OST DYED-IN-THE-WOOL V-8 enthusiasts—

regardless of what year Ford they own—are pretty
well acquainted with the facts behind the development
of the V-8 engine. Ford Motor Company, the story goes,
was locked in a fierce battle for sales with arch-rival
Chevrolet. After intensive urging, Edsel Ford reluctantly
persuaded his father to retire the Model T in favor of a
car with more refinement and popular appeal. Chev-
rolet’s answer to the Model A was its 1929 offering—a
car bringing the power and smoothness of a six-cylinder
engine to the low price market. Jolted by sales lost to its
more glamorous competitor and to the upstart new
Plymouth, Ford made a bold and sweeping decision—
recapture the low priced automotive market once and
for all by introducing a V-8 engine, heretofore thought
too complex and expensive forall but the most luxurious
automobiles.

Allthis s true, of course, but there's more to the story
than Henry Ford trying to outfox his competition. An
- understanding of the development of the Ford V-8 would
be impossible without delving into the social, economic
and technological forces which combined to produce it.
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The Story begins several years before World War One,
when a number of European auto firms— particularly
DeDion—experimented with a few prototype V-8s.
None seem to have been much of a success. Meanwhile
in America, Henry Leland, engineer par excellance
with Cadillac, was noticeably unimpressed with the
straight six the company had designed to replace its tried
and true four cylinder motor. His chief complaint seems
tohave been the long and potentially troublesome crank-
shaft the new engine would have required. Leland, who
had read of the European experiments, decided that a
properly designed V-8 engine would be a better choice
for the Cadillac than the new six. This was in the sum-
mer of 1913. During the next year and a half, Leland
designed and guided into production a new V-8 that was
technically superior—as well as 50 pounds lighter—
than the four banger it replaced. It was introduced in the
company’s 1915 model, successful from the start. Inci-
dentally, Leland some years earlier helped develop the
first practical electric starter for a motorcar—an item
that millions of Henry Ford's customers would have been
happy to purchase as an accessory. During the War,
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Fig. 1 —Prototype X-8 engine on display at the Henry Ford Museum,
Dearborn. This engine proved too heavy for the Model T chassis,
although it ran fine when placed in an Oldsmobile. Photo by Charles
Seims.

after a dispute with General Motors management, Le-
land resigned to build aircraft engines and founded the
Lincoln Motor Car Company with his son Wilfred. Al-
though they were fine cars, the Leland Lincolns failed to
win their share of the prestige market, and the company
was purchased at a bankrupt auction in 1922 for eight
million dollars by Henry Ford.

A number of other manufacturers, notably General
Motors affiliates, flirted with a V-8. Chevrolet had it for
a while in the late "teens, as did Oakland, forerunner to
the Pontiac, ten or twelve years later.

Meanwhile, Henry Ford’s flivver mill kept turning out
Model Ts at a prodigious rate. Part of the Ford legend
holds that the company led the world with its innovative
manufacturing. Such simplicity belies the truth, as
Henry Ford was often as not the source of his own legend.
On several occasions the manufacturer vociferously pro-
claimed his company preferred not to patent its inven-
tions, regarding them instead as gifts to the public
domain. But the Ford Motor Company’s greatest contri-
bution to the industrial development of America clearly
lay in the production methods the company pioneered,
not in the superiority of the product that it turned out.
This was particularly true in the Model T days. As Keith
Sward, one of Ford’s most perceptive biographers, has
put it: *“The Model T, frozen for eighteen years, had
almost nothing to offer, at least in its later years, to the
arts of automotive design.”

Although T sales were phenomenal— half the cars on
the road in 1920 were Fords—an increasingly sophisti-
cated buying public considered an automobile’s comfort
and convenience as important or more so than a low
price. This was the message a national convention of
Ford dealers brought to Detroit in 1922 when as a body
they pleaded with Ford to update his heretofore virtually
changeless model. Ford acted surprised, turning a
deaf ear.

And yet modernization experiments did occur, albeit
on a small scale. Around 1925, Ford engineers experi-
mented with a revolutionary new eight-cylinder power-
plant for the Model T. This was the famous X-8 engine,
which had its pistons arranged every 45° around a com-
plete circle (see Figure 1). The project was abandoned
because the new engine was too heavy for the T chassis
and had lubrication problems.

Fig. 2—Ford’s first V-8 engine, designed for the Model T. Note the
welded-up intoke manifold. At the Henry Ford Museum, Decrborn.
Photo by Charles Seims.

A more conventional design was embodied in a V-8
engine light enough to fit the Model T frame and trans-
mission. Almost nothing is known about this engine,
and only speculation places it in time slightly after the
X-8—Ilate 1925 or 1926—when Ford engineers still
thought in terms of an upgraded Model T as a means to
recapture lost sales. One version of the radial engine and
this earliest of Ford V-8s (Figure 2) are on display at the
Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn.

Changes to the Model T did come, but they were too
late and too few to recapture Ford’s flagging engineering
leadership. True, the more colorful and sleeker flivver of
1926 outsold the Chevrolet by a margin of two to one.
But a scant five years before, it had bested its nearest
rival six to one. Charles Sorensen, Ford’s hardboiled
production chief, confided in his autobiography that he
was ‘‘sick of seeing” Model Ts.

Henry Ford finally got sick of them too, abruptly dis-
continuing the car in May of 1927 after over 15,000,000
had been made. His stubbornness is apparent in not
only latently admitting the T's obsolescence, but in fail-
ing to make adequate plans for its successor. At the
time, only the most preliminary work had been done on
the design of the new Model A. Henry wasted six months
thinking things over.

The most immediate effect of the changeover was that
60,000 men who had been on Ford's production lines
were suddenly thrown out of work. Their layoff was

~ understandable in view of the Herculean tasks attendant

with producing a new automobile for mass production
from scratch. Of the 40,000 or so machine tools con-
nected with the production of the Model T, 15,000 had to
be completely scrapped, and 25,000 more extensively
modified for the new car. All this was said to cost in
excess of a quarter billion dollars. But it did nothing to
endear Henry Ford to the hearts of his idled workers,
who usually had nowhere to go except on public relief.

There were other effects as well. Many potential
buyers, unable to obtain a Ford, simply switched over to
a competing make, particularly Chevrolet. Walter P.
Chrysler, an ex-General Motors executive, had been
watching the situation carefully. He left GM a few years
earlier to found his own company; and his product—
named after himself—was a worthy entry in the medium
price field, selling well. It gave Walter Chrysler the work-







