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Texan Sammy Tanner had a long
successful career racing motorcycles,
but Sammy’s main goal was to follow
his friend, A. J. Foyt, into race cars
and compete in the Indianapolis 500.

Words and Photographs: Norm DeWitt

The Flying Flea 

SAMMY
TANNER

Around Houston there were a number of
talented youngsters trying to make
their mark in motorsports. Amongst
these was a young racer who was

destined to win the Indianapolis 500 (four times
driving, once more as owner), the 24 Hours of Le
Mans, and the Daytona 500.

A.J. Foyt – “I had Triumphs, a 30 (ci) and a 40 (ci)
on a half-mile dirt track in the early 50’s,  racing on
the weekends for fun, there was no money.  I won
my share of races on the bikes... the ones like you
bought in the showroom, took the fenders off it,
and stripped them all down.  We’d put like a little
James tank on them, took the motor and ported it,
then put dual carburetors on it.  I’d get reground
stock cams from Cue Cams; it wasn’t just a stock
bike. It was Herb Stelter’s Triumph dealership that I
rode out of, and I think Sammy Tanner rode for
them too.”  

Sammy Tanner takes up the story, “I was about
13 in 1953 and the ironworker guy down the street
had a Harley. He would go to Playland Park in
Houston, Texas and they had a quarter mile asphalt
high bank track, and he and his Mom invited me to
come along. 

“AJ Foyt was one of the guys that I really 
liked, but his Dad told him he had too good a
future in auto racing to be messing with 
these motorcycles.” 

A.J. Foyt - “ It (racing the cars) was the path of
least resistance.  My daddy had midgets and I
worked on them a lot.  I built my own stock car and

raced that until I was old enough to race midgets,
and that’s how it all came about.  What my deal
was that my wife’s brother would come over when
I was out of town racing.  He’d know when I would
go out of town and come over wanting to ride the
bike.  He had wrecks on it and got hurt a couple of
times.  My wife sold my bike to a damn yard man
for 100 dollars, could have killed her."

Sammy got his first bike in 1954, a James with
the 125cc Villiers engine. “There was just a couple
of us kids doing ‘two stake races’, with two stakes
at each end.  Herb Stelter’s son Winston was really
good, I was 14 and it really hurt for this nine year
old kid to beat me.  

“When I was 16, Herb let me ride the TR-6, and I
was maybe 4ft 11in. I did it enough so that Herb
Stelter offered me a sponsored ride, earning 100%
of what I won, and a truck to get to the races. Well,
I turned him down, and told him that I couldn’t get
my mom to sign the application.  

“Two or three years before Carroll Resweber was
a top rider and he was talking with Everett
Brashear at a race in Dallas. Carroll turned around
and looked at me and said ‘God, this is a mile
tracker right here!  I’m going to put you on my bike
at Springfield.’ I was so gullible that I believed him,
as I thought I had a ride waiting with Resweber.

“I had this aluminum helmet with a drawstring,
one size fits all. I’m showing this to my mom and I
dropped it. When I picked it up, I noticed the top
was dented in, right after I’d told my Mom not to
worry about me as now I’ve got this safety helmet.”

Captions:

“I DID IT ENOUGH SO THAT HERB STELTER OFFERED ME A
SPONSORED RIDE, EARNING 100% OF WHAT I WON.”

Words: Norm DeWitt Photographs: Sammy Tanner and Norm DeWitt

Sammy Tanner
brought his white

leathers and Triumph
to Laconia in 1959.
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That’s how Gary Nixon moved up with a 500 dirt
track Triumph twin formerly ridden by Sammy
Tanner for Ed Holcomb, a local mechanic. 
Gary Nixon explains, “The first place I rode it

was in the state championship scrambles and
took second, so I kind of got the bug, I went all
around the scrambles races and the next year I
cheated on my birth certificate and signed up as a
Professional in 1958, right after I turned 17.” 
Sammy raced the Midwest flat track races in

1956 -57. By 1958 he was running as an Expert for
the Grand National Championship. “My first year
on the Expert circuit, the first race I went to was at
Heidelberg, Pennsylvania and was leading the
main event, but had heard that in your first year
you don’t win races.  
“On the third lap I began to think ‘I’m not

supposed to be up here’, can you believe I was
that stupid? Dick Klamfoth got by me, and then
Resweber did a slide job on me and I ended up
finishing seventh. Two weeks later we were at
Columbus, Ohio, I finished second toKlamfoth and
afterwards Brashear asked me ‘why didn’t you
pass Klamfoth?’ I just stared at him, and didn’t
answer. After that I figured it was ok to pass. After
that, I raced to win.
“For 1958 I put my name on my leathers, ‘Flyin

