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By the 1950s, the magnificent V-16s, V-12s, and straight-
eights of the 1920s through 1940s that we covet today as 
marvels of American engineering and manufacturing were
anachronisms—as exciting as stale bread. Pity poor Packard.
While it and Pontiac became the last manufacturers of the
American L-head straight-eight, Packard’s situation was mostly
the result of general malaise and bad luck. But late in the
game, Packard’s future depended on those antiquated straight-
eights until it could develop a V-8 to keep up with the Joneses.

General Motors raced to the forefront in 1949 with over-
head V-8 engines from Oldsmobile and Cadillac. Studebaker,
and Chrysler followed in 1951—of course, Chrysler’s spectacu-
lar Hemispherical combustion engines hit a high water mark.
Buick’s “nailhead” overhead V-8 debuted in 1953, and then
low-priced Ford got its “Y-block” overhead V-8 in 1954.
Packard could never again claim industry-leading status 

The last American straight-eight engine had a life fully lived  by Thom Taylor (Reprinted from Hagerty News)

with its erstwhile eights, and by 1952 it was struggling to com-
pete with the Big Three.

Even leading up to this crucial shift point in engineering
strategy, dated engines, and stodgy styling and advertising were
a bad combination, and Packard’s ancient East Grand manu-
facturing plant and bleeding revenues spelled impending
doom. The yearly, mind-numbing Series nomenclature, not 
to mention identical cubic-inch and horsepower ratings for
different engines, was a marketing nightmare.

Originally introduced in 1924, Packard’s eights were
known for quality, high machining tolerances, durability,
super-smooth idle, and torque-monster pull. To consumers
they out-classed Cadillac and Lincoln, surviving the likes of
Duesenberg, Marmon, and Pierce-Arrow, to lead the luxury
field.

(Continued on next page)



2

The last American straight-eight engine (Cont.)

A redesigned straight-eight with an integral crankcase
came in 1935, which was the basis for Packard’s eights
through 1954. (There were still two "big" eights with separate
aluminum crankcases; the 320-cu-in Standard Eight and 
384-cu-in Super Eight, along with their 12-cylinder offerings.)
The new eight featured low-compression (usually between
7.00:1 and 8.00:1 ratios), long-stroke (usually between 4 1/4-
inches and 4 5/8-inches), and 125–160 hp. These were silky
smooth and easily propelled the mammoth 5000-pound cars
from a dead stop in high gear.

After the war, Packard Standard-series eights increased to
130 hp and 288 cubic inches, with a 165-hp, 356-cu-in, nine
main-bearing variant first introduced in 1940 in the Senior
series. The 356 was discontinued in 1951, and the 327 was
given nine mains (and hydraulic lifters) in the 288/327 block
for the Patrician. Now there were two 327s—this new nine-

This 1932 Packard straight-eight is the final manifestation of the first design, with its separate aluminum crankcase and block. In 1935,
Packard released its integrated block, soldiering on in 257 cu in and 288 cu in initially, as five-main versions. The nine-main variation
debuted in 1940 at 356 cu in, also seeing 327 cu and the final year 359 cu in.

main version, and the intermediate eight with five mains—
itself a stroked 288-cu-in. Confused?

These two different 327s were both rated at 150 hp 
in 1953. Adding to the confusion, the 327s were upped to 
180 hp at 4000 rpm, while the standard 288s were 150 hp,
reflecting the previous year’s big eights. For customers 
comparing engines, it must have been a blur.

In racing, the venerable straight-eight held its own. 
For 1953 the engines placed fifth in the Pan American Road
Race, with stock Packards landing in 12th and 14th, behind
factory-modified Lincolns. Don “Digger” O'Dell won the 
AAA 150-mile stock car race at Milwaukee in a Packard.

For 1954, the standard 327 was now 185 hp, while the
nine main-bearing eight was punched to 359 cu in for 212 hp,
its rated torque 330 lb-ft at 2200 rpm. Those specs placed it in 

(Continued on page 4)
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An Official Hagerty Insurance Expert Repair Center

5794 S. Datura Street / Littleton, CO 80120 / (303)-794-6201

(Located just south of Littleton Boulevard, a few blocks east of downtown Littleton)
www.carsrememberwhen.com

Mention this ad to receive a 10% discount on your first visit.

Whether you need 
mechanical repair, minor body work or a full restoration,

we will treat your collector car like it is our own.

We have all of the equipment, resources and expertise necessary to handle any need you 
may have with your collector automobile — everything from exotic and foreign to classic.

Our mission is to not only take care of your collector car, but to take care of you too.
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The last American straight-eight engine (Cont.)

the middle of the luxury field. The big 8.70:1 compression
ratio was achieved by canting the valves toward the cylinders
allowing for better breathing and valve cooling—a trick
gleaned from wartime aircraft engine manufacturing. In spite
of the one-year-only aluminum head prone to warpage, crack-
ing, and warranty fixes at the dealer level, the 1954 359-cu-in
engine became the ultimate straight-eight manifestation.

