Story and photos
by Bill Rothermel

bout the time of World War 11,
antomistive styling took mach of
its inspiration from aircrafi, The
United Stares and the Sovier Union wers
entering the “space race,” and our coum-
uwrys fascination with all things galactic
neod only infuenced ssomobiles, but fur-
miture, fashion and even our haomes,
Awlomotive styling fook cues, even
names, from the world bevond, Pon-
tizc had “Stratostreak” styling, Chev-
rodet had & “jet-smooth nide” Packard
used the Clipper name on gts lower-
priced models, Propeller-nozed Fords
and Studebakers appeared. Oldsmobile
even used Hocket V-Bs in oty cars. And
airplane-like hood omaments appeared
on virfually every automobile. Sudden-
ly, everything was sprouting knobs and
push buttons, America became hooked
on gadgets, glzmos and gimmicks fo
start an affair that Hves today
Perhaps Cadillac, beginning with the
all-new 1948 model, can lay claim to the
most acronauwtical of all the day’s sivl-

ing gimmicks, Inspired by the Lockheed
F-38 Lightoig aircraft used in World
War 11, Jegendary General Motors styl-
ist Harley Earl grafted modest fins to
the hindguarters of the msury marque,
starting & Cadilla: trademark that lasted
through 1964,

Simultaneous to the jet age and the
burgeoning inferest in space exploration
was the development of many new man-
made mterials, such as Tefion, Orlon,
palyester, Dacron and a proliferation of
plastics — among them Plexiglas, Plexi-
glas was first developed in 1928 and was
brought fo market in 1933 by a German
company, Rohm and Haas. Essentially
& transparent plastic material, its light-
weight, easy handling and low cost
made it commercially viable beginning
in 1936, It became widely wsed during
World War Il in submarine periscopes,
as well a5 in windshields, canopies and
gun turrets for airplanes. It was only a
matter of time until it would become
commaonplace in autompbiles

The aftermarket bubbles
Among those pioneering the use of
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e owners o soe the sun and the sfars
above, but anhy 1,787 buyers did so

Ford and Mercury offered
their own bubble tops

Plexiglas in automobiles were aftermar=
ket manufacturers, meludmg the Fabn-
form Corp. of Baysville, Ohio, which
offered a transparent roof option that
coubd be attached to an existing convert-
ible body. A 1946 press melease stated,
“'(flass" tops for convertibles, similar to
the "blisters” and “bubbles’ made by the
sams company for war plapes, have been
introduced in Los Angeles. The tops fas-
ien &t the same points 85 regular canvas
tops, and are easily removed for storage
in the family garage. Although colorless
at this time, a choice of "tints’ is planned
for the future. The tops are said to be
gasy 1o clean, and that scraiches on the
surface of the guarter-inch Plexiglas can
be remmoved by polishing with aute polish
or wax,” The fransparent top enabled all
the windows o roll up and down in the
usual manner. [ts cost: 5233, Whether it
hastened the popularity of amtomotive
adr conditioning or failed o find success
in the marketplace isnt rocket science
(pun imtended), bat it safiz 10 assume it
wils toasty underneath that bubble in the
California sun

Ford’s fun in the sun

Ford, compared to (he rest of De=
troit, was @ bit late 1o the party when
it came to the styling excesses and the
aeronautical mfluence 30 prevalent in
the “50s. That's not o s4y that Ford was
immune to the craziness altogether. One
need only look to the Memwry Tumpike
Cruiser, the Edsel and the Jate-"50s Lin-
colns for verification.

FoMoCo mbroduced its novel Crest-
line Skyliner two~door hardtop and Mer-
cury the Montersy Sun Yalley two-door
hardiop (called the Monarch Luceme in
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Cinada) for the 1954 migde]l vear. Inspi-
ration came from the X-700 and X-500
showcars, which graced the ¢over of the
company’s 1953 50th anniversary book
“Ford at Fifty" Both featured a tinted
Plexiglas roof panel to tone down light,
heat and glare, The dntent was 1o boost
Ford's image as a style Jeader. Ford first
showed its version at the Rotunda in
Dearborn, Mich., m Jum 1954; two
were given away 1o visitors submitting
the best “Worth Mone™ features of the
new Ford car line, The Mercury was in-
troduced to the marketplace one month
enrlier.

Brochures called it, “Ford’s Newest...
the Ultra-Modern Skyliner” Copywrit-
ers showed ummsual restraint. describ-
ing it simply, “,..the maximum cffect of
open-air freedom avadlable in a closed
car ioday. The [ransparent top section
adds overhead visibility to the broad
outlook provided by the big one-piece,
curved windshield — the car’s wide,
wraparound rear window — and the
posi-free sides. Transparent top section
is & beavy, molded sheet of plastic tinted
ncutral blue-green to block out 60 per-
cent of sun's heal ravs and 72 percent of
glare, Transpareni panel covers enfire
front seat compartment..” Ads called
it the “Glamour gal of the "54 season.”
The overall effect was more like a *50s-
era Vista-Dome streamliner train than
that of an airplane cockpit.

