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s a kid growing up in Manchester, Ohio, Jack Roush
(MA70) didn’t dream of a career developing high-performance race cars. He didn’t even have his sights set
on the auto industry, which is surprising, considering
he’s a legendary figure among NASCAR and motor sports fans.
In fact, Roush—a performance parts pioneer, chairman of
ROUSH Enterprises, acknowledged engineering genius and member of several motor sports
halls of fame—wanted to fly high-performance
planes.
“I thought I’d become a pilot with the Air
Force, and then become a scientist in the burgeoning aerospace industry,” says Roush, 68.

“In 1964, I interviewed with an Air Force recruiter after graduating from college with a bachelor’s degree in mathematics and
minor in physics [from Berea College, Kentucky]. Because of
my education, the Air Force thought I’d be better for technical things than piloting, so they were going to train me to be a
flight weapons officer. I wanted to be in flight school, but they
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LEFT: Roush is often called “The Cat in the Hat” for his trademark Panama-style hat. ABOVE: Roush Fenway Racing drivers
Ricky Stenhouse Jr. (No. 6 Ford) and Colin Braun (No. 16 Ford)
battled at the 2010 NASCAR Nationwide Series in Joliet, Ill.
RIGHT: Greg Biffle won the Pennsylvania 500 at Pocono Raceway
just days after Roush’s July 2010 plane crash. Biffle dedicated
the win to his team’s owner, who survived.
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already had all the pilots they needed.”
At the same time, Ford Motor Company recruited Roush
and offered him a process engineering job at the Wayne
Assembly Plant. Roush took the job, moved with his wife
and young daughter to Michigan, and bought his first new
vehicle—a new Ford offering called the Mustang. He’s been
hooked on horsepower ever since.
The quick transition from pilot’s seat to driver’s seat proved
fortuitous for Roush, a self-described “Mustang maniac” who
soon became connected with a group of young, performanceminded engineers interested in racing. Like the dragsters he
helped develop, Roush’s career took off. Always analytical and
inquisitive, Roush has never stopped learning. He credits his
educational experiences at Eastern Michigan University with
helping him move into one of his favorite phases of his career.
Early Aptitude
Like many engineering innovators, Roush displayed a natural ability for mechanics at a young age.
“When I was five years old, my dad bought an erector set for
me,” Roush says. “It came with a toy wrench and screwdriver.
When we visited nearby family members on Sundays I’d bring
my little tools. Nearly every home in those days had a windup
clock, and I’d take them apart with my screwdriver to see how
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they worked. I went through all of my relatives’ clocks—most
didn’t work when I reassembled them. But I learned something
different with each clock I took apart.”
Roush soon graduated from clocks to cars. At age 11, he
built his first go-cart, using wagon wheels and a lawnmower
engine.
“I had never seen a go-cart before, except in photographs,”
Roush says. “Mine went faster than most of the dogs and
bicycles in the neighborhood.”
Roush’s father, Frank, encouraged his son’s early interest in
mechanics, providing access to his extensive set of tools.
“My father was a jack-of-all-trades,” Roush says. “He was
an electrician, mechanic, plumber and carpenter. He built the
house we lived in. He could do anything involving mechanics.”
Frank Roush also had an entrepreneurial side, but wasn’t a
successful businessman. He became a coal supplier after returning from World War II, but emerging oil refining capabilities
significantly reduced consumer demand for coal. Then he
opened a community food locker where local farmers could
freeze and store their meats and vegetables. The advent of
larger home refrigerators and freezers cut demand for that
service. Jack never forgot his father’s business struggles.
“Manchester was just a little town of 2,500 without a lot
of opportunities,” Roush says. “My father eventually became

LEFT: Actor Paul Newman and Olympian Bruce Jenner have both driven
for Roush at the Rolex 24 at Daytona, a 24-hour sports car endurance
race held at Daytona International Speedway.
below: Driver Matt Kenseth, the 2003 Sprint Cup champion, has been
with Roush since 1999.

manager of a local plant that made condensers for air conditioners. Through his experiences, I learned to be skeptical of
business. I was apprehensive that I wouldn’t be able to live
independently as an adult. I decided early on to work hard
so I’d have everything I would need without having to make
sacrifices.”
Roush started saving money from a paper route. He and his
younger brother also earned money by cutting neighborhood
lawns. Later, Roush worked in an auto body shop doing paint
repairs. He worked throughout high school as a parts clerk at a
local Chevrolet dealership. By the time he graduated from high
school, Roush had saved enough money to pay his way through
college.
Fastbacks and Racetracks
As he tinkered with go-carts, Roush became fascinated with
automotive engines. By age 16, he had rebuilt one to put in his
first car.