By 1954 Packard had a V-8 design almost ready, but as
sales plummeted and lucrative defense contracts shrank, 
development money was thin. Plans were afoot to abandon
the East Grand home for a “modern” factory, and the “All-
New Packard” was being developed. But 1954, and then 
1955, slipped away. With credit lines gone and the Studebaker

The swan song for the American L-head straight-eight engine, the 1954 359-cu-in Packard Thunderbolt. Four-barrel carburetor, nine mains
to help support that long crank, and hydraulic lifters were key features of the engine. Canting the valves towards the pistons allowed for better
flow, helping to increase horsepower to 212. Bore and stroke were also increased—basically Packard engineers threw everything they could at
the straight-eight before introducing a new overhead V-8 the following year.

merger impending (an outfit in equally dire financial straits), 
1956 became the release target.

A heavily face-lifted body was a bridge for 1955. Sales
from 1954 were needed to finance the plant move, body 
tooling and to quell creeping perceptions that the company
was slipping into obscurity.

Unfortunately, none of it was good enough to save
Packard. Even though the V-8 eventually materialized to
replace the venerable straight-eight, it came too late, the new
motor lasted just two years from 1955–56. Studebaker-Packard
came in 1957, and in 1959 the Packard name was no more.

When people look back at Packard, it’s the endurance 
and polish of the straight-eight that they remember.
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Packard’s death spiral can be blamed on many factors — one of them being it’s post-war “pregnant elephant” design, likened to an inverted
bathtub. A 1948 rehash of its pre-war design, the uninterrupted body flanks and extremely crowned surfaces were abandoned in 1951 for the
more square-shouldered Reinhart design.

The first year of the “high pockets” design was 1951. Designed by John Reinhart, the design spanned four model years with minimal changes
before a major facelift by Richard Teague for 1955. As competition go slimmer ans saw increased sculpturing and ornamentation, the
Reinhart Packards aged rapidly, mostly attributed to the taller and more formal high beltline.
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➢ Accredited member of the American Society 
of Appraisers

➢ 25+ years of automobile judging experience

➢ Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal
Practice Compliant

➢ 120 hours of Personal Property Valuation 
courses from the University of Georgia

Call Gary George at 303-477-0189
Cell: 303-358-6860

(Available to speak at club meetings)

Do you need to know the TRUE value
of your vehicle(s)?

Auto appraisal services for any reason: Insurance, 
Purchase, Dissolution of Marriage, Estate Sale, etc.

Expert Mechanical Repair 
on 1976 and Older Classic Cars

➢ Carbs
➢ Tuneup
➢ Brakes
➢ Suspension
➢ Electical
➢ And More

Detailing Services Also Available

Contact Peter Repka at 720-456-7724 
or 303-810-1513

1980 South Quebec Street
Northside of Building / Door 16

(Two Buildings North of The Dumb Friends League)

Bring in, or mention this ad and receive a 10% discount on your first visit.
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A BRILLIANT WAY TO INSURE YOUR SPECIALTY CAR

Agreed value  -  No mileage restrictions  -  Under construction coverage
Modern cars covered as well  -  Call for a quote

Paul Leuenberger  /  303-619-9891 / CCCC Members Receive a 10% Discount

Pre-war cars compete at the vintage race at Laguna Seca
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Would you like to see this newsletter continue?

I would love to continue publishing this newsletter for the enjoyment of all car owners of clubs belonging to the CCCC. 
I enjoy writing and producing this newsletter, and I hope you enjoy receiving and reading it as well. To continue operation, 
Colorado Collector Car News is actively pursuing advertising. If you have a business who would benefit from reaching 
collector car owners or you know someone who would, please contact me. Thanks!

Greg Akiyama / Publisher / 303-680-8298

Twelve Time Rate: 
Full Page - $85 per insertion
Half Page - $60 per insertion
Quarter Page - $35 per insertion
Business Card - $10 per insertion

Advertising Sizes:
Full Page - 7” x 10”
Half Page - 7” x 4.75”
Quarter Page - 3.25” x 4.75”
Business Card - 3.5” x 2”

Rates subject to change without notice

One Time Rate:
Full Page - $100
Half Page - $75
Quarter Page - $50
Business Card - $25

Three Time Rate: 
Full Page - $95 per insertion
Half Page - $70 per insertion
Quarter Page - $45 per insertion
Business Card - $20 per insertion

Six Time Rate: 
Full Page - $90 per insertion
Half Page - $65 per insertion
Quarter Page - $40 per insertion
Business Card - $15 per insertion

Colorado Collector Car News

Published by Greg s in 
association with the Collector Car
Council of Colorado.

This is a monthly publication 
dedicated to the enjoyment of the 
collector car hobby in Colorado.

Copyright 2011
Greg Akiyama
All rights reserved

ED: I am looking for other Cars of 
the Month. These cars do not have 
to be concours award winners, just 
cars that have owners who are proud 
to own them. (Don’t we all feel that
way?) To nominate a car and owner,
please contact me at gakiyama@earth-
link.net. Thanks.

ED: I am always looking for more subscribers. If you know someone who 
you think would enjoy getting my newsletter, please have them send me an 
e-mail complete with their name, club affiliation and phone number. I ask 
for a phone number because when (not if) an e-mail stops working, I can 
contact that person for an updated e-mail address rather than just stop 
sending them the newsletter. My e-mail address is: gakiyama@earthlink.net.
Thanks.

Collector Car Council of Colorado (CCCC)

President: Dick Thompson / thompson660@cs.com
Website: collectorcarcouncil.com
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