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' ontiac’s long-standing reputation of
performance and driving excitement
is well known today, but it was not

always that way. Prior to the introduction of
the 287-cubic-inch “Strato Streak” V-8
engine in 1955, Pontiac branded cars were
thought of as conservative-looking and
performing automobiles - proving little to
truly excite automotive consumers. It would
take the determination and drive of one man
to begin Pontiac’s transformation into
General Motor’s high performance division.

That man was Semon E. “Bunkie” Knudsen.

In July, 1956, Knudsen was named Pontiac
General Manager. He knew that the
division’s future was in his hands, so he set
out to chart a new
course. Knudsen
introduced Pontiac
to motorsports

‘competition. He

felt that racing was

an effective means
to promote the

division’s new
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performance message, and could serve to
improve sales of production cars. Much of
what would be learned at the racetrack was

directly applicable to Pontiac.

The raw materials for Pontiac’s reinvention
were already there, including Pontiac’s
technologically advanced V-8 engine.
Knudsen assembled a talented team of
engineers, designers and racecar builders,
including Chief Engineer Elliott M.

“Pete” Estes, John Z. DeLorean, Malcolm
R. “Mac” McKellar and NASCAR
legends Ray Nichels and Henry “Smokey”
Yunick to help change Pontiac’s product
lineup and image. Knudsen once said,
“You can sell a young man’s car to an

old man, but you

can’t sell an old

man’s car to a

young man.”

That simple but

insightful statement

became the mission

statement for the

entire division.

Walt Woron (left) editor of
Motor Trend Magazine in 1959 and
Semon E. “Bunkie” Knudsen.
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Knudsen knew it wasn’t
enough to just build
high-performance
cars-racing had
to be a part of
the equation.
Though the

idea of

Pontiacs

being
competitive
seemed amusing to many,
Knudsen knew that with wins,
would come a new and vibrant image. The
Pontiac V-8 engine was the foundation of

the division’s transformation.

Though development for the new V-8 was
completed before Knudsen came to Pontiac,
then-Chief Engineer George Delaney
ensured that the V-8 engineering team
would design a tough and powerful engine
that would live up to Pontiac’s reputation
for near indestructibility. Before it was
introduced, pre-production engines endured
more than 3.3 million miles in testing, many
of which were logged during hot and cold
weather evaluation at GM’s Mesa, Arizona

and Milford, Michigan proving grounds.

“Strato Streak” V-8 engine

Introduced in the Fall
of 1954 as a
1955 model,
the legendary
Pontiac “Strato
Streak V-8”
engine replaced
the division's
dependable
inline six and
eight-cylinder
powerplants. Each had
dated back to the early 1930s.
The V-8 engine changed everything. The
original incarnation was an oversquare
design, with a bore of 3.75 inches and a
stroke of 3.25 inches for a displacement of
287 cubic inches, a seven percent increase
over the old 268-inch straight eight.
Innovation abounded on this new
powerplant, such as the ball-stud rocker
arm design that was shared with Chevrolet.
Although it is not widely i{nown, the rocker
system was developed by Pontiac Engineer
Clayton B. Leach and was borrowed by
Chevrolet for their small block V-8.

Other interesting features included a

reverse-flow coolant system. Rather than




send water directly to the block from the radiator,

it was pumped to the heads first and then the

block, preventing thermal shock.

The block was cast with the right bank slightly
ahead of the left, which allowed the distributor
to be mounted on the right side of the cam gear.
This directed thrust upward and gave superior

lubrication.

The distributor was
mounted on a
separate pad at the
rear of the block.
This allowed the
intake manifold to
be removed without
touching the
distributor. It also
had a short, stiff
crankshaft that was
more compact and
lighter than the

engines it replaced.

The Pontiac V-8

design was also innovative from a manufacturing

perspective. According to retired Pontiac engineer
Malcom R. “Mac”’ McKellar, the Pontiac V-8 was

one of the first engines to benefit from the

thin-wall casting technology that is commonplace

today. This process also reduced the number of

casting cores by more than half.