“An engine is like the heart of a car,” Roush says. “Putting
liquid fuel in a tank and controlling air flow to generate torque
has always been fascinating to me. My first car was a 1951
Plymouth. I found it in a garden with a blown head gasket and
weeds growing up around it. I just rebuilt an engine I got at a
junkyard, put it in the Plymouth and drove the car throughout
high school. I left it with my brother when I entered Berea
College.”
Within a few years, Roush had rebuilt several V-8 engines
for himself and his friends. He brought those skills to Detroit
and put them to greater use when he joined a group of Ford
employees who went drag racing on weekends. They called
themselves the “Fastbacks.”
“The muscle car era was just beginning, and I quickly became friends with people interested in high-performance cars,”
Roush says. “I was in the Fastbacks for about five years. I did
some driving, but was mostly the engine builder’s assistant.”
While Roush was helping the Fastbacks generate more
power and speed, he was also building his reputation as an
engine builder. His friends encouraged him to further develop
his knowledge in engineering science, which led him to EMU.
“I wanted to move further into engine research and development, so I got a master’s degree in mathematical sciences

Courtesy Ford Motorsports

Eastern | fall 2010 25

at Eastern,” Roush says. “The interesting thing is, my degree
wound up ending my career at Ford. The company wanted
to keep me at the Wayne Assembly Plant as a manager on the
manufacturing side. But I wanted to be on the engineering side.
So I left Ford in 1970 and took an engineering job at Chrysler.”
Six months later, Roush found himself at a crossroads. He
enjoyed the security and professional accomplishments of his
full-time job, but he felt himself gravitating toward developing
his small business interests as a performance engineer. Seeking
a more flexible work schedule, Roush left Chrysler and became
an assistant professor of engineering at Monroe Community
College. From 1971-1972, Roush taught trigonometry, physics and an array of technical courses to aspiring automotive
technicians.
“I enjoyed teaching as much as anything I’ve ever done in
my career,” Roush says. “Besides working with young students,
it allowed me to develop my budding business ventures. My
degree from Eastern gave me the knowledge to teach those
courses and further pursue my avocation.”
Promising Partnerships
In 1971, Roush and former Ford engineer Wayne Gapp
entered into a racing partnership that lasted for five years. With
Gapp as the chief driver and Roush as the engineer, the duo
won national drag racing events and several championships
with their Pro Stock racer.
Having gained considerable national attention for their
innovative engine developments, Roush and Gapp began
supplying Ford and American Motors Corporation with
engine components. By 1976, Roush had separated from the
partnership and formally struck out on his own, launching
Jack Roush Performance Engineering.
Roush continued to develop his business interests,

