SPORT REPORT

FORD

Thunderbird

ROAD TEST

MOTOR Life Test Staff Report

LTHOUGH there have been many premature reports
on the performance of Ford’s new personal car, the
nation’s road testers can’t seem to agree on their figures.
It’s not difficult to understand. In some cases, a quick spin
around the block plus some stock publicity photos have
been reported as “complete rundowns” on this new car.
One able reporter indicated, sagely, that the car was
“faster.” What it was faster than was not observed.
Motor Life has given the Thunderbird its standard
road test. Here are the real facts about that car.
The Thunderbird or “T-Bird” as afficianados are already

Halfway up incline at the Ford Testing Grounds in Dearborn, one ML tester reaches out to show height of sill from pavement.

Not billed as a Sports Car,
Ford’s new product
Accelerates, Corners, Rides
with the Best of Them.

Named after a Legend,

It may create One of its Own.

nicknaming it, is a reality even if the suggested factory
price of $2695 (including hardtop) still seems like a
dream to the speculators who were “sure” that Ford
couldn’t produce it under $4.000, f.o.b. Detroit.

In a car market inundated with the idea that good
high-performance cars should cost a lot of money, the T-
Bird revolutionizes present thinking. The price of the
Thunderbird hovers just around the price of a low-range
convertible—but from that point on, the similarity stops.
The Thunderbird, not advertised as a sports car by its
creators, is very close to being one. A sports car, by
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definition, features excellent suspension and handling
characteristics, top quality acceleration and top speed
performance. A sports car has excellent power-to-weight
ratio, trim, sleek lines, a dash and color not present in
conventional cars plus a top-grade maneuverability in
trafic and on the open road.

The Thunderbird does.

Road testing a produet is generally accepted as routine,
everyday work. not calculated to upset the entire office
staff: circulation. bookkeeping, art. promotion and clerical
departments. But the news of the Thunderbird road test
brought restlessness to the Motor Life offices, first sight
of the car brought trade-in ideas to nearly every member
of the staff.

After driving the car. in Los Angeles and at the Ford
proving grounds at Dearborn. the test staff is convinced
that Ford planners will find no public apathy toward this
car. that the entire “different” car movement will get a
boost upstairs from the impetus of this car on the market.

(Continued on page 62)

Dashboard has flattened Ford speedometer, tachometer, clock
with sweep-second hand, adjustable steering wheel and seat.

Thunderbird ofiers adequate luggage capacity for sports-type car.
Bumper guards house dual exhausts. Gas filler extends through lid.

Power plant is 292 cubic inch ohv V-8 with single four-throat
carburetor and dual exhausts. The Thunderbird exceeds 115 mph.

FORD THUNDERBIRD
Performance and Specifications

ACCELERATION
0-30 mph..... . e T 4.30 seconds
0-60 mph. . 10.75 seconds
TOP SPEED
FOSIBE) OB WY, ..oocoocsicccinnesimssimnssisiamsssisisssonssmssses 118 mph
Slowest One-way................... R SRS 115 mph

FUEL CONSUMPTION
Constant 30 mph ... 20.2 mpg

ENGINE—ohv V8. Bore and stroke: 3.75” x 3.30”. Compres-
sion ratio, 8.5:1. Displacement, 292 cubic inches. Advertised
horsepower, 190—conventional, 198—Fordomatic.

REAR AXLE RATIOS—Conventional transmission, 3.73:1. Over-
drive, 3.92:1, Fordomatic, 3.31:1.

DIMENSIONS
Wheelbase rereeinenenne 102 inches
Trood ... " front and rear

Width, overall .. T —— .70.1 inches
Height, overall... S ....51.9 inches
Weight (shipping)........cocooimveeccic i 3225 pounds
Steering, turns lock to lock.........

Turning radius

SPEEDOMETER ERROR
At 60 mph . i s Actual speed, 56.25 mph

MOTOR Life. Jenuary, 1955

47



Fibreglass Dechrome Kits

*1.00

and up. ( Add 25¢ tor
pastame . NoC (1 D)
Also ro.tE kits. Con-

Everything from
Dechroming (Metal-
Bonding) to com-
plete car bodies.
Ideal for rusted spots;

tains  METALFAST eliminates  leading.
which  adheres: to Write for details.
metal.

FIBREGLASS-EVERCOAT CO,
7608 Reading Rd., Cincinnati 37, Ohio

w rugged power better

flashing get-away. Get
hop-up info, tune-up tips all for

BOAST ne
economy.:
parts list. pics.
Stc with Double-Your-Money Certificate worth §!
on buys. Tell whether lor V8 or Champion. Write
FRANK MORGAN €O, Dept. BT-1
I MARYSVILLE, CALIFORNIA

J
Q Multi-colored  emb- L
. lems and decals of
nearly every sport,
wool felt screened in

2 Order by

LADY LUCK
& Emblem or Decal
: (Speufy on order)

SEND NOW-—for NEW com- 7 in. .
pletely illustrated catalog of 10 in. .
emblems, jewelry, novelties T-Shirts .
and accessories . . only 25¢ (Specify Slze]

Dealershlps SPOT ENTERPRISES
Open P.0. Box 86 Culver City 5, Calif.

