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President’s Report
By ron Bluhm

w ith our hudson essex terraplane 
historical society partnership, the show 
room car in the national hudson motor 

car company museum is changed annually. We are 
saddened to lose the beautiful 1929 hudson that filled 
the show room during the last year, but delighted to have 
a 1955 hudson italia with us for the next year. The car is 
one of twenty-five built and one of twenty that survive.  
our display is a rare opportunity to see this piece of 
automotive history. read Jack miller’s memories on 
page four in this newsletter.  a special thanks to hedley 
Bennett for allowing his 1929 hudson to be with us and 
to al schultz for showing his italia for the next year. 

orphan car show day is the biggest day of the year for 
our museum. This year, the date is sunday september 
20th. convertibles are the featured car for 2015. since this 
body style is desired by collectors, we have received more 
featured car entries than usual. We are looking forward 
to the day. 

We assumed the operation of Depot town cruise nights 
a couple of year ago. until this year, staging cruise nights 
had been a financial struggle. Thanks to sponsorships by 
the following local businesses, that problem was solved. 

•	arbor Brewing company
•	aubree’s pizzeria – Depot town
•	city Body
•	congdon’s ace hardware
•	Depot town alternative health
•	Depot town merchants association
•	haab’s restaurant
•	 lincoln street garage
•	maiz mexican cantina
•	mclain & Winters
•	old town coin & gold

•	ollie’s café
•	 sidetrack Bar & grill
•	 standard printing
•	two Jerks record shop
•	ypsilanti convention & visitors Bureau
•	ypsiprint/chrome identity

We now have expenses covered and money extra to help 
the museum.

if you have been a Friend of the museum, you will get a 
renewal letter during the anniversary of your membership. 
if you are not a Friend, consider using the form in this 
newsletter to sign up. With the support of many through 
our Friends program, the small donation multiplied by 
many has become a significant portion of our management 
money. Thanks to everybody for your support. 

YPSILANTI AUTOMOTIVE HERITAGE MUSEUM | 100 EAST CROSS STREET–YPSILANTI, MICHIGAN 48198 | 734.482-5200

A MH YPSILANTI AUTOMOTIVE
H E R I T A G E  M U S E U M

 

N E W S L E T T E R

volume 2, numbeR 2 summeR edition 2015

1955 Hudson Italia



ypsilanti automotive heritage museum | 100 east cross street–ypsilanti, michigan 48198 | 734.482.5200

2

as a coop student, i worked in a lot of 
diff erent areas of the plant. one of the 
most interesting was plant layout. one side 

of the building had a mezzanine, almost a mile long. 
Th e offi  ces of plant layout were in the mezzanine, 
with a big set of windows that looked out over the 
plant. plant layout was responsible for locating all the 
machinery for effi  cient manufacturing and designing 
all the related equipment like conveyors, assembly aids, 
overhead transfer lines, and traffi  c patterns for forklift  
trucks. Th ey were also responsible for designing the 
routes for truck traffi  c into and around the plant. Th e 
main tool they had was a giant scale model of the 
plant, about 80 feet long. in this model, they had scale 
models of every piece of equipment. Because the plant 
was constantly being expanded or changed, there were 
always new models being added and old ones removed. 
Th ere were guidelines for the amount of space around 
any kind of machine, how sharply the conveyors could 
bend, and a host of other considerations. i spent a full 
6 weeks making models of machines, putting them 
here and there in the master model, and trying to 
fi gure out how to make the conveyor systems work. Th is 
was all before computers, of course, and the 3D aspect 
of using a model, as opposed to drawings, made the 
process a lot faster and more accurate than other plants. 

i only realized how eff ective this was years later when i 
was involved in a similar activity in a diff erent plant.
i oft en commandeered a bicycle and rode around the 
plant on lunch hours, or whenever i could get away, 
just to see what was going on. 

early on, i could hear loud banging noises somewhere 
in the plant. i rode towards the noise, and eventually 
came to the stamping presses. Th e shell of the torque 
convertor was made from steel almost a quarter inch 
thick, and it took one of the biggest presses gm had 
to stamp out these shells. Th e press was actually taller 
than the building, so a cupola was added to the roof to 
accommodate the press. Th is press had a multistage die, 
with 3 stages. Flat metal went into the press, and fully 
formed shells for the torque convertor came out the 
other end. of course, there was still a lot of welding and 
fi nishing that had to go on, including the addition of all 
the vanes inside each half of the torque convertor. nearby 
was the welding station where the torque convertors were 
welded together, a fi rst for hydra-matic. 

torque convertors have a stator between the 2 halves of 
the convertor. Dynafl ow transmissions had stators with 
variable pitch blades, so the fi rst thm 400s also had 
variable pitch stators, at least in the Buick and cadillac 
versions. Th ese little blades were made of magnesium. 

Coming to Ypsilanti – Part ii
By BoB elton

Bob came to Ypsilanti in the mid 1960s to work as a coop student at our General Motors Hydra-Matic 
Transmission plant, later GM Power Train. Th e fi rst half of his story is in our previous issue. 
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The shavings from making these parts were kept in 
barrels full of kerosene. This kept oxygen away from 
the bare magnesium to prevent fires.

not too far away, they were still making fluid couplings 
as service parts for older hydra-matics. The vanes 
in these couplings had to be brazed in place, so they 
were passed through a furnace. The heat of the furnace 
caused little copper wires to melt and braze the fins to 
the housings.

at the far end of the plant was the final assembly 
area. This was a clean area, sealed off from the rest 
of the plant and slightly pressurized. They were 
serious about keeping out the dirt and dust from the 
completed transmission. This was the best place in the 
plant to work, since it was always cool and clean, no 
matter the season. one of the interesting stations in 
final assembly was the final inspection. hydra-matic 
was the first to actually test the transmission under 
operating conditions. every thm 400 was hooked up 
to an engine and run through the gears and checked 
for function and for leaks. That really ensured that a 
quality transmission left the plant. 

it was in the final assembly area that chains and 
sprockets were matched for the thm 425. i can 
remember watching a woman in a darkened booth 
looking at chains and sprockets with an optical 
comparator, and stamping the size code, a, B, or c, on 
the sprockets and putting a daub of paint on the chain.

