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The Real Bullitt Mustang

Steve McQueen made one last effort to buy his favorite
Mustang in 1977. He sent a letter, typed on a single piece of
heavy off-white vellum, to the car’s owner in New Jersey. The
logo for his movie company, Solar Productions, was embossed
in the upper left corner and opposite that resided the date,
December 14, 1977. The letter is just four sentences.

“Again,” it begins, “I would like to appeal to you to get
back my ’68 Mustang.” McQueen offered no specifics as to
why this particular Ford was important to him, except to say
that he wanted to keep it unrestored and that it was “simply
personal with me.”

McQueen’s star may have dimmed by 1977, but he
remained an icon, a rare actor loved by both genders.
McQueen was also one of us, an aficionado and a racer, some-
one who understood the instinctual joy of automobiles and
motorcycles and indulged in both. And with that ’68 Mustang,
McQueen gave us a gift, one of the greatest car chases ever
filmed, a duel with a Dodge Charger up, down, and around
San Francisco. The Bullitt chase is coveted for the usual crashes
and jumps, but it had something more: Unlike most cinemat-
ic chases that feature cars performing impossible feats, the one
from Bullitt was every bit as exciting, but the driving was obvi-
ously real. Those who know cars knew. It’s 10 minutes of film
nirvana. McQueen wanted the Bullitt Mustang back.
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The Real Bullitt Mustang (Cont.)

The rich and famous are often allergic to the word “no,”
and so was McQueen. His impatience over being rebuked in
his quest emerged in the last sentence: “I would be happy to
try to find you another Mustang similar to the one you have,”
he wrote, “if there is not too much monies involved in it.
Otherwise, we had better forget it.”

The owner was just fine with forgetting it, and then the
Bullitt Mustang made an exit, stage left, from recorded history.

On a gray and cold December afternoon, 38 years after
McQueen wrote that letter, Casey Wallace and Sean Kiernan
finished their sales calls and got into a blue Chevy Avalanche
for the two-hour drive back to Nashville. The two worked as
automotive paint salesmen for LKQ and Sean was a car guy.
During the course of killing time, Walace asked his car-loving
employee what cars he owned. Sean Kiernan, 36, recited the
few old cars sitting around his house.

“What color is the Mustang?” interrupted Wallace, when a
ratty ’68 GT390 was mentioned. “Green,” said Kiernan. “That
sounds like the Bullitt Mustang,” Wallace remarked casually.

At this point in 2015, few people knew under which out-
of-the-way rock the McQueen Mustang might have slipped.
For years, speculation abounded about the two Highland
Green 1968 Mustang fastbacks purchased for the movie. Both
had the GT package and a 390-cubic-inch V-8. They were aes-
thetically modified by removing the badges and backup lights
and bolting on gray Torq Thrust wheels. One Mustang had a
roll cage and performed the majority of the most brutal stunts.
It was in sad shape when the shoot finally wrapped and was,
reportedly, sent to the crusher. The other car, also in the cele-
brated chase sequence was the less abused “hero” car.

Going back in time, an ad on page 121 of the October
1974 issue of Road & Track magazine read: “1968 ‘Bullett’ [sic]
MUSTANG driven by McQueen in the movie…Can be docu-
mented. Best offer.” The phone number had a New Jersey area
code.

A man from Madison, New Jersey, saw the ad. He had
always wanted a ’68 Mustang fastback, so he bought the Bullitt
car for $6000, and it became a regular on the streets around
Madison.

The car’s path to New Jersey included a stint as a com-
muter for a movie editor, as illustrated by the Warner Bros.
parking sticker on the bottom right corner of the windshield.
It also passed through the hands of Frank Marranca, a police
detective, who bought the car from the studio in 1971 with a
letter from Ford certifying that the Mustang with VIN
8R02S125559 had been purchased by Solar Productions for

the movie. Marranca shipped the car to New Jersey, and along
the way, the shift knob and the aftermarket wood steering
wheel were stolen. When Marranca’s growing family needed a
station wagon, he put the otherwise untouched car up for sale.