Flea’, as everybody had a nickname. Resweber was
called ‘Mooch’, he was always coming over to
Brashear and borrowing something, tools,
cigarettes, you name it. 
“There was this guy, Tom Downing who did

commercials.  He would take his vacation to
announce the races in Kansas. One time I’m at
the start line and the announcer says ‘This is
Sammy Tanner, he’s the Flying Flea, he’s got this
record called The Flying Flea, he’s a hero rock and

roll singer.’ Well, after the race is over with I was
surrounded by all these teeny-boppers who want
my autograph.
“The next day Downing is in town and finds out

from the General Store that everybody in town is
trying to buy this record. Tom says ‘we can make
these records and sell them at the races.’ He’s got
this guy who was shady; he was a gun runner to
South America. This gun runner was going to back
the whole thing.  

“I told Tom, ‘I don’t know how to sing!’ There’s a
couple trying to teach me to sing in this bar. I’m
drunk and I’m p****d off because they are playing
the song too fast. Well, the gun-runner decides he’s
not putting up the money for it, so I paid for it
myself and now my pickup truck is full of 4200
records. I had standups with me in my leathers and
one with me in my suit with my guitar done by
some photo studio. I could play one song, an Elvis
Presley song and that was about it.  
“Next, Tom says that I’m going to wear these

white leathers at Daytona.  Everybody in the entire
world wore black leathers, except the bomber pilots

who wore brown.  I said ‘Are you nuts?  Nobody
wears white leathers!’  They didn’t even make white
leathers. Bob Bates had made four sets of white
pants for an indoor hockey thing for motorcycles…
he knew where to go to get the material. 
“So, now I’m going to Daytona with these white

leathers.  The pit crews wear white, as do the
officials. This one guy starts screaming at me to ‘get
this mechanic off the race track’. He grabbed my
sleeve and said… Leather?
“So, now we’re at Daytona and they had a deal

with a big auditorium and I’m supposed to lip-sync
this song.  Everett Brashear is on the edge of the
stage behind the curtain and I didn’t want to go
out there, but Brashear is saying that I have to. The
music starts and in the front row are all my
friends, Joe Leonard, Dick Mann, Dick Klamfoth,
and all the riders; they are all laughing so hard. So I
started laughing and the song is still going. If you
made a movie, you would never have to make
anything up in my life.” 
Tom ended up driving the truck back to Kansas,

still full of records needless to say.
Sammy continues, “I was riding the BSA for Ray

Hendershot and at the race in San Jose, there was
a whole bunch of us battling for first. It got down to
the last four of us, Carroll Resweber, Everett
Brashear, Don Hawley, and me. Roxy Rockwood,
who was announcing, said it was the closest race
he had seen by then. 
“We got the white flag when there was a rider

we were lapping, and Everett Brashear went by
him, and I hesitated... he stuck his leg out and I ran
over his foot.” That hesitation meant Everett
Brashear won the race. Sammy finished his first
Expert year sixth in points. That race had 55 lead
changes, which had to be some sort of record.

MEETING NIXON

GRAND NATIONAL EXPERT

“MY FIRST YEAR ON THE EXPERT CIRCUIT, THE FIRST RACE I WENT TO WAS AT
HEIDELBERG, PENNSYLVANIA AND WAS LEADING THE MAIN EVENT.”

“SO, NOW WE’RE AT
DAYTONA AND THEY 
HAD A DEAL WITH A 
BIG AUDITORIUM AND 
I’M SUPPOSED TO

LIP-SYNC THIS SONG.”  

Sammy Tanner cutouts with
those famous white leathers
and with a Les Paul guitar to
promote his single "The Flyin'
Flea" - photos taken 1958/9.