Chief Engineer Malcolm McKellar displays the
hydraulic adjuster mechanism on the OHC 421
street engine. This technology later surfaced
on the OHC-6 engines of the late Sixties.

In standard form, the Strato Streak V-8 engine
delivered 173 horsepower at 4400 rpm, with
maximum torque of 256 1bs.-ft. at 2400 rpm
and a compression ratio of 7.4:1. The
high-compression version, using &:1
compression pistons made 180 horsepower at
4600 rpm, with maximum torque of 264 1b.-ft.
at 2400 rpm. All Pontiacs equipped with GM’s
Hydramatic
transmission
used the
high-compression

engine.

Later in 1955,
Pontiac’s V-8
engine became
even more
powerful when
engineers added
a four-barrel
carburetor,
inereasing
horspower to 200.
The basic engine
design allowed
for plenty of room to grow. Every year,
displacement increased; 316 cubic inches in
1956, 347 in ‘57 and 370 for ‘58. By 1959, the
brawny powerplant had reached 389 cubic
inches. The division remained true to the V-8’s
basic design for 27 model years, making a

variety of improvements along the way.
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Pontiac’s first official
performance event was in
1956 at the Bonneville Salt
Flats in Utah. On June 26,

the colorful endurance

driver, David Abbot “Ab”
Jenkins, drove a stock 1956
Pontiac two-door sedan with a
285-horsepower, high-compression
316-cubic-inch engine with dual four-barrel
carburetors. He posted a new 24-hour speed
record on the dry salt bed, averaging
118.337 mph over 2,841 miles. Jenkins, 73,
a retired contractor and former Mayor of
Salt Lake City, unfortunately succumbed to

a heart attack soon afterward.

In 1957, Knudsen was
interested in entering a
car for the NASCAR
Winter Grand Nationals
in Daytona, Florida.
Knudsen asked his
friend, racing veteran
Ray Nichels, to help
prepare a Pontiac for
the race. Driver Cotton
Owens was victorious
on the beach at
Daytona, winning the

event and setting a new

Ab Jenkins

lap record of 141 mph. Shortly
thereafter, Nichels found
himself working nearly full
time on Pontiac's newly
created motorsports program.
Pontiac was considered an
underdog, and when the car won,
the division gained new respect
within the racing world. Soon,
Pontiac was collecting wins on a regular
basis, and its performance image was quickly

taking shape.

As Pontiac’s motorsports reputation was

rising, the division encountered some
challenges. In June, 1957, the Automobile
Manufacturers Association (AMA) issued a
racing ban that was
intended to end
factory-sponsored teams.
However, this so-called
“gentleman’s agreement”
served only to move the
racing program
underground. Quietly,
Knudsen continued to
support the factory
racing efforts. At times,
he even used his
personal finances to keep

Pontiac racing alive.

Key man in Pontiac motorsports success was Mechanic Ray Nichels.




WW Il bomber pilot and racecar builder
Henry “Smokey” Yunick.

Among other projects, Knudsen subsidized
Smokey Yunick's racing operation. Henry
“Smokey” Yunick was a WW II bomber pilot,
racecar builder and owner of the Daytona
Beach's “Best Damn Garage in Town.” Still
in the thick of the motorsports world, Yunick’s

reputation as an extraordinary engineer, tuner,

and rule bender are nothing short of legendary.

With his inimitable personality and special
talent for performance tuning, he was firmly
entrenched in Pontiac’s stock car racing

by 1958, and Pontiac’s winning ways in
NASCAR continued.

Despite the AMA ban, Pontiac was victorious
at Daytona in 1958, sweeping the Grand
Nationals. Pontiac took the first six positions
in the Class Seven category with speeds
over the flying mile of up to 137.693 mph
on a two-run average. Dr. L.P. Morris posted
the best two-way speed average of 137.7
mph in a 330-horsepower Tri-Power car,

and the next five runner-ups were Pontiacs.
Paul Goldsmith won the Grand National,

the big race, and Lee Petty achieved a
one-way speed record of 146 mph.

Henry “Smokey” Yunick heats oil cans at the Daytona 500 in 1962.