— NICE CAR—

IPE it off every nice
w:iay with a $2 Kozak
Auto Dry Wash Cloth

]

and you will never have
to hose it. KOZAK will even DRY
wash a nice car that is so dirty you
can hardly tell the color of the
paint. Been doing it for 28 years
now. For people whose cars are al-
ways clean.

This $2 investment will return you
fifty in car-wash savings. And has
been so ruaranteed to 10 million
buyers since 1926.

The Original

——Koza K ——
Auto Dry Wash
313 5. Lyon St Batavia, N.Y.

KozaK, 313 5. Lyon St., Batavia, N.Y. 1
Please send me:
REG. $2 KOZAKS
(millions use them)
11 for $2
[J 3 for §5

SUPER $3 KOZAKS
(lasts four times longer)
1 for $3 1
J2for$5

i :
1 Enclosed [ check [] cash
! Offer limited to Continental U.S.A.

FORD THUNDERBIRD ROAD TEST
(Continued jrom page 47)

No prophets on the test staff, we still feel
that the Thunderbird will be highly suc-
cessful. And for a very simple reason:
it’s the American version of a sports car,
roll up windows and all.

Adjustment to the Thunderbird is sim-
ple: just look at it. Or drive it. Ford has
done the rest. Inside the cockpit, there's
a sports car feel which will be just a bit
strange to true enthusiasts: it’s comfort-
able. The 52” wide seat will accommo-
date three on occasion, but has basically
been designed for two passengers. The
dashboard offers a real competition car
feel to this roadster, it’s complete with
tachometer marked in hundreds. an elec-
tric clock with a sweep second hand (for
do-it-yourself road testing or accurate
trip logging) and a wide, flat speedom-
eter. The steering wheel is adjustable in
and out of the dash and is positioned up-
right for easier handling. Shift mecha-
nism is located in a chrome gate on the
tunnel and, in the Fordomatic model,
the handle is complete with a thumb-
push button to prevent accidental move-
ment of the lever.

Both test cars were complete with all

of the power accessories: radio. heater,
four-way seat, Fordomatic, power steer-
ing and power brakes. Of that group,

conventional equipment for the suggested
52695 price will include the fiberglass
hardtop. four-way seat. plus standard
equipment (generally considered option-
al) including roll up windows. dual ex-
hausts, four barrel carburetor. tach and
the aforementioned electric clock. As a
surprise move, the soft top for the car is
an accessory. Nearly every speculator as-
sumed it would be the other way around.
Ford has evidently found a way to pro-
duce fiberglass tops for less cost than
the bows and fabric for the soft top. For
California and other sections of the coun-
try where the rainy season arrives only
when expected, a soft top won’t be neces-

sary and the hardtop can he leaned
against the garage door for months at a
time.

The 102-inch wheelbase car stands but
51.9 inches high with the top in place, is

powered by a 292 cu. inch V-8 block
which turns out 198 (in Fordomatic
models) horsepower. Front overhang is
a mere 27 inches, but the rear overhang,
in order to accommodate luggage space,
zoes up to almost-46 inches. Even at that,

the weight distribution of the car is a
very fair 529, front/489, rear.

Included on Ford's “personal car” is
Ford’s ball-joint suspension and a sturdy,

rigid X member frame with boxed side
rails. They combine to give the T-Bird a
comfortable, but firm and sports car-type
ride on any surface. The test erew found
the ride so much like the quick-reacting
European sports cars, that the power
steering (with reduced steering ratio)
still seemed slow. To Americans with
sports car driving experience, the car will
seem to react to the wheel slowly. For
those used to conventional steering. the
response will seem quite rapid. It will re-
quire some getting-to-know-you driving
for both groups. Those with Ford power
steering on their previous family cars,
will adapt most rapidly to it. The remain-
ing groups may take all of 15 or 20 min-
utes to “get the hang of that steering.”
Pulled hard over, the T-Bird does strange
things for an American car; turns arcs
in its own tracks. For drivers who have
never handled a car with a tight turning
radius, the experience will be new—and
exciting. With a tight, sav, 2.75 or 3
turns lock-to-lock conventional steering.
the Thunderbird would be one of the
most directly maneuverable cars avail-
able—from either side of the Atlantic.

One drawback to this theory, however,
is the Thunderbird’s weight. Only 175
inches bumper to bumper, the T-Bird is
well constructed, weighs as much, curb-
side, as the Ford club coupe. Our test
cars averaged 3225 pounds, and with
529, of that on the front wheels, a tight,
direct steering would be aimed directly
at male drivers,

T-Bird {features the 1955 Ford auto-
matic transmission (or is available with
conventional and/or overdrive) which
starts off in Drive-low, instead of the
1954 Drive-intermediate. The automatic
shifts, under full throttle, come in at an
average of 30 mph and 60 mph. The
Fordomatic transmission, however, can
practically be shifted at will. With a slow,
rolling start, one can be in Drive-direct
by 20 mph. The more throttle, the more
each gear will wind.