“If it wasn’t for Ed Holcomb and me, Gary Nixon
would have never been a racer. They had one race a
year in Oklahoma. We drove up there and went to
the Triumph dealership, where Holcomb and I were
talking to the shop owner. The shop was on a traffic
circle and there was this little redheaded guy going
around and around with his foot stuck out.  
“I asked if he was a racer and the owner said

‘no, but he thinks he is. He does a little drag racing
every once in a while.’ Nixon puts the sidestand
down and typical Nixon, he struts in and walks right
past us. He couldn’t have been taller than 4ft 11in
which was what I was. The owner called him over
to us, so now I know Gary Nixon.
“The first time I rode flat track the mechanic told

me ‘take a couple of laps, get the feel for it, and
then go for it. I was following these guys and was
already up to speed but didn’t know it, so I passed
all these guys down the back straight and then did a
high-side and crashed.
“It was the first race, and I was racing against

Bobby Stillwell. I didn’t want to go into the corner
first, I took off I went slow but all of a sudden I was
leading. I went way high in the first turn to let
everybody by and then picked them off one by one. 
“Later with all the top guys there, I set a track

record at Savannah, Missouri, my seventh race.  I
had noticed there was moisture and that grass was
overhanging the race track.  Well, that I went
around really close and rode tracking style through

Above: Sammy Tanner age 17 ("we lied and
told them I was 18") as a novice at
Savannah in 1956.

Below: Tanner on the Daytona Beach 
course - 1959

there and was fast for the day. 
“The referee said the fastest four go to the

trophy dash and when that green flag went with
the Experts out there, they showed me a lesson.  I
knew there was really something about this going
in a circle stuff, my quote under my breath was
‘what have I gotten myself into now?’ Up until then
it was just sort of a game to me.
“There was a race where I was following the

powdery cushion all the way out to the fence,
which is dangerous but with the Triumph I couldn’t
get the traction that Louie Kramer could get on the
Beezer.  When I came into the pits, I yelled for
Holcomb to grab the bike, he didn’t and it just
tipped over. 
“When I got to Houston one of my friends told

me, ‘I heard you got second.  Holcomb told me that
you got second because you got tired.’ I never even
said a word. I knew where there was a BSA for sale
and picked the phone up and told him ‘now I’m
riding BSA’.  
“Well Holcomb remembered this little

redheaded guy up in Oklahoma City, so he drives
up to Oklahoma to get a job at the local Triumph
shop and signs Gary Nixon. That’s how Nixon got to
be a flat tracker. The next time I saw them at a race,
Holcomb said he wanted my leathers back and I
told him that he gave them to me; he was going to
put my leathers on Nixon! From the middle of my
unlisted B season in 1957, I rode BSA.”
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“The next day the mechanic took me to the back
room and he had a police officer waiting for me, he
was saying I owed him half of my winnings, saying
‘Anybody that rides for me, I get half’. But I’d already
sent that money off to pay for shipping the bike out,
so all I could give him was a written bill of sale for
my bike.  
“I talked to Ray Hendershot in Kansas City and

he told me that it was HIS bike. He hadn’t sent my
bike because it had its frame bent in an auto
accident going to a National. 
“I was without a ride again. So I went to

Johnson Motors to see if I could ride for them that
year and have them build me a bike. I was in the
office with Wilbur, one or the executives there, and
he said ‘sure, we’ve got a bike back there for ya’,
well, Pete Coleman’s chin dropped, and later I found
out they didn’t have nothin’, they built me a Triumph
from scratch Tuesday to Friday. 
“That’s how I got to be riding for Triumph in

1959. I rode Triumph until I finished eighth at Ascot
and figured I was washed up.”
Skip Van Leeuwen was later to become a

legendary racer at Ascot winning four TT Nationals
between 1967 and 1969. Skip recalls, “Sammy
came to LA from Texas. Carroll Resweber, Al
Gunter, Sammy Tanner, and Everett Brashear, four
of the best racers that ever lived came out of there.
“As you traveled around the United States, to

Daytona, Chicago, or the fair circuit, they didn’t
consider you one of the real guys unless you had
won a main event at Ascot. Ascot was the yardstick
that everybody measured with. Sammy was a little
bitty guy, 110lb.
“When he came to California and got to Ascot

riding the Triumph 500 twin, he would go around
the outside of everybody way up high on the

cushion and throw the most breathtaking two
wheeled slides you’ve ever seen. “There was the
BSA wrecking crew of Al Gunter, Dick Dorresteyn,
Neil Keen, Jack O’Brien, Stu Morley, but nobody
could keep up with Sammy on the high groove.”
A J Foyt - “Flea came out here to California at

Ascot and nobody beat him.  I didn’t see him race
too much in Texas, but I’d see him at J.C.Agajanian’s
track (Ascot Park), and he did good.  This was back
when I didn’t have 2 nickels to rub together and
Aggie would fly me out here.  He was FAST, running
right up against the fence.”   Did he showboat
around doing wheelies and the like?  AJ – “He
stuck to business. When they’d all take off on the
green, they’d have to beat him.”
It wasn’t all fun and games at Ascot Park as

