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PHoTo BY ED PRICHARD




End of an era: ‘Fifty-nine

t’s not unusual to find
- a 1959 Plymouth at a
local cruise-in or a na-

tional car show. But when

Ed Prichard from Madis-
onville, Tennessee, pulls in
with his ’59, folks are
treated to a very unusual
Plymouth, indeed, and it
gets a lot of attention.

The special emblem
next to the gas door is the
giveaway. Ed is the proud
owner of a 1959 Plymouth
taxi— Perky is her name —
with a Perkins P4 diesel
engine installed.

How pIp PERKINS DIESELS
come to be installed in
1959 Plymouths? As it
turns out, it was in one of
two ways and it depends
on where the consumer
was living.

Diesels were very pop-
ular in Europe, especially
in taxis, because gasoline costs were extremely high and diesel
fuel was cheaper. With taxis spending a significant amount of
time with their engines running, the durability of the diesel en-
gine was also an operational consideration.

As Jim Benjaminson writes in his book Plymouth 1946-
1959 (pp. 106-107):

Plymouth's diesel engine program was the collaboration
of three companies: Perkins Diesel of Peterborough, Eng-
land; Hunter N.V. of Antwerp, Belgium; and Chrysler's
Antwerp subsidiary Societe Anonyme Chrysler. The
Antwerp plant was among the oldest of Chrysler's over-
seas assembly plants, its main purpose was to supply lo-
cally assembled Chrysler products to the European
lowland countries. Actual development of the Perkins
diesel conversions was done by Hunter N.V. Managing
director of Hunter, B. Geerstem, stated, “We developed
the Plymouth conversion, based on P4 Perkins engines. A
reasonable number were transformed in our own work-
shop. Most of them went to Belgian taxi companies and
for many other professional uses.
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Dutch brochure for Perkins Diesel installed into Chrysler
products in Belgian plant — COURTESY RoN KELi




AN ENTERPRISING INDI-
VIDUAL, David N. Viger
in Detroit, Michigan,
saw a role for diesels to
play in American taxis,
as well. Forming
American Diesel Cor-
poration in 1958, he
struck a deal with
Perkins for the importa-
tion of P4 diesel en-
gines and arranged to
have them installed in
Plymouths off the as-
sembly line in the
Motor City.

Did Viger take de-
livery of ’59 Plymouths
without engines to re-
duce costs, including
the de-installation of
the flathead six? Did
the Ken Brown dealer-
ship in Detroit perform
most of the installations
as indicated by the De-
troit Free Press? Was
Viger able to return the

: ?riei_*Speciﬂcations
| No.ofcylinders ........4
- | Bore and stroke . . ., 3/4"x5"

i .16.5:1

taxis to the factory to
take advantage of Ply-
mouth’s distribution
network? These are

FMax BHP. ... ..... Ly
~ Startsandruns on regularNo. 2
DIESEL fuel

Cold - weather starting aid is

- regular equipment.
_ Weight - 543 Ibs. with electric

i but less flywheel

questions I put to
Viger’s son when I re-
cently spoke with him.
He was only 14 at the
time and does not recall
much of what was hap-
pening. He did spend
many a road trip with
his father, though, pro-
moting the American
Diesel Corp. in
Chicago, Atlanta and as
far as Miami.

CUT YOUR FUEL
AND MAINTENANCE COSTS
APPROXIMATELY $1200 A YEAR

Nt o Plymouth Diesel Taxis, powered by Perkins, the
world's leading builder of Diesel engines! The great Plymouth
Taxicab incorporates over 30 “extras” added to fit them for
rugged taxi service - one reason why there are more Plymouth

taxicabs in service today than any other make, This Diesel- :

powered version should cut your fuel and maintenance costs
approximately in half: no carburetor, spark plugs, coils, points,
distributor, ignition wiring AND the Diesel’s long life, economy
and trouble-free service are well known.

SUPERB TAXI PERFORMANCE! There is absolutely no objec-
tionable noise, smoke or vibration. .. excellent pickup and top
speed of 70 MPH. PRICE: F.0.B. Detroit

AMERICAN DIESEL CORP.

