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’59 Ford clay  



Last year Yat Ming produced a nice little model of a 1964 Mercury Marauder 2-door hardtop in 1:43 scale, which provided the opportunity to build the less sleek, but arguably more interesting, four-door sedan version with its reverse-slant, wind-down rear window feature. And that set me wondering, in an idle moment (of which I have many) just where this particular styling notion originated.
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Those who study such things generally seem to agree - but somebody is sure to tell us it’s wrong - that the idea was first seen on a 1953 Packard show car, the Balboa-X. This seemed to be pretty much a standard Packard body with a continental spare kit, but it had a sweeping reverse-angled rear pillar curving up and over to shroud the vertical backlight. By the fairly pedestrian standards of  Packard styling at the time, it must have seemed quite a striking bit of detailing, but in 1956 Packard produced a much more dramatic and futuristic show car, the Predictor. The rear pillars were in the form of an inverted wedge, so the car is often claimed to be the first real statement of the reverse-slant look, but if you look more closely, the actual rear window has a slight conventional slope to it, or at best it is vertical. Of course, lots of cars through the years have had a reverse slope to the C pillars, but normally accompanied by a fully visible wraparound rear screen (like our old Hillman Super Minx or the PA Cresta and many others), so the lack of an obvious glazed infill did make the Predictor look distinctive from the side. In fact it was a  pretty wild styling job all round. Sadly, the failing company didn’t have the cash to put its ideas into production, and ended its days producing badge-engineered Studebakers with some aesthetically dubious tacked-on styling details.
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Meanwhile, Ford seemed quite intrigued by the idea.  A 1957 design sketch for what would become the first 4-door Thunderbird used the Predictor’s rear-pillar look, but with a fully reverse-sloped window. And an early clay mock-up for the 1959 full-size Ford followed the same lines (if you ignore the huge jet exhaust rear bumpers and concentrate on the roof styling and the fins, you can see where the Consul Classic came from). Neither production version looked remotely like these early proposals, though early T-birds did have the Predictor’s rear pillar [image: image9.jpg]


portholes. Which of them originated that little touch, I wonder?
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Ford’s middle-class Mercury brand, long accustomed to building dressed-up Fords, was given a free hand to style its own bodies for 1957 and came up with the ornately-styled Turnpike Cruiser. It again borrowed the Predictor’s roof and rear pillar styling, including the slight downward droop at the rear of the roof, and has been described as the first production car with a reverse-slant backlight, but in reality the rear window, half-buried inside those inverted wedge pillars had an even more pronounced conventional outward slope than the Predictor’s. It incorporated an electrically-operated drop-down centre section.  These features disappeared with the ’59 restyling.
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However, that same year Ford introduced its massive new Lincolns, with a very similar roof to the Mercury, and while most versions had  wraparound rear glass, the Continental variant (no longer a unique body style) had a full reverse slant to the rear window, again with a drop-down centre section.  So for an extra thousand bucks you lost the rear parcel shelf and got your dentures sucked out the back of your head at speed. I wonder if exhaust fumes got sucked in as well? These glorious examples of automotive excess lasted for 3 years. When the smooth new “downsized” ’61 Lincolns appeared, the distinctive roof style was abandoned.
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By way of compensation, in 1959 Ford gave us our own much-loved Anglia 105E.  The unusual rear roofline was claimed to provide better rear passenger headroom in a small car  while allowing a full-length boot lid to open wide. All true, but one might suspect the radical styling notion was dictated by Dearborn and the arguments in favour were dreamed up later. Call me an old cynic.  Certainly those arguments would hardly hold water in the case of the big Mercurys and the 19-foot long Lincolns. Two years later we got the same family look on the new, and generally unloved, Classic.
In 1963 Mercury, who with occasional exceptions had suffered from a lack of clear styling identity over the years, started moving towards a somewhat cheapened imitation of the Lincoln look, which they would develop in ever more exaggerated form over the next few years, and re-introduced the Predictor-style roof with reverse-slant window and drop-down midsection, which they labelled the “Breezeway” feature. A breezeway, by the way, is usually defined as a roofed, open-sided passageway connecting two structures, such as a house and a garage. Apart from the joys of the wind in your hair, and your map disappearing out the back window, you might imagine one incidental benefit of this backlight configuration would be to prevent rain or snow settling on the glass, but in fact I have read that there were customer complaints about a solid wedge of snow building up in the angle between roof and trunk (which was probably a low-pressure area). I doubt if that prompted Mercury to abandoned the reverse slant look by 1967. They probably thought it had just had its day.