Tanner confirms, “Guys were dying out in Southern
California, they were running the 500s and the first
year they killed three riders there. At the rate they
were knocking the Experts off in 1959, and I figured
I had a life span of maybe six or seven years. 
“One of the guys who died in 1959, my friend

George Everett was killed when one of the riders
hit him, there was nothing he could do.  
“My first night at Ascot, I got first, Al Gunter

second, and George Everett third. That track was a
dangerous race track and highly competitive and as
Ralph White said, ‘every weekend was a National’.
They’d have over 100 Novices each week and had
to run elimination heat races and you had to win
that to qualify for the programme.”
It wasn’t just at Ascot Park, where one 

was never far from career or life ending injury. 
“Bart Markel and I got into it on the last lap at
Columbus, Ohio. There was this opening in the
fence that the water trucks would use to go in 
and out. 

“The fence would start with a 12 x 12 post in the
ground and the Armco barrier. The cases of my
Triumph hit that and it threw me into the chain link
fence. I hit the top pipe of the chain link fence so
hard that I bent it. I went from 60mph to stopped in
about 12 feet. I went to the hospital, the top of my
boot had been ripped off, but when they took the
boot off it was fine. 
“I was having trouble reading, everything was

really blurry. When I got home I told my doctor and
he said that I had two broken blood vessels, that it

PRUNE PICKER RACING 

Top: Sammy Tanner leads Dick Mann,  Cal
Rayborn, and Roger Reiman at the
Sacramento Mile in the 60's.

Inset: More benefits of winning at Ascot
Park.

Left: Caption here please.

Far left: The benefits of winning the trophy
dash at Ascot Park, Southern California style.

The following year saw a change of scenery for
Tanner. “Dowen Bevers promoted races, and he had
a place called Cycle Works, an outlaw M/C shop. 
He had raced in California and when he came

back he said ‘you can’t beat those Prune Pickers’,
which is what he called people from California.”
Sammy was about to find out just how fast 
they were.  
“These guys were saying I should race at Ascot

in California, but I only had 12 dollars in my pocket.
Neil Keen had told me when I was racing at Sturgis,
that I could race his bike. They all said that Agajanian
would give me show up money, so I called him and
he wanted to know how many Nationals I’d won. 
“I told him I had a couple of seconds and was

sixth in the point standings.  
“I told him I wanted 200 dollars to do two races.

He said he would give me 100 dollars for two
nights, and if I worked out he would give me
another 50 dollars. That was the most I’d ever been
paid. Well, I got to California and the next day I
called Neil Keen and he got George Everett to come
by and pick me up, and that was when I realized
that Keen didn’t have an extra motorcycle. I didn’t
have a ride.
“So, this guy ships my bike out to California. The

mechanic who was helping me said he always gets
half of the winnings, and I told him I keep 100%.
Opening night I ended up winning the Trophy Dash
and the Main Event. 
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Sammy Tanner on the BSA at Elkhorn,
Wisconsin in the early 60's.  He could not
recall the year.

"I WANTED TO BE A CAR
RACER JUST LIKE A.J.  I

WANTED TO DRIVE THE INDY
500 WHERE MY HERO WAS
OUT THERE RACING." 

would heal but there would always be a blind spot
there.  So I have to stare off to the side of a letter to
read it.”
Don Hawley raced Sammy really hard in those

first races at Ascot. “The 3rd week, Brad Andres
was gone and Don and I were battling for second
place. He’d scare the daylights out of you, and the
way I looked at it, he let me live. 
“I managed to get second place and I couldn’t

believe how hard this guy rode. After the race one
of his friends told me they had been giving him a
hard time saying ‘you let that skinny kid from Texas
beat you?’
For 1959, Sammy Tanner won the Ascot Park

Half-Mile National, his first Grand National victory in
the first National held at the track. By year’s end,
Sammy had again finished sixth in the points
standings, two points behind Joe Leonard. 
Tanner explains, “I was capable of doing the

whole circuit, but didn’t after 1959.” As a result, for
1960, Tanner had dropped to tenth in the points. His
bad luck at Daytona continued, from 1958 to 1960
Tanner’s best finish there was 28th.
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GREAT CAREER