In Fordomatic Drive Range, when the
throttle is fully depressed, there is a
momentary lag, a split-second hesitation
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while the car hunches its shoulders for
the job ahead. First driver reaction for
that split-second is “it’s got no pick up.”
Just about the time that thought is
formed. something catches and the Thun-
derbird begins to move—and move. Al-
though it won't out-drag some of the ex-
pensive foreign iron. the Thunderbird ac-
celerates quite rapidly. clambers up to 60
mph in 10.75 seconds. stays strong on
acceleration all the way up to a true 80
mph, where it begins to flatten out slight-
ly. By getting to 30 mph in 4.30 seconds,
the Thunderbird appears be a real
stoplight menace and it’s going to take a
lot more inches for the production hot
rods to catch it.

Passing the 100 mph mark. the Thun-
derbird holds strong and true to the road.
the speedo needle continues to climb
steadily. Maximum speed for the Thun-
derbird, with automatic transmission. was
118 mph with the Fordomatic 3.31:1 gear
ratio. Overdrive-equipped cars will hit
120 plus.

The Thunderbird. throughout the two
testing periods, turned in average gaso-
line mileages of 15 mpg for city driving,
17.5 mpg for steady highway ecruising.

One design item which puzzled the
Motor Life test staff was the dual ex-
haust setup.

While Ford engineers have evidently
“s0ld” the advantages of the dual exhaust
system, the stylists have somewhat ne-
gated the engineering effort by placing a
series of bends in the exhaust lines, end-
ing up with two 90 degree turns which
bring the exhaust tips out through the
high-placed bumper guards. It would re-
quire a complicated analysis to illustrate
the harmful effect of this move but it's
general knowledge that exhaust lines
should be as straight as a driveshaft. Con-
sidering chassis design. this isn’t always
possible—but it should be heavily consid-
ered at all times.

Summed up, the Thunderbird combines
all of the best boulevard sports car quali-
ties with a reasonable price. good depend-
ability and what should be an excellent
resale. Operating costs should be com-
parable to the everyday passenger car
and the performance is far superior. It is
well designed. has a rigid steel body, ex-
cellent handling and ride characteristics
plus all of the comforts and conveniences
Americans have come to expect in an
automobile. Only the die-hard sports car
enthusiasts (those who drive in the rain
without putting the top up) will look
askance at the windows and power equip-
ment. But they’re a hardy lot—still wait-
ing for the return of the Jordan Playboy.

Early Indian tribes believed that the
Thunderbird caused lightning by opening
and closing its eyes. thunder by flapping
its wings. Its high-performance automo-
tive namesake will undoubtedly cause just
as much disturbance—among automobile
enthusiasts and those who like to drive
for the pure fun of it. e
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LIFETIME BRONZE FILTERS AND MOLY-PAKS team up

*42%
®

49-54 Ford

49-54 Chev.

HNash Rombler,

for maximum engine protection; MOLYbdenum Disulfide @
in micro clean oil! Porous bronze filters last forever, are )
250% more efficient, remove abrasives in the 1
Z micron danger zone, but do not remove detergents like
ordinary filters. Moly-Paks offer the most conve
method of getting Moly's proven protection and
formance.

Y
0-40 -+
FILTER

- 73-720
nient (2) FILTER 5645

per- ONLY
MOLY-PAKS S‘ 00
ONLY
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1955 FORD, CHEV. .......... $79.50 9 b v R
52.54 Merc. .. ..., $ 7S 5.5 54 Lincoln .. § 8975 Merc ., .39
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(Except Special) Olds
S e @® (SUPER DELUXE SKIRTS . .. $9.95)
Chrome Tire Cover optional, odd $15.00. Kits come The lever locking skirts are steel with concealed rubber liner.

primed for paint. ‘y moke, model cor ond tire size.

Easily installed. The skirts are p

rimed for paint.
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EXHAUST HEADER SETS

\& b‘b

CHEV. (EXCEPT CONV.).

AVAILABLE FOR MOS'I' AI.I. CARS

muf-

Sets header
flers. tail pipe, clamps and brackets.

(DISCOUNT CARD HOLDERS TAKE AN ADDITIONAL DISCOUNT # A ON THE BACK OF YOUR CARD)

® MOON
‘WHEEL DISCS
set of 4

$129

15in. or 16 in.

@ THIN
HEAD
GASKETS'

$4’s with 15' / $1250

"AUTO DISCOUNT €O.

1529 — ML-1 VICTORY BLVD.

GLENDALE 1, CALIF.
PRICES F.0.B. GLENDALE + 3% TAX IN CALIF.

13, 150r 16 in.

® SAUCER WIRE WHEEL DISC
WHEEL DISCS Four Genuine
Set ot 4 Calnevar

1295 (G -

£~ $34%
DUAL HIDEAWAY ELECTRIC DOOR
REAR AERIALS .| G @) KIT
>l )‘u

(Twe Doors)

51495

8 2R

- -=HOOD KIT
M (Specify)
$675

BRONZE OIL
FILTER

$129s
- ®
ELECTRIC TRUNK
AND
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Di Card #
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