle only trucks
and have become a recognized leader nationwide

in the used truck sales, parts, and serv-
ice, and equipment industry. 
“As we started to buy more trucks we
switched over to tractor/trailers for
hauling and, in 1976, bought a new 40’
Landoll with sliding axles to put the
wheels to the rear so we could load
our flattened car bodies on the same
trailer,” said Vander Haag, Jr. “Landoll
was one of the first to manufacture

sliding axles on lowboy trailers. We had a flip deck
installed up front so we could haul three vehicles.
Again, we were one of the first to buy and haul
trucks for parts in our area, including class eight
diesel trucks.
“Our first wreckers were homemade from parts
we had on hand,” he remembers. “We used a
three-speed transmission with a drive shaft to run
the cable on and made the crank to attach to a
clutch plate spline that slipped over the main drive
gear. Some frame rails were used to make the
boom. I bought a factory-made Weaver wrecker in
the 1950s with a hand crank and installed it on a
one-ton Dodge.” 
In 1956, Vander Haag built wreckers on a 1950
Chevrolet two ton truck. “It was my best, my first
with a power winch, until the tilt bed came along.”
In 2011, Vander Haag completed reconstruction
of an original 1956 Chevrolet LCF (above). He
used a rust free 1956 Chevrolet LCF truck, with
only 28,000 miles, and a used Caswell 18’ box like
their original. “The restoration was done by
employee Mich Langfitt and it looks sharper than
when it was originally new.” �
Michelle Keadle-Taylor is a freelance writer based in Northern Virginia.
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Automotive Recycling magazine (ARM):
How did salvage yards come about?
John Vander Haag, Jr.: In the late
1900s to 1920s, junk cars were traded
in, given away, or parked out of the way
as they didn’t have much value. In my
town, the Ford garage burned down
and all the cars were put into the city
dump, in rows and covered with ashes.
When World War II (WWII) started, the
cars were dug up for their scrap value.
Each town had scrap drives for the war
effort and many old cars were brought
in from the farmers’ groves where they
had been left to sit. Auto junk yards
were just starting, mostly for scrap for
the war effort and then for parts.

ARM:What kind of cars did recyclers
purchase?
John: In the late 1930s, we were buy-
ing Model A Fords for $10 and Model
T Fords for anywhere between $5 and
$10 per car. We would remove the bat-
tery for lead and the radiators for cop-
per. Lincoln and Cadillac Models
manufactured from 1928 to 1932 were
especially sought after due to their scrap
value. We paid between $25 and $30
each for these cars. We used the alu-
minum from the bodies of the cars and
also the aluminum that was in the new
engine block for scrap.

ARM:How was it to be in business
during the war years?
John: Young men were going into the
service. Big cars were gas guzzlers, gas
was rationed, and there was a 35 mile
per hour speed limit. Farmers had only
cars, as there were no pickups before
and during the war years. Pickups came
after the war. People were riding the
trains or buses instead of driving their
cars. There were no new cars during the
war years of 1942 through 1945.
When WWII started in 1941, it
became hard for the auto recycler to
stock pile cars for parts as the govern-
ment came in with regulations that
required all salvage yards to scrap every-
thing to support the war effort. Tires
were also being rationed so you had to

go to the rationing board for a permit
to replace a tire.

ARM: It was during this time that
National Auto Truck Wreckers Associa-
tion (NATWA; now known as ARA) was
formed. How did this come about?
John: In 1943, a group of auto wreck-
ers formed the National Auto Truck
Wreckers Association to tackle some of
the legislative issues that were facing the
new industry. The group visited
Washington, D.C., and negotiated a
deal with the government to scrap the
same amount of steel as they purchased
and to hold an equal tonnage for parts.
During the war, the Bureau of Mines
made everyone fill out a report each
month telling the tonnage shipped out
and taken in. By the way, steel was
bringing $12 per ton, and cast was $20
per ton. Labor was cheap so engines
were dismantled for the cast, copper,
aluminum, and babbitt. 
Another thing that NATWA did dur-
ing that time was to provide members
with a glossy magazine with ads for
hard- to-find parts. This began our net-
working with other recyclers to provide
parts that our customers needed. It
greatly enhanced our customer service.
From these ads, I was buying aluminum
fenders from Pioneer Auto Wrecking in
Denver, Colorado, running boards from
Glassman Auto in Akron, Ohio, grills
from Victory Auto and hard parts from
Warshawsky Auto Parts, both in
Chicago. I made my orders in the
evening by Telegram because it was
much cheaper than using the phone.
The parts were then shipped to me via
the Railroad Express.

ARM:How did the industry change
after WWII?
John: During the war, cars were burnt,
bodies of cars were cut into smaller
pieces with an ax, parts were then
mashed with a roller and shipped to
steel processors by railroad. After the
war, car frames and axles were cut up
into 18’ x 60” pieces with a torch as they
brought more money, $18-20 per ton.

When new cars became available for the
public to purchase after the war, the old
cars from the 1920s and 30s started
coming in. The parts business did not
pick up much because of the flood of
new cars to the market.
In the 1950s people started insuring
their cars. As there were no insurance
adjusters as we know them today, the
insurance companies hired attorneys in
the area to settle claims. Then, the larg-
er insurance companies started to hire
their own adjusters to settle claims.
They took bids on the salvage, taking
the highest bid. The salvage business
really started to grow during this time. I
was buying most of my late-model cars
(from 1946 on) from attorneys at that
time and able to get better quality parts. 
As the industry progressed, car pools
were created where damaged cars were
collected for auto recyclers to bid on.
Auto recyclers went to the pool location
where they were given a list with all the
cars for sale with a number next to the
car. The recyclers placed bids on the
cars they wanted by writing a number
next to the car on the sheet. They had
to wait one or two weeks before they
knew if they got the car or not. 
The pools added an auction held at
the location to eliminate the wait time
to receive the vehicle you bid on, and
expanded the selection of parts avail-
able to the auto recycler. 
Today, auto recyclers can bid on cars
from several different auctions at the
same time over the Internet. It isn’t just
a local parts business anymore, making
it much more competitive today. How-
ever, with the increasing competition,
the auto recycling industry has evolved
to become a more efficient and envi-
ronmentally-friendly business that is set
to face the future.�

Michelle Keadle-Taylor is a freelance writer based in North-
ern Virginia.

Do you have a story to share? E-mail
ARAEditor@comcast.net; we will publish it

in a future installment A Bit of History. 
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