Any more takers? Well, when there is an odd styling idea around, you can never rule out the French, and the 1961 Citroën Ami 6 adopted the inverted rear window look, with added pointy bits at the upper corners just to make it even stranger. I don’t know if they claimed the same user benefits as Ford did for the Anglia, but being Citroën (and bearing in mind the rest of the car’s styling) I think they were just trying to be wacky.
Meanwhile back in the UK, in 1962 Reliant introduced a re-bodied Rebel, the 3/25 (3 wheels, 25 bhp) with a reversed rear window treatment that seemed to owe a lot to the Anglia, gave a similarly pert look to the back end and probably justified the headroom/boot opening argument. Regrettably, the “Breezeway” feature was not included (not even a hand-cranked version). The body style remained in production until 1973.

I have a vague notion that in an ancient review of a mid-50s London Motor Show or Paris Salon in Autocar  I saw a picture of a small rear-engined (louvres on the boot lid), rear swing-axle car about the size of a Goggomobil or an old Fiat 850, with reverse-slant rear pillars and window. But I can’t trace it now.  Maybe my memory is playing tricks. Apart from that, I haven’t found any other cars that took up the idea, but some of you may know something I don’t. Perish the thought.
My own ’64 Mercury conversion which set me off on this train of thought wasn’t too difficult a job.  To ensure the roof and windscreen stayed in proper alignment I wedged strips of scrap plastic tightly between the roof and door sills on the donor model and strapped everything together with electrical tape before cutting away the back end of the plastic roof and building up the new structure, mainly with plastic card. 
The top-of-the-line Park Lane sedans had the same broad chrome side trim as the Marauder so that avoided any changes there, although I very nearly forgot to alter the shutlines on the trim to match the 4-door configuration. At the time Ford and Mercury seemed rather fond of producing sedans in weak pastel colours more appropriate to a cheap plastic soap dish, so I made mine a darker metallic blue which looks quite solid and tasteful and shows up the chrome nicely.
You know, I used to think that people who spent their evenings discussing minor casting variations on Matchbox Yesteryears could benefit from firm but sympathetic counselling, something along the lines of “Get a life, you sad little person”. And now here I am writing articles (well, only one article, so don’t panic) about an fairly obscure and short-lived styling notion from 40 years ago. Do I need help? Damn right. All I can get.
PS  Much later ......

The little mystery car I mentioned wasn’t East European at all. It was a Japanese Mazda 360, as modelled here by EXE.

And another footnote - Part 2 below …

SLANTBACK II - The Backward Slide Continues ….

I know that, for some of you at least, my little dissertation on reverse-slant windows will have acted as a powerful and long-lasting sedative, in which case you may just be re-surfacing round about now, and in need of a small booster dose. Well, here goes, anything to oblige.

I was weeding some old issues of Classic American magazine and found a short item on a rare prototype, the Mercury D-528. The exterior was styled by Ford designer Gil Spear in late ’53 or early ’54 and included a reverse backlight, an idea he had apparently tried on a 3/8 scale model several years earlier. Ford’s engineering chief, Earl MacPherson (of MacPherson strut fame) like it enough to incorporate it in his personalised Lincoln, of which I haven’t found any pictures. Obviously, if the boss likes an idea, people will run with it, which would explain its subsequent appearance on various Ford products. So on balance it looks as if, over a few beers with rival stylists, it was the guys from Packard who picked up the idea from Ford, not the other way round.

Incidentally, the D-528 was intended as an engineering test bed rather than a  show car. One structural/styling idea being explored was the elimination of the A pillars, with the windscreen supporting the roof. Unsurprisingly, the car shattered its windshield with depressing regularity, so front pillars were added. Another idea being tried was air conditioning (cooled air went up through the rear pillars and emerged through slots in the roof lining). Originally, the condensers took so much trunk space that Mr Spear compensated by putting the spare wheel and the fuel tank in those two strange bulges in the rear wings, with lidded covers. The whole body, 18 foot long by 7 foot wide and with a serious lack of headroom, was fibreglass, including the bumpers, and the designer himself regarded it as functional rather than beautiful, although I think it looks quite pleasant from some angles (and distinctly odd from others). You can see echoes of the Mark II Continental in the front end and roof, and variations of the central bonnet hump became a regular Ford feature.

The research work completed, the car lay in storage for a few years and was threatened with destruction, but instead it went to the famous customiser George Barris in Hollywood, who renamed it the Beldone and found parts for it in several films including (if you must know) a Jerry Lewis picture, The Patsy. It also had a small walk-on part in Back to the Future. Eventually it was purchased by the Guild of Automotive Restorers in Ontario, who restored it to concours standard in a nice metallic bronze finish, something like the Chrysler Turbine. It became a major attraction at auto events, then went to a private owner in 2005 for, I believe, $187,000.
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