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[ntroduction

hat is a classic car? The Classic

Car Club of America has its def-

inition, the Antique Car Club of

America has its definition, and

your insurance company, state, or

country may have one as well. In

this book, we’re not concerned about these—instead,

we take a step back, look at a variety of body styles,

builders, and countries of origin, and strive simply to

deliver a selection of interesting and often beautiful

cars, ones that I think any red-blooded car enthusiast

should want to know more about. In other words, we

are defining “classic” in a broad sense, using the word

to indicate cars that are worth remembering years and
decades later.

It is true that the majority of these cars were likely

built before you and I were born. While enthusiasts
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gravitate toward vehicles that were popular when we
were young and impressionable, for most of us, none
of the cars here fit that description. In any case, if you
are already a car enthusiast, the chances are that you
have a particular area of interest, and it’s likely that
youre most interested in more recent vehicles than
those depicted here.

Don’t be too hasty to disregard these cars,
though, even if they seem to be quite different from
your favorites. I invite you to read an entry or two in
this book, gaze at the beautiful photographs, and see if
you can’t spark a new automotive interest.

The same motivations that caused engineers and
designers to create the cars you already love also drove
the men who built the automobiles found in Arz of the
Classic Car. The creators of these classic cars had the
same goals as car builders from any era—to make more




power, improve handling, or to make an impactful
statement with color and shape. The creativity visible
in the cars these early automotive proponents built is
just as impressive as that employed in any other era—
or even more so, given the technological constraints of
earlier times.

Are you a fan of light, nimble sports cars? Check
out the Mercer Raceabout for a truly bare-bones driv-
ing experience, or the Alfa Romeo 8C2900B foramore
elegant approach. Do you like big horsepower? Take a
look at the big V-12 engines in the Packard Model 1106
Sport Coupe or the Pierce-Arrow Silver Arrow. Hot
rodders will like the Edsel Ford Speedster, built on a
modified 34 Ford chassis.

Do you like forced induction? Early auto-makers
often turned to superchargers in an era when turbo-
chargers (or more accurately, turbosuperchargers) had

yet to be become prevalent. Cars like the Duesenberg
SJ and the Mercedes-Benz 540K used supercharg-
ing to provide some boost. Lovers of big land yachts
should check out what Cadillac was up to in the early
1930s. Racing fans are sure to find some inspiration in
the Mormon Meteor I or the Stutz Bearcat, cars that
achieved a great degree of success in land-speed and
circuit racing, respectively.

Its my hope that by studying these earlier
expressions of automotive innovation, you will gain a
greater appreciation for the history of the automobile.
Not only will you enjoy yourself, but you'll emerge
having broadened your horizons. Perhaps you'll even
pick up some inspiration for a vehicle of your own. If
you do, know that you are following in the footsteps—
and honoring the legacies—of the creative minds who
have come before you.
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Open Cars

rom the beginning, every automobile

needed only a few basic components: an

engine for power, wheels, some means of

transmitting power between the engine

and wheels, a chassis to locate all these

components, and a driver and perhaps

some passengers. Providing shelter or comfort to
said humans was a secondary consideration.

Not surprisingly, two of the cars in this

book that stray the least from this fundamental

collection of parts are in this section and are

the earliest cars in the book. The 1911 Mercer

Raceaboutand the 1916 Stutz Bearcat were among

the first cars that one could consider sports cars,

eschewing roofs and doors, among other things,

in order to simplify and enhance the driving
experience. The other two cars in this section,
while newer, do away with a roof altogether for
different considerations—outright high-speed
racing in the case of the Mormon Meteor I, and
style with the Edsel Ford's Model 40 Speedster.

It’s one thing to drive a car that is open to
the elements, but it’s another thing altogether
to drive one that doesn’t provide even the most
rudimentary top. It requires a different level
of commitment from both its drivers and its
passengers. Ultimately, though, we treasure such
cars because they discard all that can be frivolous
and superfluous and give us instead something
real, something raw.
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1911
Mercer 35R Raceabout
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ore than 100 years have passed since this car was
built—nearly the entire history of the automobile.
Yet here, in the Mercer Raceabout, we see the first
glimpse of a philosophy of design that has always
created and nurtured the essential passion for driving
in those who experience it.

The Mercer sketched the blueprint: light weight, a com-
petent chassis, minimal creature comforts or useless gadgets,
two seats, and with a willing engine driving the rear wheels. A
host of cars followed the Mercer’s lead over the decades after
its creation, including the Jaguar XKi20, roadsters from the
likes of MG and Alfa Romeo, the Datsun 2407, Mazda’s
RX-7 and Miata, and today’s Toyota GT-86/Scion FR-S/
Subaru BRZ triplets.

