Torque Tube
A members’ forum showcasing items of interest for Chevrolet enthusiasts. Contributions welcome on any
topics of general interest, or specific Chevrolet or wider General Motors themes!

This “Torque Tube” offering harks back to the 1930s – in particular 1936 and 1937, both historically
significant years for Chevrolet. The cover illustration and the extract above from ‘The American
Automobile’ help set the scene, complemented by photographs of various Chevrolet models from both
years. But first, a quick look at the evolution of Chevrolet in the 1930s.
A. P. Sloan, the far-seeing head of General Motors, is remembered for his philosophy of ensuring
market dominance by having a GM marque in each market segment, from the basic Chevrolet through
to the top-of-the-range Cadillac. As well, GM vehicles were treated to annual facelifts to differentiate
models from different years and kindle buyers’ desires for the latest and best, resulting in healthy
sales figures to satisfy stockholders. Somewhat removed from the GM stylists were the GM engineers,
a more practical lot working in their laboratories and on the GM proving grounds, constantly striving
for mechanical enhancements, greater safety mechanisms, improved fuel economy and so on. Thus,
while most Chevrolet enthusiasts will recognize the styling changes year-by-year, understanding the
concomitant mechanical changes may only come with greater familiarity gained through repairing
different year models.
This philosophy of continual mechanical improvement may have appealed to more practically-minded
Chevrolet buyers and coincidentally contributed to improved sales figures. Such buyers would value
safety and economy more than looks when choosing which new car to buy. As an example, take the
annual improvements in the ‘Cast Iron Wonder’ engine and braking systems. From 1930 to 1937, the
engine gradually increased in cubic capacity, power, smoothness, oiling and number of main
crankshaft bearings. Over the same period, brakes went from rod operated to cable operated to
hydraulic.
In 1935, Chevrolet lost sales superiority to F*** and no doubt this spurred GM to regain the crown
through product changes for the 1936 model year. The two series, ‘Master’ and ‘Standard’ continued,
but the ‘Standard’ bodies were restyled to more closely resemble the rounded lines of the ‘Master’
series and gained an extra 2” in wheelbase. For the first time, both series used the same engine of 206
cu. in. capacity, now with full-length water jackets for better cooling. The welded box-section chassis
was introduced, replacing the former pressed steel type. But the BIG news was in safety: the
introduction across the Chevrolet range of ‘Huck’ hydraulic brakes and, later in the model year, the
introduction of all-steel Fisher bodies replacing the earlier composite ‘timber and tin’ bodies. [In

Australia, the introduction by GM-H of all-steel bodies was deferred to the 1937 model year.] The
production milestone of the 12 millionth Chevrolet was attained late in the model year.
For 1937, the Fisher-bodies Chevrolets used the same body shell for the newly-designated series –
‘Master’ and ‘Master Deluxe’ - replacing the former ‘Standard’ and ‘Master’ with differences in the
amount of chrome and quality of upholstery etc. GM-H continued to use the ‘Standard’ and ‘Master’
designations for 1937. Mechanically, the main changes were the introduction of the 216.5 cu. in.
capacity engine with four main crankshaft bearings and the hypoid differential.