The third buyer, one Bob Kiernan, fell hard for his new
car and never even considered McQueen’s 1977 request to get
it back. When Bob got a company car, his wife drove the
Mustang to her teaching job at a nearby school. “The Bullitt
likes to drink the gas,” she said back then. In 1980, the car’s
clutch went out, and with 65,000 miles on the clock, it was
moved into the garage, for what turned out to be a long stay.

Bob, a Hartford Insurance executive, was relocated to
Cincinnati in 1984, and the Bullitt car moved with him.
Another transfer took the family to Florida in 1994, but the
Mustang remained behind at a friend’s place in Kentucky. A
year later, the family moved to Nashville. The Mustang
rejoined the family there, moving into the two-car garage
attached to a modest ranch home.

Now, back to 2015: “Can I tell you something?” Sean
Kiernan asked his boss, Casey Wallace. “Sure.” “I have it.” 
“You have what?” Wallace answered. “I have it. I have Steve
McQueen’s Bullitt Mustang.” (Cont. on page 4)
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An Official Hagerty Insurance Expert Repair Center

5794 S. Datura Street / Littleton, CO 80120 / (303)-794-6201

(Located just south of Littleton Boulevard, a few blocks east of downtown Littleton)
www.carsrememberwhen.com

Mention this ad to receive a 10% discount on your first visit.

Whether you need 
mechanical repair, minor body work or a full restoration,

we will treat your collector car like it is our own.

We have all of the equipment, resources and expertise necessary to handle any need you 
may have with your collector automobile — everything from exotic and foreign to classic.

Our mission is to not only take care of your collector car, but to take care of you too.
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The Real Bullitt Mustang (Cont.)

“Casey was the first person I told about the Bullitt,” Sean
said, “For some reason I felt comfortable telling him. I’m pret-
ty sure it was my dad smacking me in the back of the head,
lining up all the stars.”

The pair sat in the Avalanche in the Nashville LKQ park-
ing lot “geeking out,” as Sean put it. Then Wallace asked if he
could let his movie-business friend Ken Horstmann in on the
secret. The previous hours seemed too crazy to be just chance.
This was fate. Sean told Wallace to call Horstmann.

The Bullitt was, at this point, in pieces. In 2001, right
about the time Bob Kiernan retired, Ford introduced a Bullitt
Mustang GT. That, plus Bob’s newfound free time, sparked a
plan between father and son to get their car back on the road.
“We didn’t want to keep it from the public,” Sean said, “but
the attention over the years was annoying.” Nevertheless, they
agreed the time had come to share their treasure.

Now 33 years old and with a bad clutch, the Bullitt was
tired. “We planned to do just enough to make it drivable. We
didn’t want to touch the history,” said Sean. They took it apart,
but then, Sean said, “Life happened.” Bob was diagnosed with
Parkinson’s disease. Sean got married and had a kid. And the
Mustang sat, in pieces.

Sadly, in 2014, Bob unexpectedly died. Sean, remembered
sitting on a step in the garage and staring at the pile of
Mustang parts wondering, with some dread, “What am I going
to do with the car?”

The day after Sean revealed his secret, Horstmann, the
film director, drove to Nashville to meet Wallace and Sean for
lunch. Horstmann slid a copy of script he had written about
two young guys buying a barn-find car with plans to earn a
fortune in the flip. The cover of the script was a copy of the
redacted letter McQueen had sent to Sean’s father. Sean took
out his folder and showed the genuine document. Sean was
now in the movie business.

Horstmann guessed they needed about $15 million for
the movie. Among the three amigos, they had energy, possibly
some talent, and a secret car that anyone with an ounce of
gasoline in their veins would love to see, but they didn’t have
$15 million. “We figured a private showing of the car would
be a good way to get investors involved,” Sean said. “I just
needed to put the car back together.”