Chairman, Roush Enterprises; team owner
and CEO of Roush Fenway Racing
Family: Daughters Susan Roush-McClenaghan and Patricia Martinko, son
Jack Roush Jr.
Residences: Northville and Charlotte, N.C.
Honors: Inductee in the Michigan Motorsports Hall of Fame (1992); Mustang
Hall of Fame (2002), International Motorsports Hall of Fame (2006),
Michigan Sports Hall of Fame (2008) and the National Motorsports Press
Association Hall of Fame (2010). Recipient of a Distinguished Service Citation from the Automotive Hall of Fame and the Robert E. Petersen Lifetime
Achievement Award (both 2010).
Favorite Drivers: ROUSH Fenway drivers Greg Biffle and Matt Kenseth.
“They’ve been with me longer than any other drivers.”
Daily Driver: A customized 2008 Ford Crown Victoria that runs on propane.
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eventually creating several companies that combined his
engineering expertise and motor sports experience. ROUSH
Industries is a Tier One supplier of engineering and development support services. ROUSH Performance and ROUSH
Fenway Racing produce complete performance vehicles,
modular engines and high-performance parts. ROUSH
Manufacturing provides prototype and production parts,
tooling and paint services. Roush reached a high-water mark in
2006, when he employed 2,800 workers in five states, Mexico,
England and Germany.
The recent economic downturn has slowed things a bit for
ROUSH Enterprises, parent company for the Roush juggernaut. But while many companies have left Michigan for
brighter prospects elsewhere, Livonia continues to be the
home base for Roush’s business operations.
“Over the past three decades, we never had a layoff until
the recent economic crisis,” Roush says. “We contracted a bit,
closing our expansions overseas and about 15 percent of our
business in Michigan. But we remain heavily committed to the
state. I’m still a tenant in 35 buildings here, including our first
building on Schoolcraft Road [in Livonia].”
Roush spends the majority of his time working as general
manager of ROUSH Fenway Racing, based in Charlotte, N.C.
Over the years, his teams have won more than 300 races and
captured titles in all three of NASCAR’s top divisions. ROUSH
Fenway currently has five full-time NASCAR Nextel Cup teams,
as well as teams in Busch Series and Craftsman Truck races.
“I’ve worked with many prominent drivers over the years,
but one of the most famous was Paul Newman,” Roush says.
“His agent called and asked if Newman could be one of
our drivers in a 24-hour endurance race at Daytona Beach.
Newman had just turned 70 and was quite anxious. He hadn’t
driven much over the previous few years and was worried that
he’d let the team down. It was interesting to witness Newman’s
emotional side. But once he smelled the gas and burned rubber, he was ready to go. He wound up taking the checkered flag
for us and it was very exciting.”
New Challenges
Although Roush’s primary focus is on racing, he remains
enthralled with airplanes. He flies his own private jet to and
from North Carolina twice a week and to about 38 weekend
races per year. He built a 120,000-square-foot hangar with
2,500 square feet of living space for himself in Charlotte. He
also actively restores Packard-built engines for P-51 Mustangs,
fighter aircraft used extensively in World War II.
Roush’s love for flying nearly cost him his life in 2002, when he
crashed an experimental open-cockpit plane on his 60th birthday.
“I was visiting friends in Alabama who offered me the
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Roush splits his time between Northville and Charlotte, N.C. – and famous racetracks around the country like Watkins Glen International, N.Y., pictured above.

chance to fly the plane as a birthday present,” Roush says. “It
was designed for aerial photography, so it flew at low altitudes
at about 45 to 50 miles per hour. As I circled over a small lake,
I turned and hit an unmarked set of power lines. I wound up
crashing in the lake and was trapped under the water. I don’t
remember what happened after that.”
Fortunately, the plane crashed near the home of a retired
Navy SEAL, who quickly pulled Roush from the plane, saving
his life. Roush was rushed to the hospital in a coma with a concussion, collapsed lung and other internal injuries. Remarkably,
he quickly responded to treatment and was released from the
hospital 12 days later.
“The accident has made me a more patient person,” Roush
says. “But it hasn’t made me afraid of flying.” (Editor’s Note:
Roush was also involved in a plane crash in July while piloting his
private jet en route to an experimental aircraft show in Oshkosh,
Wis. He sustained serious but non-life-threatening injuries.)
Although his business partners manage most of ROUSH
Industries’ daily operations, Roush himself shows no signs of
slowing down. To him, “retirement” is a foreign concept.
“When people stop accepting challenges, they die,” Roush

says. “I want to continue making my life as full as it can be.”
Roush is currently experimenting with propane as an
alternative automotive fuel and believes it could potentially be
more viable than electricity.
“A lot of our propane supply is unused,” he says. “Electric
vehicles only make sense if we use nuclear power to generate
the electricity. Electricity generated in the traditional manner
doesn’t present the benefits you’d expect, because there’s a 10 to
15 percent loss of energy through the grid of transmission lines.”
Reflecting on his career, Roush says he’s most proud of being able to provide jobs and help his employees develop their
careers.
“As a young man, I worried about providing for my own security,” Roush says. “My greatest accomplishment is being the
catalyst for providing opportunities and helping others make
their lives more secure.
“For me, work falls into four categories: things you do for fun,
things you do for money, things you do out of moral responsibility and things you do because you can do them easier and better
than anyone else. My success has come from a healthy dose of
those four elements and a strong work ethic.” 3
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