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Lase month, Walt Woron gave you bis
driving impressions of the Chewrolet
Corvette. Now, to bring yow right up to
date on the story of the first Fiberglas
car to be mass-produced anywhere, Walt
wens right fo the arsembly line to answer
the guestion—"How is it made?”

TO UNDERSTAND the ovesall pic-~
ture of the Corvette in construction,
let’s first review the groundwork that
went into the car's conception. Fabri-
cating a plastic-bodied automobile ge-
quires more time, more men, and more
floor space than thar needed for a sieel
body. On the other hand, the Fiberglas
. ~body offered these advantages: less
weight, with resulting ease in handling;
Thirty-four
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cllmimtmn of heavy samping presses;
and quick molding of pans, affording
short cuts in design processes.

A fnal analysis of Fiberglas, as op-
posed o steel, brought out a rooling cost
favoring Fiberglas four 1o one. Fiber-
glas holds this edge largely because it
can be molded into intricate shapes not
possible with steel.

Before Chevrolet scheduled the Cor-
vette for production, engineers made an
experiment not only o determine pos-
sible production methods, but ro test
the physical characteristics of a Fiberglas
body. The original plastic body was
molded from a 1952 Chevrolet convert-
ible. Reinforced plastic panels were built
over the convertible’s body sections; this

4)9:- 6$64 $4 #

shell, when removed from the steel
body, served as a female mold for the
finished body o follow. Larer, mounted
on a stock Chevroler chassis, this plastic
body withstood many severe tests, in-
cluding a roll-over.

Mow in full production (with an ex-
pected 1954 outpur of 1000 units a
month) the Corverte’s breeding gmlm.‘l
is mearly as active as the car-a-minure
metal-body assembly lines. Locared ar
Chevrolet’s car and truck plant near
Flint, the Corvette line is set up with
body assembly in the center of the
building, Aanked by the chassis line on
one side and paint booths on the other.
In the body assembly area are the jigs
in which body parts are joined.

Motor Trend




Chevrolet uses the laminared — of
‘undwich” — method o produce plastic
bodies in 61 separate molds. The chief
materials are glass fiber mars and poly-
ester resins. When the liquid resin im-
pregnates the glass fiber mars, it cures
and it binds, and suppons the flaments
of glass to creare a solid panel. (For a
complete description of Fiberglis pro-
cessing, see “How o Work With Fiber-
glas” August MoTor TrEND.)

In plastic fabrication, a mold substi-
tutes for the steel die which fits into a
metal-forming press. Chevroler utilizes
the socalled “bag method,” where the
curing process, undet pressure, is accele.
rated by heat. When the mold is pre-
pared with a parting agent (1o permit
ready separation of the cured panel from
the mold) the first layers of Fibrrgl:.s
are “laid-up” and coated with resin. A
sheet of polyvingl plastic is clamped
over the mold, and the air between the
mold and the sheet is removed; this
causes a vacuum, and pressure is equal
at all points. An application of heart
speeds the curing process. When the
part has been cured, ir is removed from
the mold and trimmed and ground to
size on 3 band saw or sanding wheel.

This process is not too unlike chat
used by others working with Fiberglas,
but Chevrolet engineers, with a high
production goal in mind, have speeded
up nearly every phase of the Corvetre's
conseruction. The Corverte, unlike many
other plastic automobiles, has for its
foundation a one-picce, reinforced plas.
tic underbody thar extends from the rear
bumper through the dash panel. s
subassembled upper and front sections
are bonded and rivered along a flange
that later supports decorative moldings.

For maximum chassis swength, the
car’s driveshaft passes over, rather than
through, the center of the X bracing
the frame. The 5l-inch rear springs
are mounted ourside the frame for sta-
bility. From bumper to bumper, the
Corverte was designed for mancuver-
ability, bur its engineers nevertheless
wisely demanded roominess not custom-
arily found in a car of this type and
size. For a car that is a true pioncer in
its class (mass-production in Fiberglas
by a major manufacrurer) the Corverte
i remarkably complete when it rolls
from its six-chassis-long assembly line,

Still Chevrolet men aren't sitting back
admiring their produce, sacisfied that
they have their “baby” rolling smoothly
off the line. E. H. Kelley, General Manu-
faceuring Manager of Chevroler, sums it
up this way: “When we discuss produc-
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Major Corvette components are (reading clockwise from Tchecker” at lower left): in-
strument panel, bulbbead and seatback, rear fender top panel, underbody, front end

One of the first steps in Corvette production war the construction of die molds for
plastic body sections. Shown bere is the mabogany die model for the sndevbody
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