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By Don Butler

The Airflow cars for 1934 introduced the
motoering public to new standards of riding
comfort. This achievement, called * Float-
ing Ride,” was largely due to the shape of
the cars, which placed the engine and
seats further forward in relation to the
wheelbase. This put the engine directly
above the front axle, the front seat at mid-
ship and the rear seat well ahead of the
rear axle. The result was much better dis-
tribution of weight and a relocation of road
shock factors for better shock control.

Extra-long semi-¢lliptic leaf springs
eliminated jiggling motion. It is interest-
ing that independent front-wheel suspen-
ston with coil springs was not incorporated
in these advanced cars. This feature was
making its first U.S. appearance on pro-
duction cars at this time and was drawing
considerable public interest. It was em-
plowed on the conventional Chrysler Six,
the Plymouth and Dodge, and all General
Motors makes

The pirder-truss framework that unified
Airflow construction was the first in U.S.
production cars. The unitized frame idea
had originated some years previously.
Paul Jaray used it in his little experimen-
tal streamliner in 1922, Chrysler's con-
struction was an important safety factor
Its strength was proved in smash-defying
demonstrations. A car was speeded to the
brink of a 100-foot cliff and sent tumbling
to the bottom while a movie camera
filmed the action for publicity. For crowds
at Chicago's Century of Progress Exposi-
tion, Airflows were put through roll-overs.
As clouds of dust rose from these wrecking
attempts, the cars were started without
aid and driven away.

While not due to the Airflow styling and
engineering concept, automatic overdrive
was pioneered by Chrysler Corp. and intro-
duced as a feature of the Airflow cars.
Standard on the Imperial Model CV and
Custom Imperials CX and CW, it was op-
tional for the Chrysler Eight CU and be-
came standard in DeSotos in the latter
months of 1934. To use it, an instrument
panel control engaged the freewheel, fool
pressure on the accelerator pedal was
momentarily relaxed at 40-45 mph,
freewheel action automatically cut out and
the car was in overdrive. This had no kick-
down feature and it automatically cut out
of overdrive when the speed slowed to 25
mph.

Ft seems that there had not been enough
pre-production time for road-testing to dis-
cover all of the "bugs" in these radical
cars. In the hands of owners, various flaws
showed up. Adding to this damaging effect
were the degrading rumors, some from
competitors, that circulated through the
trade and on to the public.
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A 1935 DeSoto llustration shows the girder-truss unil body framework that was typical
of all Airflow cars. This cagelike steel structure was not adaptable to convertibles or
extensive rewarking by custom coach builders,

To combat these sales-killing effects,
Airflows were sent out to prove that they
were capable of extraordinary perform-
ance, as well as dependable operation for
the driving needs of the average man,
They were also to demonstrate the stream-
lining benefits of the Airflow design.

A stock Imperial CV Coupe was selected
by noted racing driver Harry Hariz for
ramming around a 10-mile oval laid out on
the hard salt flats in Utah. In sweltering
temperatures ranging up to 110 degrees, he
knifed the car through hot winds for 24
hours and 2,026.3 miles. This was about 190
miles farther than any stock car of any
class had ever gone in 24 hours. For the
first 500 miles he averaged %0.04 mph, did
a one-mile spurt at 95.7 and averaged 84.43
for the entire run. AAA observers noted
that 72 stock car records had been broken.
Of these, 35 were in the unlimited class
(for more powerful cars) and 37 were in
the 304-10-408 cid class in which the Impe-
rial gualified (the CV had 323.5 cid).

One week later, the record-smashing
Airflow Imperial lefi Los Angeles with
Hariz again at the wheel but this time with
an official observer beside him to check
fuel consumption. The car was seen by
thousands as it covered the cross-continent
distance to New York City where its trip
average of 18.152 miles to the gallon was
determined. Hartz then took the car on a
tour to key dealerships around the nation,

DeSoto also set out o show that it was no
slouch, but it put the fuel economy trip
first on the schedule. Hartz drove a sedan
from MNew York City to 5an Francisco, av-

eraging 21.4 mpg under AAA supervision.
He then drove it to California’s Muroc Dry
Lake. There he and racing driver Tony Gu-
lotta teamed up and drove the sedan and a
coupe to 32 new AAA speed records on a
five-mile course laid out on the hard lake
bed. The coupe set a new class record of
#6.23 mph for five miles. But the sedan
was the star, shattering every closad stock
car record in its class by averaging 56.2
for one mile, 80.9 for 100 miles, 76.2 for 500
and 74.7 for the 2,000-mile run. Not bad for
a 1d0-hp six of 241.55 cid and about 3,570
pounds of road weight,

These speed and economy runs failed to
impress the public emough to reverse
slumping sales. Nor were Americans im-
pressed when Europe added luster to the
DeSoto marque by bestowing on one of its
cars the most coveted of all motor car
awards — the Grand Prix in the Concours
d’'Elegance at Monte Carlo. This '*most
beautiful’” honor was given to an Airflow
DeSoto that competed with American and
European cars, some of which were expen-
sive custom creations,

Europe was also the source of a severe
headache for Chrysler Corp., adding to the
pains already being suffered because of
the Airflows. The seeds of this trouble
were sown in the office of Paul Jaray in
Zurich, Switzerland in 1927 when he was
granted a U.5. patent for his streamlined
car concept. Later subsequent improve-
ments were awarded patents. Of course
these were for protection, but since he ap-
parently had no plans to manufacture au-
tomobiles, he would exploit his creations
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