HEVROLET VS. FORD

EST REPORTS for the so-called
T“standards of America” would

seem to call for a format with
check marks and paragraph headings
labeled “Acceptable” and “Not Ac-
ceptable.” The Chevrolet Bel Air Six
and the Ford Custom 500 Six are cars
of that type—dull and spiritless and
easily ignored, though reliable and un-
complicated appliances. (“Go ahead
and drive the Frigidaire to the test
strip,” said the boss, “and T'll meet
you there in the Philco after I run a
couple of errands.™)

Both cars are basic transportation at
its barest, standards in that there is lit-
tle beneath them in their particular
lines. Yet, they also show effects of
growing consumer affluence in them-
selves having grown in size over the
years. They no longer can be called
standard in relation of automobile siz-
es; that criterion must now be accord-
ed to cars that are widely referred to
as intermediates. Nor are they stan-
dards in performance, a distinction de-

nied by power-to-weight ratios that
have deteriorated with growth in girth;
that function, too, has been usurped
by the so-called intermediates.

Both represent a lot of car for the
money. They are the most generous in
size and capacity—which some people
equate with utility—at the same time
remaining the least complex and there-
fore potentially less troublesome. It is
their sheer bulk, their weight, their
usurpation of road space which has
multiplied over the years, although
their basic engineering and technical
concepts have hardly changed. From
one point of view, it is as if 1955 Cad-
illacs and Lincolns were being built
on the basic Chevrolet and Ford chas-
sis and running gear of the same peri-
od. So it’s true they are a lot of auto-
mobile for the dollar, even if they are
not a lot of automobile for the dollar.

There is this interesting dichotomy
involved with the two cars: While
their size is a direct result of middle-
brow American confusion of “More is
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Better,” manufacturing economics
correct this misconception in detailing
and finish.

As the cheaper models, this pair had
the least excess of ornamentation, the
simplest of trim and wheel covers, the
plainest of upholstery. It is this fact
that causes them to seem the more pure
examples of the basic stylist's art. It
explains why, in general, the cheapest
models of most car lines usually look
the best, although they are probably
the poorest investment.

In Detroit, some designers are
honest enough to admit they actually
build cars to be hot merchandise on
the used car lots. The buyer of a 2- or
3-year old used car is attracted by lots
of gaudiness, slatherings of ornamen-
tation and an excess of added equip-
ment: In short, loaded. There’s not
much sense, from an economic point
of view, in regarding the 6-cyl. stan-

““dard as an investment when its trade-
in value is the lowest in the book. It is
false economy. Yet, economy is the
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The Battle of the Sixes

great motivating force for the vast ma-
jority of 6-cyl. buyers.

Low initial price (relatively speak-
ing) is an economy only on the face of
it, although there are many who ac-
cept the face value. A secondary econ-
omy is that which usually is meant by
the term—fuel mileage. Here there is
a surprising disappointment from both
test cars which highlights the underly-
ing fallacy involved. Both returned un-
satisfactory fuel economy figures over
the test period, despite low axle ratios
which might be expected to encourage
better mileage. (The ratios apparently
were dictated instead by the need to
keep engine rpm as low as possible
for noise-free cruising ability.)
Moderate-sized V-8s probably would
be just as miserly of fuel as were these
Sixes—and give better performance to
boot.

Still, it takes fistfuls of mpg to
achieve any notable savings in cost per
mile over anything less than long, long
term usage. On a 1- to 2-year basis,
the losses in depreciation compared
with the V-8 will buy a lot of extra
gallons of gasoline. Had the cars been
able to eke out another 5 mpg each,
there might be cause for an owner to
retain his pride and dignity.

The conclusion can only be that the
place for a Six is in a car sized for a

26 CAR LIFE

Six. As a case in point, the Editor’s
Chevy II convertible Six with Power-
glide has given 35,000 miles of
troublefree service with a consistent
19 mpg average throughout. The reason
is simple: The lighter, less bulky car
allowed the 6-cyl. engine to operate
less laboriously throughout the vehi-
cle’s life. Service was at the nominal
6000-mile recommendations of the
factory and aside from bothersome
front end alignments which all Chev-
rolet products seem to require regular-
ly, there were no problems. Being a
convertible, it was a form of luxury car
for its price class, but the retail price
was less than that of the Bel Air Six
tested here and its resale value re-
mains relatively better. It has provided
inexpensive, trouble-free transporta-
tion. It is the type of car in which the
Six lives up to its reputation.

ENGINES IN THE SIXTIES

Year V-8 6-cyl. other
1965%...... 6,481,500 2,361,100 n.a.
1964....... 5,339,600 2,240,100 485,300
1963....... 4,628,400 2,442,800 485,400
1962....... 3,836,200 2,605,900 496,600
1961....... 2,955300 2,405,300 494,000
1960.......

3,424,000 2,641,400 511,100

*Production totals, not sales.

Repair and service on 6-cyl. en-
gines, of course, usually is less time
consuming and therefore less costly,
because of the greater accessibility
within the engine compartment, but
the advantage here is reduced by the
overall quality improvements in all do-
mestic automotive engines during the
past decade. Aside from normal tune-
up service, engine work is rarely
necessary before 50,000 miles. Im-
proved metallurgy, better fuels, more
advanced basic design have all con-
tributed to declining justifications for
pulling the pan or the valve covers.
This blurs another distinction between
Six and V-8 in practical application.

UYERS INCREASINGLY are becom-
ing sophisticated enough to recog-

nize these factors. An accompanying
chart shows that while Sixes are hold-
ing their own in numbers, more or
less, V-8s record the production and
sales increases. In a more graphic way,
the decline in popularity of the Sixes
can be seen in the industry-wide sales
percentage over the past few years.
From a 41.4% share of the market in
1962 (when the national recession fi-
nally had reversed itself), the Six’s
share of the market dropped to 36.5%
in 1963, to 31.1% in ’64, and then to
26.6% last year. An additional point
to consider in this regard is that a
large percentage of 6-cyl. business is
in compacts—Mustang, Corvair, Val-
iant, Rambler. Cadillac, Chrysler, Lin-



coln and Mercury, on the other hand,
don’t even offer 6-cyl. power. COMPARING THE SIXES
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