That was a horrifying task. “I can build a show car all day
long,” he said, “but this was history. What if I screwed it up?
The Bullitt scared the shit out of me.” None of them had the
money to bring in a professional who was used to curating an
artifact. The lucky break was that Sean and his dad had left the
body largely untouched. They hadn’t removed the doors or the
dash. Everything was there. So during the first five months of
2016, Sean carefully put it back together in his father’s small
garage.

In May, he loaded his still-not-running Bullitt onto a trail-
er and hauled it to Horstmann’s studio in Atlanta. They need-
ed a third party to validate that the car was, in fact, real. They
called Kevin Marti, who signed a nondisclosure agreement and
flew to Atlanta on his own nickel. “I walked in to see the car,”
Marti said, “and thought, ‘Here’s another car that looks like
the Bullitt.’ I went over, looked at the VIN on the tag, and
immediately, my emotions flipped from skepticism to ‘Oh, my
god, it’s real.’ ”

Marti marveled at the modifications made for the movie.
Underneath the rockers, three metal tubes were clumsily weld-
ed perpendicular to the car’s center line for camera mounts.
There were holes cut in the trunk for the cords that ran from a
generator to power the cameras and lights. Even tape residue
remained—on the tachometer to mark the redline, and on the
floor, presumably to secure the seatbelts and wires. “Ninety-
eight percent of the original car is there,” he said. “It’s an
incredible artifact.” (Cont. on page 6)
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Horstmann filmed everything and used the footage over
the summer of 2016 to make a teaser reel. The trio then
reached out to anyone they thought had the means and inter-
est in the project. They hosted a few showings, actually secured
some funding, and prepared for the big fish they hoped to
hook at the annual SEMA show: the Ford Motor Company.

The timing could not have been better. Ford was prepar-
ing to launch a third Bullitt Edition Mustang at the Detroit
auto show in early 2018, and what better way to secure mass
attention than by debuting the car alongside the lost original?
Ford was in.

On the advice of Kevin Marti, Sean called McKeel Hagerty,
who told Sean that the car should be part of the National
Historic Vehicle Register. The Register is a thorough dossier on
significant cars prepared and placed with the Library of
Congress by the Historic Vehicle Association (HVA), which is
run by the ebullient Mark Gessler. Gessler and his team then
flew to Nashville last fall with a photographer to see the car at
Sean’s house.

On a Tuesday morning in early September, they turn off a
tree-lined country road onto a paved driveway that looks
almost too steep to climb. It’s a long ascent, perhaps 800 feet,
until the road crests at Sean Kiernan’s house. The garage is on
the side, with the doors positioned perpendicular to the front
of the house. One is open. There’s the Mustang, sitting on jack
stands, the rear of the car nearly flush with the opening.

Sean points out the sloppily welded patches that covered
the holes left when the under-bumper backup lights were
removed. “McQueen,” Sean says, “was very specific about how
he wanted the car to look.”

They open the trunk, and notice a couple of foam blocks
glued to the forward wall and other modifications for camera
rigging. Sean points out a chip on the edge of the passenger’s-
side rear fender, which reveals a thick layer of filler. “This entire
side is Bondo,” he says. “There must be 40 gallons of it in the
door alone. It oozes out of the inside. Whoever put it on was a
real sculptor, because it matches the lines of the car perfectly.”
The door was smashed in during the closing stages of the
chase scene, and the filler is the result of the shortcut repair.

Then they move to the engine bay. The V-8 doesn’t look
like anything special. It was originally modified by Max
Balchowsky, the same guy who opened Hollywood Motors
and built the Old Yeller II race car plus several movie cars. Sean
and his father had the engine rebuilt using as many original
parts as they could. Before installing it, they had the engine
tested, and it produced 315 horsepower at 4500 rpm and 400

pound-feet of torque at 3000. The air cleaner is not original;
Sean says it was stolen by someone who broke into the
Kentucky barn at some point. I see new screws holding the
fenders to the frame and ask about them. “The original ones
were junk,” Sean says, “but believe me, I tried to save them.”
Lying onthe floor to get a look at the underside. The only
shiny bits are new brake lines and a few bolts. The welded
camera bars still jut out from both rockers; the original custom
exhaust is still in place. Inside, the bottom of the seats are torn
along the pleats. Sean did replace the carpet, because the origi-
nal was simply too far gone to save. There are two adhesive
smudges on the tachometer, one at 5600 rpm and another at
6500. 