1306 LAFAYETTE BUILDING
DETROIT 26, MICHIGAN WOoDwARD 3-0681

FUTURE MOTORS, INC.
37-01 QUEENS BLVD.
LONG ISLAND Cit¥ 1, N. Y.
Tel. STillwell 4-6351

Is Ep PRICHARD’S CAR
AN AMERICAN DIESEL?
Or is it an European
diesel that found its way to America? You will have to decide
for yourself. Here’s what we know: Ed purchased the car in the
fall of 2017 from someone in Georgia who had bought the car
in hopes of restoring it. However, this person’s business
moved to a location in which he could no longer store the car
and he gave it up for sale. This previous owner had written:

I bought the car from a fellow who had inherited it from
his father's estate. His father had bought it from some-
one in the mid-nineties.




Ed notes from the paperwork that
the car had been owned by a Delta
Airlines mechanic, who bought the
car as a cab and used it to commute
to work.

It is odd that it has no model
identification. The car only has
PLYMOUTH emblems—no model
emblems at all. It had original
paint, so no holes were filled.
That's odd too—just the big
Perkins emblems on the fins.

Note: the Plymouth in the American
Diesel advertisement above has
Savoy emblems on the fenders.

It appears to have had an emblem on the trunk from a car
dealer, which is now missing. I can make out that the
dealership was in Atlanta by looking at the paint fade
around it. I don't know if it was a new or used car deal-
ership.

A little Photoshop enhancement reveals that the dealership was
Lander Motors in Atlanta (as shown in the lower right inset).
Dave Viger, Jr., recalls a business stop in Atlanta with his fa-
ther!

Could Ed’s taxi have been produced by American Diesel and
sold new by Lander? Perhaps, but... here’s the data plate from
Ed’s car:

The “183” is an order code for a taxi; the “M186” prefix to
the serial number denotes a six-cylinder taxi produced in De-
troit. But the Detroit Free Press article from May, 1959, sug-
gests that just a handful of diesel taxis had by then been
produced by American Diesel. Isn’t it likely that more than
418 *59 Plymouth taxis were produced in Detroit more than
halfway through the model year? If bodies built for assembly
in Europe left American factories with data plates, might this
body not have gone to American Diesel, but rather to
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Lander Motors in Atlanta, Georgia

Chrysler’s plant in Antwerp? FCA Historical can find no
record of M186100418 in its archive. Is it possible that par-
tially assembled vehicles shipped abroad were never micro-
filmed with American build cards?

BACK TO THE MYSTERY OF THE MODEL EMBLEM — which Ed’s
car lacks—on the tail fins. Here are 1954 and 1959 Plymouth
emblems, side by side:

And here is a closeup shot of Ed’s fender and trunk deck, with
both emblems!

There is no evidence of any other holes being drilled through
the tail fin. Why would American Diesel —who displayed the
Savoy model emblem in their brochure — put a five-year-old
Plymouth emblem on the tail fin? And, is it likely that a Euro-
pean factory might have used a ’54 emblem from excess inven-
tory?

And, what to make of the Lander emblem that once lived
on the trunk deck? Did the diesel return to America from Eu-
rope— perhaps, with a GI formerly stationed in, say, Heidel-
berg—only to end up on the Lander used car lot, where they
slapped an emblem on it? Don’t you love a good mystery?




Ep wWOULD LIKE TO KNOW, but is content
to live with the mystery. Mostly, he has
been preoccupied in restoring the diesel to
good working order because it was not
running when he took possession.

Ed struck up an acquaintance with a
person in England who used to work for
Perkins and through whom he was able to
get the starter rebuilt.

The Perkins diesel roared to life once the injectors were rebuilt.

Once he had the engine cranking, he found it would not
fire. He cleaned out the filters and fuel lines but it came down
to the injectors needing a rebuild. Ed rummaged around in
tractor shops for whatever parts he could find, but in the end
his English friend again came through for him. Within a week
of an expensive shipment abroad, the injectors came back to
him restored, and the beast roared back into life.

This engine really smoked when it ran for the first time in
forty-plus years. It died down a little on its own, I guess
as the rings reseated and some of the junk blew out. But
the smoke was still visible and burned our eyes. Then I
started tweaking the fuel injection pump timing and, by
advancing it a little, I got the smoke down to being al-
most invisible. It still smells, but not nearly as much.