1936 Chevrolet ‘Standard’ Holden-bodied roadster

Brian Leahy’s 1937 Chevrolet ‘Standard’ Holden-bodied sedan
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The next section comes from Roger Dunstan. It comprises snippets of road safety and related
information that would have been useful to drivers in the 1930s - when roads were not as safe to
traverse as now.
Motoring guidebooks - 1930s style: Firstly, the 1937 issue of the NRMA Motorists’ Handbook, a red
glove-box-sized publication of 224 pages. It comprises an eclectic array of useful topics for motorists
travelling in NSW, ranging from A to (not quite) Z. Road safety and safe driving hints are an important
focus of the book, which also contains tips on vehicle maintenance and repair, lists of camping
grounds and hotel accommodation, sectional road maps, road distances and travelling times from
Sydney, major ferry locations and operating times, and so on – even short sections on fishing spots
and a list of NSW golf courses - all the sorts of things we now access via the internet.
Some representative advertisements from automotive repair businesses are shown on Page 8. A plea
to use only genuine GM-H parts in repairing one’s vehicle; promotion of McGrath’s 24-hour service
department, Pyrox spark plugs; and finally something for all Chevrolet tourer drivers!
Looks like the NRMA, even back then, stood up for its motorist members. In a text box headed “The
motorist pays” the NRMA asks “Does the average motorist realise that the Federal Government collects
more than £7,200,000 yearly from the 7 1/2d a gallon tax on petrol? Of this amount, less than
£2,700,000 is paid to the States for road construction and maintenance, with the remainder going into
Consolidated Revenue coffers. This is class taxation, for the motorist is also a general taxpayer; while
motorists do not mind contributing to the cost of the roads they use, they do object to being imposed
upon to the tune of more than £4,000,000 per year.” So, we may ask, what has changed in 80-odd
years?
Secondly, a contemporary booklet that is nowhere near as comprehensive, but still has an alluring
simplicity in its approach to road safety. It was published by the Public Relations Department of
General Motors in 1936. “We Drivers” has a subtitle “A series of brief discussions on driving, dedicated
to the safety, comfort and pleasure of the motoring public”. On the cover you may detect a clue to its
more recent history – it cost the princely sum of 20 cents in a second-hand bookshop.
The Foreword begins “Nobody knows as well as we drivers, how dependent a machine can be upon the
person who operates it…in a very true sense, the automobile that comes to us from the factory is an
unfinished mechanism…it still lacks the most important part…the driver.”

“It was with these thoughts in mind that General Motors felt it might be constructive to develop a brief
series of talks dealing with the responsibilities of drivers and providing practical driving tips. The talks
draw upon the experience of General Motors’ engineers, research specialists and proving ground staff as
well as those drivers who cooperated in our Customer Research Surveys. The talks were first presented
by public radio, but have now been adapted into this booklet.”
There are 9 chapters covering only 36 pages; the aim is to educate drivers on the basics of safely
negotiating common driving hazards and is illustrated with delightful, simple line drawings of stylized
1930s GM cars. Its chapter headings ‘Curves and turns’; ‘Night driving’; ‘Mist and fog’; ‘Our brakes’;
‘Driving on hills’; ‘Power and speed’; ‘Slippery weather’; ‘City traffic’; and finally ‘Country driving’ give
motorists practical advice on how to safely operate their vehicle under different driving conditions
and help avoid accidents.
The booklet concludes by listing ‘Milestones of Progress’ in engineering features including the selfstarter, four-wheel brakes, Duco lacquer finishes, synchromesh transmissions, Knee-Action front
suspension, hydraulic brakes and Turret-Top bodies. It goes on to note the value that GM engineers
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place on such developments, of which many drivers are unaware: stronger metals; better lubrication;
scientific load distribution; and so on. In combination, these enhancements have done more that can
ever be estimated to increase the performance, the economy, the comfort and the safety of all GM
automobiles: Chevrolet, Pontiac, Oldsmobile, Buick, LaSalle, Cadillac.

Promotional 1936 Chevrolet, advertising key features in neon lights: knee action, turret top, hydraulic
brakes (in rear window) and Chevrolet economy. [GM Media archives]

Note: This photograph was provided by Roger Dunstan and is complemented by another of the same
1936 Chevrolet in John Robertson’s book: “A Pictorial History of Chevrolet 1929-1939 as told through
original factory photos from the GM Media Archives.” Robertson scoured the image collection in
compiling his book and the result is a wonderful array of sharp B&W photographs of individual
Chevrolet models, accessory displays, showrooms and so on. Two more of Robertson’s books cover
Chevrolets from 1940-1954 and 1955-1957. Copies of all three books are held in our club library.
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Advertisements from the 1937 NRMA handbook
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Cover and Page 19 of ‘We Drivers’

Finally, a photograph from the 1970s when club members reveled in exploring
rural wrecking yards. Often relatively complete examples could be found, such as
this 1936 ‘sloper’ in a small yard in Mondure, but ample numbers of ‘parts cars’
also provided useful bits and pieces to assist members’ restorations. Alas, such
pickings are no longer available!
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