BY DAVE COLE

HE FORD MOTOR COMPANY has

been in business for nearly 107 years

now. The company has enjoyed many

success stories in all those years, and

among the brightest of them was the
episode with the flathead V-8 engine. That remark-
able engine, conceived and engineered in secret
during 1930 and *31, was laid aside in favor of an
upgraded 1932 version of the 4-cylinder Model A,
then brought back to life in December, 1931, when
Henry Ford changed his mind and decided to make
the V-8-powered car his main offering for 1932 after
all.

The entire company was then plunged headlong
into a crash program to get the V-8 into production
as quickly as possible. This had all the makings of
a disaster, but the company managed to have V-8
cars ready to show to the public within four months
of Ford’s fateful decision. The earliest Ford V-8s
had problems, of course, as the engine was virtu-
ally untested and certainly not refined when it first
hit the market, but the company worked out most of
the kinks during its first and second years in produc-
tion, and that same basic engine design went on for
over twenty years as Ford’s main powerplant for its
cars and trucks—even longer than the remarkable
Model T 4-cylinder job that had first brought Henry
Ford and his company to worldwide fame and great
wealth. By August, 1933, the Ford V-8 engine was
strong enough and reliable enough to take the first
seven places in that year's running of the Elgin Road
Race in Illinois, as we saw in the July-August V-8
Times last year. And Ford V-8's kept winning races
in 1934 and later, too.

Indeed, Ford’s first V-8 turned out to be a much
better engine than was necessary to meet its com-
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petition, and may have been
better than Henry Ford him-
self intended it to be. In 1932,
the V-8 had a compression
ratio of 5% to 1 and yielded
a rated 65 brake horsepower,
so it was on par with that
year’s Plymouth 4-cylinder
job, and a bit stronger than
Chevrolet’s 60 h.p. “stove-
bolt” six. Higher compression
and other improvements let
the V-8 crank out 75 horse-
power in 1933, and 85 in
1934 and for many years af-
ter. By 1953, when Ford last
offered a flathead V-8 to U.S.
buyers, the displacement had
been increased from 221 cu-
bic inches to 239, the com-
pression ratio was up to 7.2
to 1 and the horsepower up to
110, yet it was still essentially
the same basic engine Ford
had introduced in 1932.

The engines used by Ford’s competitors had un-
dergone similar increases in displacement, compres-
sion ratio and power output over the years. By 1953,
Chevy’s 6 had 235 c.i., a 7.1:1 c.r., and put out 115
h.p.; Plymouth’s 6 had 218 c.i., 7.1:1, and made 100
h.p. But those engines were just about at their limit
of development, while Ford’s V-8 was not. But Ford
did not do any more upgrading on the flathead V-8.
Overhead-valve V-8’s were the latest thing, and Ford
brought out theirs in 1954.

But if Ford did no more with the flathead V-8, oth-
ers did, and had been doing so since the mid-’30’s.
Ford V-8 racing successes had called attention to the
possibilities in that engine, and soon back-yard me-
chanics and early hot-rodders were getting lots more
power and speed out of Ford V-8’s than the factory
ever intended. They found you could hop up a Ford
V-8 and it would usually hold together, but if you
tried hopping up a competitor’s engine in a similar
fashion, you risked catastrophic failure, with thrown
rods or a broken crankshaft likely. The basic engines
used by others were sturdy enough to do their job,
all right, but the Ford V-8 had all kinds of potential
beyond what was necessary for a passenger car.

Did Henry Ford intend to build that V-8 so much
stronger and sturdier than it needed to be? Or was
it the engineers who developed Henry Ford’ s ideas
and suggestions, taking their direction from the old
man and making his ideas work, or proving beyond
any doubt that they would not work? What was the
point of it? Henry Ford decided on building the V-8
mainly because the four-cylinder engine was no
longer considered viable in the new car market, but
he would not build a six-cylinder engine because
that was what the other makers in the low-price field
were already doing. The novel X-8 engine Ford had
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reenfield Village pay little attention to the Fort Myers laboratory, not realizing that

this nondescript building was the site where the famous flathead Ford V-8 engine was designed. Photo by
Charles Seims, 1973.

worked on in the 1920’s had never proven success-
ful, so that left a V-8 as the only reasonable choice.
It would be the first V-8 in the low-price field, and to
make sure it would not cost more than $50 more than
a 4-cylinder Model B, Ford had to keep the V-8’s de-
sign as simple as possible. The engine block would
have to be made in one casting, with crankcase and
both banks of cylinders as well as part of the clutch
housing all in one piece. Experienced foundry men
said it could not be done, but Henry Ford showed
that it was possible, and although the problems to be
solved were daunting, Ford’s Rouge factory engine
plant was turning out three thousand engines a day
within four months of the start.

ne would think that such a revolutionary en-

gine—a smooth V-8 in a low-priced car for

the first time, with all kinds of unique features
that had never appeared on any other V-8 regardless
of price—would have piqued the curiosity of automo-
tive writers, who would ask about the design and who
had done it. But apparently nobody asked, and Henry
Ford had demanded that the design work be done in
secret, so that even after the engine was in production,
the engineers who had worked under his direction in
developing the V-8 said nothing about it.
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Indeed, the story about how and where the V-8
engine was designed remained untold for over
twenty years! But after Henry Ford’s death in 1947
and his wife, Clara’s, in 1950, the Ford Motor
Company realized that a corporate archives should
be established to preserve Henry Ford’s papers and
the historical documents relating to the company he
founded. Thus was established the Ford Archives,
and as a part of it, an Oral History Section undertook
the job of interviewing former Ford employees and
people who had known Henry Ford. Experienced
interviewers asked questions of these people, and
their reminiscences were recorded on tape. Typists
then transcribed the interviews onto paper, and the
pages were bound into books that became part of the
archives. Over three hundred of these transcribed
interviews resulted from this effort, and among those
interviewed were some of the engineers who had de-
signed the V-8 engine under Henry Ford’s direction
over twenty years earlier. Fred Thoms, who had been
an engineering assistant on the V-8 job, was one of
them, but the engineer who provided the most infor-
mation about the development of the V-8 was Emil
Zoerlein, who had devised the ignition system for
Henry Ford after Ford’s first choice for that job, Ed
“Spider” Huff, told Ford that his idea about driving