Finding that the car was drifting all over the road, Ed located a
replacement steering column and installed it. He rebuilt the

brakes to original specs, had a local shop recover the seats and
a neighbor repaint the car. Ed is still on the lookout for an alu-
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The Perkins diesel engine data plate

minum water pump. Fortunately, the car doesn’t produce a lot
of heat at 2,500 rRPM, so he manages to make it to shows with-
out overheating.

Ed also has a more conventional 1959 Plymouth, this one
with a Savoy emblem on the tail fin! You guessed it: Sassy is
her name. :

AN AMERICAN DIESEL, OR A DIESEL IN AMERICA? If you
should figure out the puzzle, be sure to let Ed know. In the

A typical Spartan taxicab interior



Cabbie clipboard holder remains on the door panel

A more conventional ‘59 was purchased to be a parts car but with

only 35,000 original miles, the Savoy was “too nice to part out.”

meantime, you’ll find him cruising’ the environs of Madis-

onville, Tennessee, enjoying the mystery.

<dan@59plymouth.net>

—Dan Morton
1959 Tech Advisor

For '59... IfIt's New,
Plymouth’s Got It!”

i'ﬁm.y. May 5, 1959

DETROIT FREE PRESS

omchli 9! tbe installing agency.

DIESEL ENGINE installed in Plvmouth cab by Ken
Brown, Dodge-Plymouth dealer at 3131 E. Jefferson, is
inspected by David N. Viger, extreme right, president
of American Diesel Corp. Shown with Viger are, from
left, Jerry Grammans, Ray Penney and Edward Dove,

T

by Fred Olmsted
Free Press Automotive Editor

DETROIT FREE PRESS
TUESDAY, MAY 5, 1959

A FORMER Detroit department store executive
who switched from dry goods to diesels is

§é§s Cabs Provide Big Diesel Market

now convincing taxicab companies that he can
give them bargain basement economy.

For 12 years David N. Viger was a direc-
tor, secretary and assistant to the president at
Kern’s Department Store.

Now he’s only a few blocks away, at
1306 Lafayette Building, as president of the
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American Diesel Corp.

Viger formed the diesel firm a year ago to
represent F. Perkins, Ltd., of Peterborough,
England, one of the world’s leading producers
of diesel engines.

Incidentally, Perkins recently was pur-
chased by Massey-Ferguson, the Canadian
tractor and implement builder, which has
some of its manufacturing facilities in Detroit.

(continued, next page...)




Spotlight on the
PLYMOUTH DIESEL
By Jim Whipple
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(continued from previous page...)

RiGHT Now there are 10 diesel taxicabs oper-
ating in Detroit. A few more are in use in
larger cities from Boston to Los Angeles.

Viger says 50 will be in service around
the country in another month. A year hence,
the total should reach 1,000, he adds.

Viger is convinced that cab opera-
tors’ experience with diesels will
swiftly accelerate the demand.

Viger’s company installs diesel engines
in standard Plymouth cabs at a cost of $795
over a six-cylinder gasoline-engine cab. The
repair costs are reduced by at least half,
largely because of the slower engine speed of
the diesel (1,600 rRpM) and absence of spark

plugs, coils, points and much of the ignition
wiring of gasoline engines. Engine life, he
says, is about double.

Viger cited one Detroit cab operator’s ex-
perience in chalking up 16,405 miles on 833 4
gallons of diesel fuel, an average of 19.2 miles
per gallon. This, Viger said, was nearly twice
the mileage the same operator achieved with a
six-cylinder gasoline unit.

Further, the diesel, he said, required no
outlay for repairs, while the gasoline cab ran
up a $77 bill on engine, transmission and
clutch repairs.

WHY NOT USE diesel engines in ordinary cars?
In the first place, the acceleration is
somewhat slower. Starting in cold weather
may require up to 40 seconds, although there
isn’t much difference in warm weather, says
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Viger.

And the original cost of the diesel engine
might be expensive unless the car racks up big
mileages, as in cab operation.

Even so, the cab business (and smaller
trucks) will keep him busy, Viger says.

“Eventually,” he said “diesel en-
gines will power every taxicab in the
country.”

Currently, that’s about 135,000, including
15,000 in New York City alone.

TRANSCRIBED AND EDITED
FOR THE PLYMOUTH BULLETIN
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