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LIFETIME LEARNER 
Boyhood ex periences and genuine 
curiosit y are Michael K rukowski’s 
keys to success.

BY ANY MEASURE, MICHAEL KRUKOW-
ski had a perfect upbringing for a kid who 
loves cars. His father was a car nut, and the 
two made regular weekend trips to swap 
meets and car shows. When Krukowski was 
10, his dad opened a collision repair shop 
near the family home in Fairfax Station, Vir-
ginia, and it wasn’t long before his father be-
gan teaching him how to bend panels, weld, 
and refinish. 

These days, 20-year-old Krukowski recog-
nizes that his boyhood experiences are the 
exception rather than the rule among young 
people aspiring to get into the restoration 
profession. But he has some advice: A back-
ground in cars isn’t everything, and in some 
cases, what you know can actually hurt you.

About half of Krukowski’s classmates in 
the collision, repair, and refinishing voca-
tional program at Chantilly High School had 

never really worked on anything mechanical 
before. It was the same story after he grad-
uated and enrolled in the two-year automo-
tive restoration program at Pennsylvania 
College of Technology.

“At school, I found that a background in 
cars only gives someone a good base to start 
from. I had classmates who thought they 
were farther ahead than they really were, 
and they came off as arrogant. That attitude 
can impede self-improvement, especially 
when it comes to learning a new way of do-
ing something.”

In other words, if you’re seeking the ed-
ucation and experience to land a dream job 
in classic-car restoration, check your ego at 
the garage door. And, Krukowski adds, get 
involved with people and organizations that 
want to see you succeed. 

“The RPM Foundation really helped the 
restoration program and its students at Penn 
College,” he says. “It organized field trips to 
area museums and car events and provided 
gap funding for students away from home. It 
also helped with transportation and room-
ing costs for students volunteering at shows 
and concours events.”

Krukowski seized every opportunity 
provided by RPM, and his hunger to absorb 
and learn all he could about a given subject 

helped raise his stock in the eyes of his pro-
fessors. When Jason Wenig, a longtime RPM 
donor and owner of the Creative Workshop, 
came calling in 2018 to fill an entry-level ju-
nior technician position at his prestigious 
shop in Dania, Florida, Krukowski’s name 
came up first.

“Because of the early work with my dad, 
I’ve always had a knack for metal fabrica-
tion,” Krukowski says. “But now I’m learning 
about the mechanical end of things and the 
intricacies of assembly. I’ve discovered the 
joy of taking a box of parts and a bare shell 
and turning it all into a car that can move 
under its own power.”

As the youngest member of a small resto-
ration team, Krukowski finds that the chal-
lenge of working on elite-level exotics and 
one-of-a-kind classics continues to inspire 
him. “I really don’t believe a background in 
cars is as critical as a person’s motivation 
to learn,” he says. “I’m always excited when 
something new comes through the door be-
cause of my interest in the stories vehicles 
can tell. I love the research involved in res-
toration almost as much as the physical la-
bor. For me, the fascination in cars is how 
they’re a link to history and a window into 
experiences I never had.”—Bob Butz editor@
hagerty.com
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Krukowski is 
applying the 
knowledge his 
dad gave him, 
the lessons 
learned at Penn 
College, and the 
practical skills he’s 
picking up daily 
at the Creative 
Workshop.

RPM Foundation
provides scholar-
ships, formal train-
ing, and mentorship 
to the next genera-
tion of automotive, 
motorcycle, and 
marine restorers 
and preservation-
ists. Learn more at 
RPM.Foundation.
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LIFE’S A STITCH
How a “quar ter life” change took one man from healthcare to upholster y.

SEVEN YEARS AGO, WHILE TAKING IN 
the cars and motorcycles on display at the 
Art of the Car Concours on the grounds of 
the Kansas City Art Institute, Jason Peters 
had a revelation. 

 “I really didn’t have any career ambition 
in high school,” he remembers. “So after 
graduating, I got an associate’s degree in nu-
trition and wound up working in a local hos-
pital kitchen.” From home-care to human re-
sources, a series of jobs followed at St. Luke’s 
Hospital in Kansas City. 

Peters loved the work, but he was 30 and 

felt his career clock ticking. All this time, Pe-
ters had more than a casual interest in clas-
sic cars. He grew up working with his father 
on the family’s 1972 Chevelle Malibu, a car 
they took to local shows and cruise-ins. At 
23, he bought a 1969 Ford Galaxie 500, his 
first major purchase while working at the 
hospital.

“I restored that car by the paycheck,” Pe-
ters says, and estimates he spent $30,000 
fixing up the Galaxie over 10 years. Through-
out the process, he had no idea you could get 
a degree in automotive restoration.

Then he saw the McPherson College tent 
at the Art of the Car. Talking to the school’s 
rep, Peters had his revelation. He stayed on 
at St. Luke’s and continued his education in 
human resources management at Kansas 
City’s Parkville University. But in his spare 
time, he looked at job options in the collec-
tor-car world.

He also entered his Galaxie at the Art 
of the Car the following year. There he met 
RPM Foundation president Diane Fitzger-
ald. “She encouraged my decision to enroll 
at McPherson and find a career that bridged 
my human resources and recruiting experi-
ence into something in the car-hobby resto-
ration world.”

At 34, Peters headed off to McPherson 
and its Automotive Restoration Manage-
ment program, a full-time curriculum that 
prepares students for running a shop-based 
business. He landed an RPM scholarship and 
in the summer of 2015 traveled to Tacoma, 
Washington, for an RPM internship at Le-
May—America’s Car Museum.

At McPherson, Peters quickly realized he 
had a thing for interiors and, specifically, 
upholstery. Aside from the engine compart-
ment and paint job, he says, a car’s interior 
is the thing that draws the most attention 
at shows.

“I love the look and feel of classic uphol-
stery,” he says. “I like figuring out patterns 
with the gentle hum of a sewing machine in 
the background.”

Peters graduated in 2017 and took a job 
with SMS Auto Fabrics in Portland, Oregon. 
Servicing owners of every make and model 
of domestic car from the 1930s on, SMS has 
America’s largest selection of original auto-
mobile carpet, vinyl, leather, and upholstery.

“If we don’t have the original in stock,” 
he says, “we have the ability to reproduce 
cloth in any pattern for nearly every Amer-
ican classic. We even produce custom door 
panels.”

Now 37, Peters has found rewarding work 
that pays well. He has expanded his person-
al collection of classics, too, to three Edsels 
and a ’78 Thunderbird. 

He hopes to have his own upholstery and 
detailing business in the next five years. “In-
side and out, enthusiasts want their cars to 
be phenomenal,” Peters says. “I find great joy 
in helping them make their dreams a reali-
ty.”—Bob Butz editor@hagerty.com

SMS is an uphol-
stery lover’s dream, 
with rack after 
rack of materials 
for nearly every 
domestic under the 
sun. It’s the perfect 
place for Peters to 
spend his days.

RPM Foundation
provides schol-
arships, formal 
training, and 
mentorship to the 
next generation of 
automotive and 
marine restorers 
and preservation-
ists. Learn more at 
rpm.foundation.
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Toll Free: 855.537.4579   Website: www.rpm.foundation

RPM Foundation is the educational arm of America's Automotive Trust.
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