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Class of 1959

The last year of the *50s saw some dramatic repositioning
from the biggest of the Big Three and independents alike

BY JEFF KOCH * PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF THE AUTOMAKERS AND THE HEMMINGS ARCHIVES

ife, it is said, is what happens while you're making
other plans. As late as mid-1956, the 1959 model year
was supposed to be a season of carryovers and facelifts
for just about every American car company, lacking
anything new or newsworthy. It wasn’t for Detroit’s engineers
and stylists being lazy; it was the calm before the storm of
the new-for-1960 compacts went all-out against the imports
and beat ‘em back across the ocean. While gearing up for
the dawn of a new decade, and the crucial new models that
were intended to shape those years, Detroit was also prepping
to say goodbye to an era. Model year 1959 was the last year
that things stayed simple, when volume car companies (other
than Ford and Chevrolet, which had specialty cars in the
Thunderbird and Corvette) were able to get away with offering
versions of a single passenger car in their lineup.

Coupes, sedans, wagons, convertibles... Detroit’s collec-
tive engineering wisdom and might concentrated on a single
basic car for each marque each year. Leave it to the stylists
to determine how much chrome was on the high-line ver-
sion, and to the engineers to figure out how much oomph was
available. Consider: In 1959, your Plymouth could be a Savoy,
a Belvedere, or a Fury or a Sport Fury; despite ever-shuffling
trim and running gear, it was all the same basic body and
chassis beneath. Some marques had multiple model lines, like
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Oldsmobile, but the only significant difference between an 88
and a 98 was a four-inch splice in the frame rails and a couple
of hundred bucks in price. Options, colors and styling were
near enough to identical. And this plan was going to see De-
troit float through 1959 unimpeded, a last hurrah as engineers
hunkered down on the new 1960 compact models.

But, the best-laid plans of mice and Detroit product
planners gang aft-agley. Two unforeseen issues threw a wrench
into all of those tidy five-year plans, and they became crucial
in 1959: how the industry would recover from the recession
of 1958, and the launch of GM’s last-minute, all-new full-size
models. ;

We'll start with GM’s new B-, C- and D-bodies. Their gen-
esis can be traced clear back to mid-1956, when GM’s styling
bosses collectively freaked out over sneak-peaks of Mopar’s
longer-lower-wider “Forward Look” 1957 models; they made
GM'’s own upcoming '58 lineup look positively frumpy by
comparison.

What was worse, GM’s all-new ’58s were already locked
in by late 1956—there was nothing they could do. Or was
there? Rather than suffer a three-year cycle of outdated styling
and limp through 1960, GM did the sort of bold thing that only
GM had the guts to do in those days: it broke out a clean sheet
of paper and sought to out-longer, out-lower, and out-wider the






