Aggie knew how Tanner always wanted a 
shot in the cars. “In 1959 I did two events. The
first week I just followed everybody around the
race track. The second week I really didn’t know
what I was doing, and only made five laps in a
heat race. 
“I actually passed a guy and when I came in,

Jim Hurtubise told me I was doing really good
and my chest was just sticking out.  
“I just never made that turnover to the cars,

although I got close in 1966.  I wanted to be a
car racer just like AJ, I wanted to drive the Indy
500 where my hero was out there racing. 
“In 1966 I was riding for CR Axtell, and he

came from cars, he was a top end guy. I told 
him that I’d got a USAC license and was all ready
to go racing, and was going to drive in the
Bromme car.  
“I had the agreement with Bromme and CR

Axtell was going to be on my crew. When I was
at Springfield in 1966, this guy got sideways and
did barrel rolls all the way down the front
straight. No cage, no fuel bladders, the car
caught fire and the guy burned to death right in
front of me. I thought that was a horrible death. 
“It really affected me, I was yelling to get a

fire extinguisher, and he had been there for a
very long time, over a minute.” That was enough
for Sammy to decide to stick with the
motorcycles for the rest of his career.

At the end of his career Sammy had over 
400 AMA victories, a staggering total. It 
was only appropriate that Sammy Tanner 
was the Grand Marshall of the Ascot Flat 
Track Reunion in 2012, the first held. He is 
the only racer to have won an Ascot Park
National on two different brands of machine
(BSA and Triumph).  
Sammy has celebrated over 50 years in the

motorcycle accessory business, and has also
been an Arai helmet distributor since 1979.

ROAD RACING AND MORE

In 1964 there was yet another win for Sammy
at the Ascot National, and it was the year that
Tanner’s insistence of racing the prestigious
Springfield Mile brought him victory there on the
BSA in 1964.  This was a huge marketing
opportunity for BSA as the race had long been
dominated by Harley-Davidson. For 1965, Tanner
again won the Ascot Half-Mile National.
The following year was Sammy’s greatest year,

but it could have been so much better. He won
races two and three of the season, both Half-
Miles, which was where he found his greatest
success and won the National again at Ascot Park,
Sammy finished third in the Grand National points. 
Sammy continued racing through the 1960s,

and became a master of race promotion. “I
promoted Speedway motorcycle races, with an ad
that Ivan Majors and I were racing. There was to
be a match race but the Speedway Association
wouldn’t sanction a race against the cars. So, I
went ahead and did it.  
“I was going to have Rick Wood race against

the sprint car, but I couldn’t get insurance so I
went ahead and did it myself.  Don Hawley drove
the sprint car and he was a top rider who had also
been racing sprint cars. 
“He asked me ‘how do you want to play this?’

I said, just go for it but I wanted to be outside on
the first turn because I didn’t want to fall down in
front of the sprint car. Coming out of the turn on
that dry race track, it was hitting me with rocks, I
couldn’t see anything.  He beat me really bad.” Left: A Johnson Motors photo shoot from

the early 1960s, white leathers and all.

Below: Sammy Tanner at the Indycar race in
California - Aug 2014.

Sammy Tanner takes up the story again, “In 1961
I didn’t go back east except for Springfield, I
always rode Springfield.”  Tanner contented
himself with being the dominant rider at Ascot
Park, which eliminated much of the unpleasant
traveling the motorcycle racers faced in the day.  
He did race a Triumph at the 1962 Daytona 

200, held on the road racing circuit sans banking,
classified 51st. Road racing wasn’t where 
Sammy found much success, but there were
reasons. “It was a nightmare at one race, I
finished 18th or something. 
“It was a horrible motorcycle. I had BSA 

send the road racer that Jody Nicholas had 
ridden at Laconia, to my mechanic CR Axtell and 
it sat there for five or six weeks, and then they
sent it back to me.  
“The engine wasn’t fast, it was a piece of 

s**t. It put me on the ground every time I
touched the brakes. I called him up and said I
couldn’t believe he had done anything to the bike.
He said, ‘I’m not going to do anything for free.’ I
told him, ‘who said anything about working for
free, BSA was going to pay you the salary to 
fix the son-of-a-bitch.’ 
“He had done nothing, it had already run 

the 100 miler at Laconia and it was worn out. 
The shocks were gone, the brakes were gone, I
gave it to the guy who was supposed to be the
superstar and he did nothing.  I rode bad bikes 
so you get tagged as a dirt tracker and not a 
road racer.”