In addition to an all-new "Yoblock™
236-cid overhead-valve V-8, Ford of-
fered four-way power seats for ite first
time, along with power stecring, brakes,
windows and Fordomatic aubmatic
tranemission as options. Todal Skyliner
production for the model vear otaked
13,444 unns while Mercury il 9,761
Sun Valleys,

Both Ford and Mercury models re-
ceived a handsome mestyle for 1955,
Both divisions moved their “hubble-
tops” up-market; Mercury, as part of the
new Moniclair series first introduced at
the Chicago Auto Show in Jamuary of
1935, and Ford at its new top-ofthe-
line Fairlane Crown Victoria series. The
Crown Yictona featured 2 non-stroctar-
al chrome roof band that was considered
gaudy at the time, but this feature makes
i1 among the most desired cars by today's
collectors. Ford built just 1,999 Skylin-
ers Bl & base cost of 82177 with the
VB engine. Despite striking new styling
{which looked more Lincoln than Ford),
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Mercury produced 1.7E7 Sun Vallevs
and discontinued its version after the
1955 masde] year.

Styling was largely carryover for the
final version of the Skyliner in 1936,
Just 608 were produced before the mod-
el was discontinued

Rare Mercury ‘bubble top'

him Rutorto is the owner of the rane
ind beautiful 1955 Son Valley shown
here. The car belonped to his late-brogh-
er, Bill, who was in possession of the car
for more than 30 yvears. Bill loved the car
sy much he named his businaze afler i
Sun Villey Dental Associates. He first
contacted Jason Wenig of the Creative
Workshop in Dania Beach, Fla., about &
nul-and-boll restoration some Years ago.
Wenig imitially thought he wasn't seri-
ous shoot moving forward, but & second
visit one year later let him know that Bill
was for real. Six months subsequent, he
got up the merve 10 make the commit-
ment o move forward. Just getting the
Sun Valley 1o the resiorer was a big deal
for Bill. Wenig notes he was extremely
nervour about shipping the car.

“I laughed and said, “Bill, what could
happen? 1t gets scratched? Rained on?
A rock hits 7 What? Isa't it coming
here for a complete reda?"™ Bill quickly
realized what he meant and the car was
shipped 1o Wenig by Aatbed sbout five
years ago

*The car was in average shape,” said
Wenig. “I was Beavily patina'd (sic) and
mechanically vred and wom out. We've
seen & bot worse here ™

Evidence of previous repairs wene
obvious when the vehicle was stipped.
It showed signs of being hit square with
g dented nose and warped hobd both
making fior a difficult repair. The rest of

The sun's
rays could
Ly bfacked
with a shade
Hrat filled ihe
insichs of ithe
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the work went relatively smoothly

*There were the usual an-obiain-
ium parts, but nothing we haven't been
through before,” Wenig sad, “The big-
gest coup o 'diad happened when Hill
found o puy in Cansds whdo was about to
produce small ron of reproduction plec
roofs — exact replicas of the onginals.”™

Bill visited the ear i leasi onoe ev-
ery two weeks, developing a friendship
with Wenig and hiz stafl. Sadly, Bill was
diapnosed with a terminal illness and
the restorer was faced with the decision
1o comtinue at the client's wishes or en-
courage him o save his money for cvery
possible medical treatment available.

"Rill didnl =em to care””  Easd
Wenig. S0 WE'I'hg contmmued work on the
car, albeit 41 & much slower pace, woe-
nied that Bill might fot survive to sce
the caf Ihrl'nlt;h o complehon. Unfortu-
mately, Bill's iliness progressed quickly
and he suctumbed to cancer. Wenig
completsd the car i honor of his fnend
Bill, absorbing much of the cost of the
reglaration

The car was restored to perfection
with two shght alerations; siz electrical
&ydem was changed to 12 volis, thowgh
f-valt components were used and re-
baili with 12-volt guts, down io the baj-
tery which appears to be a f-volt uni.
Another concession wad fhe subatits.
twon of leather for vieyl in the mienor,
glthough the woven iapesiry mnaerts m
the seats are of the original materials,
coors, stitchmp and patiern.

Having been finished just days pnor,
the car debaied at the N9 Boca Raton
Concours d"Elegance were il received
i firsi-in-class award in the American
Callector Class (1946-1956), perhaps a
msl fitting tribute to a fine aulomobile
and one man's dream.
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