Soon, the son will finish the mission he started with his
father. After that, who knows? Kiernan has no plans to sell,
but he recognizes the car is worth multigenerational money. In
the meantime, he hopes the movie project moves forward. He
wants to build the Bullitt replicas for the film. “Who better to
build them than the guy who owns the original?” he asks. 

Whatever happens to the Bullitt Mustang, it’s in good
hands. It always has been.

(This article was edited and reprinted from Hagerty.com. There is a
documentary coming out about the Bullitt Mustang.)

The Real Bullitt Mustang (Cont.)
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➢ Accredited member of the American Society 
of Appraisers

➢ 25+ years of automobile judging experience

➢ Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal
Practice Compliant

➢ 120 hours of Personal Property Valuation 
courses from the University of Georgia

Call Gary George at 303-477-0189
Cell: 303-358-6860

(Available to speak at club meetings)

Do you need to know the TRUE value
of your vehicle(s)?

Auto appraisal services for any reason: Insurance, 
Purchase, Dissolution of Marriage, Estate Sale, etc.

Expert Mechanical Repair 
on 1976 and Older Classic Cars

➢ Carbs
➢ Tuneup
➢ Brakes
➢ Suspension
➢ Electical
➢ And More

Detailing Services Also Available

Contact Peter Repka at 720-456-7724 
or 303-810-1513

1980 South Quebec Street
Northside of Building / Door 16

(Two Buildings North of The Dumb Friends League)

Bring in, or mention this ad and receive a 10% discount on your first visit.

Preston Tucker is best known for his ill-fated car company
which produced 51 “Tucker ’48s," the "Car of Tomorrow."
While many people associate the man with his car, those 
who knew him best knew that he was an inventor at heart.
Tucker loved to tinker with things, trying to find ways to
improve them. And while launching his car company, Tucker
was granted more than a few patents for his inventions.

Shortly before the US entered World War II, Tucker
thought that aerial combat – that is, airplane vs. airplane –
would hinge on better gun control mechanisms. Tucker
designed a working prototype of an electrically-controlled 

gun turret which he demon-
strated for the US military.
He was granted two patents
for the invention and
although it was widely
believed that Tucker’s design
was used by the US, it was
not. Not because it was
impractical but simply
because Tucker’s company
was not equipped to manu-
facture the devices in the
quantity required by the
military.

When Tucker turned his attention to automobiles, he was
always looking for ways to improve on technology. He touted
his cars as being on the cutting edge of design and wanted to
include the latest developments in his cars. Some of that tech-
nology was of the sort that only Preston Tucker could dream
of. How about a steering wheel that contained the car’s instru-
ment panel? Look no further than U.S. patent #2,465,825. 

(Continued on next page)

Tucker Patents
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Tucker Patents (continued)

A BRILLIANT WAY TO INSURE YOUR SPECIALTY CAR

Agreed value  -  No mileage restrictions  -  Under construction coverage
Modern cars covered as well  -  Call for a quote

Paul Leuenberger  /  303-619-9891 / CCCC Members Receive a 10% Discount

Like some of his other
ideas, this invention
was not used in 
the production of the
Tucker ’48. If his com-
pany had survived,
however, many Tucker
fans think the steering
wheels would have
found their way into
production.