Like many of the aforementioned sports cars, owners of the
Mercer Raceabout could take their autobobiles directly to the
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racetrack. After finishing 1sth in the 1911 Indianapolis soo, the

Mercer team reinstalled their car’s headlights and fenders and drove

itback to the company’s headquarters in Mercer County, New Jersey.
Mercer made do with a smaller engine in a lightweight car. That
was not a prescription for victory at a track like Indianapolis, but on
smaller circuits and in hillclimbing competition, which rewarded
handlingover horsepower, the Mercer was a force. Spencer Wisharrt,
one of the top drivers of the era, once drove a Mercer straight from
an Ohio dealership to a dirt-track event and won a 200-mile race.
The Raceabout was designed from the ground up to perform.
Designers achieved a low center of gravity by placing the engine
deep in the chassis, and by giving the driver and passenger low
seating positions. The car had no top, no body, and only minimal
fenders. The driver sat behind a steeply raked steering column
and no windshield to speak of. The external shift column used an
H-pattern arrangement to select each gear, another feature that

later became typical.




The foot brake was marginal at best, so a hand lever controlled
rear drum brakes to add much-needed stopping power. Mercers
utilized shaft drive between the engine and rear wheels, whereas
most competitors of the day used chain drive.

Modern-day writers repeatedly comment that the car feels
remarkably modern and nimble to drive, save for its inadequate
brakes. As Ken Purdy wrote in The Kings of the Road, “Most antique
automobiles are not fast, and this one is.”

Mercer guaranteed its customers that the car would top 70
miles per hour, a bold claim in the pre-World War I era. Its inline
four-cylinder, 4.9-liter engine produced 56 horsepower at 1,900
rpm, but the torquey T-head engine had less than 2,300 pounds of
curb weight to carry around. With a little tuning, 100 mph could
be reached.

Today the Mercer Raceabout is the most desirable pre-World
War II car built in America. They typically change hands at
more than $1 million. They have never been inexpensive, like the
everyman sports cars that came after it. When new, a Raceabout
cost $2,250, comparable to the price of a home.

That said, it’s impossible to overstate the importance of the
Mercer’s influence. Every time an automaker decides to go back to
the roots of what truly makes a car fun to drive, they build another
link in the chain stretching back to the Mercer Raceabout.
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SPECIFICATIONS
OF INTEREST

NUMBER REMAINING
30 1O 35

CLuTCH

Steel-steel, oil immersed
TRANSMISSION
Three-speed manual
CARBURETION
Fletcher or Stewart updraft
IGNITION

Dual, magneto
WEIGHT

2,240 Ibs/1,015 kg







1916
Stutz Bearcat
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wing to its reputation as a favorite of raccoon coat—
wearing swells of the Roaring Twenties, and num-
crous pop-culture references through the decades,
the Stutz Bearcat maintains an uncommon level of
cultural relevance today, even among those who have
no idea what the car actually is.

Stutz Bearcat—the name rolls so easily off the tongue. It
serves as akind of shorthand, asan emblem of a bygone era. That
probably accounts for the Bearcat popping up in everything
from an episode of The Simpsons to a Velvet Underground song.

Unprecedented and widespread success as a performance
machine gave the Bearcat its fame originally. After entering
his first production car—reportedly built in only five weeks—
in the 1911 Indianapolis 500 and finishing in 11th place,
Harry C. Stutz adopted “The Car that Made Good in a Day” as

his company’s slogan. Stutz gained additional notoriety when
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Erwin George “Cannonball” Baker drove an early Bearcat from San
Diego to New York in 11 days, 7 hours, and 15 minutes, breaking
the previous coast-to-coast record.

The Bearcat delivered a new kind of sporting driving experience
to the public, and also had a spirited rivalry with the Mercer
Raceabout (see page 10). These two sports cars faced each other
often, particularly on American racetracks, and battled for the
loyalty of enthusiast drivers.

The Mercer had a significant weight advantage of some 2,000
pounds. The Bearcat had the Mercer beat, if less emphatically, in the
horsepower stakes.

This Bearcat, a Series C model, has a four-cylinder engine with
390 cubic inches of displacement—a six-cylinder engine was also
available. The cylinders were cast in pairs, and the T-head design

featured twin spark plugs for each cylinder. Early Bearcat engines

ranged from 60 to 8o horsepower.