The Tucker
autos used “Torsilastic”
suspension, something
Tucker and his engi-

neers had come up with. Tucker was also granted a patent on
an “Independent Wheel Suspension” of his own design. He
applied for the patent in 1946 but U.S. Patent #2,501,796 
wasn’t granted until March 28, 1950. Unfortunately, this was
after Tucker’s company had been taken from him and he had

spent much of his time in the year preceding that defending
himself (successfully) against a litany of charges brought by 
the federal government.

Likewise, he was granted a patent on his hydraulic disk
brake system in December 1950. U.S. Patent #2,535,763. 
And then later, his patent for hydraulically actuated valves 
was granted in 1952. U.S. Patent #2,615,438. The system had
not been used in the production run of Tucker ‘48s but the
original engine in the Tin Goose had used hydraulic valves.
After he was exonerated at trial Tucker returned to Ypsilanti.

Although he toyed with the idea of starting another auto-
motive venture, he pretty much disappeared from public view
until he passed away in 1956. Most remember him for selling
his one big project: the Tucker ’48, which was granted design
patent #154,192. He really should also be remembered as 
an inventor.
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1955 THUNDERBIRD

Owned by Dave Peck 

I have owned my 1955 T Bird, affectionately know as
"Teddie", since 1987. He’s a California car that I bought in the
Central Valley when I lived in the Bay Area. He never saw a
snow flake until I brought him to Colorado a few years ago,
then only through the garage window! Unique with stick shift
on the floor with overdrive, his sweet running 292 V-8 cruises
at 65 mph at 21 mpg and also really goes!

In 2002 he had a great new paint job and restoration, 
and I can now drive him anywhere from my DENVER based
house. I took him to the 2015 CTCI convention in
Albuquerque, and he held his own with the best of them
there. He can be seen on Rocky Mountain Thunderbird Club
cruises regularly. 
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Would you like to see this newsletter continue?

I would love to continue publishing this newsletter for the enjoyment of all car owners of clubs belonging to the CCCC. 
I enjoy writing and producing this newsletter, and I hope you enjoy receiving and reading it as well. To continue operation, 
Colorado Collector Car News is actively pursuing advertising. If you have a business who would benefit from reaching 
collector car owners or you know someone who would, please contact me. Thanks!

Greg Akiyama / Publisher / 303-680-8298

Twelve Time Rate: 
Full Page - $85 per insertion
Half Page - $60 per insertion
Quarter Page - $35 per insertion
Business Card - $10 per insertion

Advertising Sizes:
Full Page - 7” x 10”
Half Page - 7” x 4.75”
Quarter Page - 3.25” x 4.75”
Business Card - 3.5” x 2”

Rates subject to change without notice

One Time Rate:
Full Page - $100
Half Page - $75
Quarter Page - $50
Business Card - $25

Three Time Rate: 
Full Page - $95 per insertion
Half Page - $70 per insertion
Quarter Page - $45 per insertion
Business Card - $20 per insertion

Six Time Rate: 
Full Page - $90 per insertion
Half Page - $65 per insertion
Quarter Page - $40 per insertion
Business Card - $15 per insertion

Colorado Collector Car News

Published by Greg s in 
association with the Collector Car
Council of Colorado.

This is a monthly publication 
dedicated to the enjoyment of the 
collector car hobby in Colorado.

Copyright 2011
Greg Akiyama
All rights reserved

ED: I am looking for other Cars of 
the Month. These cars do not have 
to be concours award winners, just 
cars that have owners who are proud 
to own them. (Don’t we all feel that
way?) To nominate a car and owner,
please contact me at gakiyama@earth-
link.net. Thanks.

ED: I am always looking for more subscribers. If you know someone who 
you think would enjoy getting my newsletter, please have them send me an 
e-mail complete with their name, club affiliation and phone number. I ask 
for a phone number because when (not if) an e-mail stops working, I can 
contact that person for an updated e-mail address rather than just stop 
sending them the newsletter. My e-mail address is: gakiyama@earthlink.net.
Thanks.

Collector Car Council of Colorado (CCCC)

President: Dick Thompson / thompson660@cs.com
Website: collectorcarcouncil.com
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