The end of the building made a right turn, and had 
gigantic folding doors that reached from the floor to 
the ceiling, about 60 feet high. originally they had 
been built to allow B24 bombers to leave the plant. By 
1965, the large doors were fixed, and smaller doors cut 
into them to allow normal size trucks to enter and leave.

The first few years i lived in ypsilanti, i stayed in rented 
rooms. The first place i lived was 333 oak street, with 
mr. & mrs. gable. They were a nice older couple who, 
i think, wanted the company more than the rent. my 
memory is that i paid them $7 a week.

Continued on page 6

thirty years ago, the chinese government 
wanted general motors to build a thousand 
manual transmissions for the Buick 

automobile so that the government could have a large 
car available for official government use. Back then, 
china thought that the automatic transmission was too 
complicated for the typical repair man to fix. 
general motors refused to tool up for a thousand unit 
run. instead, they offered to train mechanics in the 
proper care and repair of an automatic transmission. 
china sent five repairmen and an interpreter to 
hydra-matic’s training center in ypsilanti. During a 
three week training session, they learned the theory, 
operation, and repair of hydra-matic transmissions.   

in the photo are two of the chinese mechanics, the 
language interrupter, a fellow from the corporate office, 
and three people who did the training. i was one of the 
trainers and am the big guy in the back.

The training was a success and china bought 1,000 
Buicks with automatic transmissions. now, thirty years 
later, general motors sells more Buicks in china than 
in the united states.     
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buick in china
By matt lee

Matt is a YAHM and Detroit Public Library Automotive History 
Collection board member.                                             
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During august of 1953, hudson dealers were 
invited to Detroit’s masonic temple for the 
1954 hudson national Dealer preview of 

hudson’s 1954 line of cars. Th e dealer preview for the 
1954 models was held before the hudson motor car 
company showed the cars to the public at the gigantic 
1953 michigan state Fair which was held annually in 
Detroit starting the week before the labor Day holiday.
What a lucky kid i was; 14 years old and dressed in a suit 
and tie and attending the 1954 hudson national Dealer 
preview with my father and brother-in-law.

Th e masonic temple is a giant convention facility with 
a 4000 seat auditorium and three ballrooms which opened 
into one huge area for very large displays. Th e meeting 
started at 9:30 a.m. with hudson offi  cials including  
a.e. Barit, hudson president;  n.K. vanderzee, v.p. of 
sales; george Browder, v.p. of advertising; and various 
other heads of the car Distribution,  accessory and 
merchandising  departments who described plans for the 
1954 hudson car line. 

aft er opening remarks by a. e. Barit and  n.K. 
vanderzee,  george Browder who served as hudson’s 
offi  cial “cheerleader” took over the meeting and 
presented the 1954 hudson product line.  george 
Browder could sell refrigerators to residents of the arctic 
circle. Browder’s message to the hudson dealers was 
“While vacationing in Northern Michigan, he and his 
family stopped at a ‘Mom and Pop’ Roadside Grocery Store 
with one gas pump in front of the store to purchase gasoline 
and snacks for the family.  Upon entering the store he saw sitting 
on the sales counter a new four drawer National Cash Register, 

a device that this Mon and Pop store would not have unless a 
salesman went there and sold it to them.”  george Browder’s 
message to the hudson Dealers was “you have to get out and 
around to sell the merchandise.”  an   n.c.r. salesman took 
the time to visit this mom and pop  roadside store.

Dealers were given miniature baseball bats inscribed with 
“Let’s all go to Bat for Hudson in 1954.”  

several diff erent models of the 1954 hudson line were 
presented on the auditorium stage and described by 
various offi  cials with a. e. Barit hinting at a surprise 
during the aft ernoon session.  at 12:30 p.m., dealers 
were directed to the masonic temple banquet room for 
lunch. During the meeting and at lunch, hudson had an 
orchestra playing. aft er lunch, dealers were directed to the 
display area to view the entire 1954 hudson line of hornets,  
Wasps,  and Jets. hudson offi  cials were on the show fl oor to 
answer questions and dealers could get in the cars and open 
the hoods and trunks. Th e latest accessory displays were 
placed around in the display area for dealers to view and 
purchase for their own showrooms.

at 2:30 p.m., with a giant “Drum roll” from the orchestra, 
n. K. vanderzee directed everyone’s attention to the area 
surrounded by ceiling to fl oor gold drapes that when fully 
opened up revealed the Italia.  

i was curious as to why the drapes were blowing about and 
not revealing anything.  Th e Italia had just been driven 
over from hudson engineering on connor avenue and 
was being brought inside the masonic temple off  the alley 
and placed on the display fl oor. Th e Italia was surrounded 
by chrome stanchions and rails to protect the car.

Hudson italia - First Public showing
By JacK miller
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A Car Guy -  
Chuck Payne

By charlotte payne

chuck payne came to michigan at age 15 in 
1965 from his home in virginia.  after lying 
about his age, he went to work as a truck 

driver for Whittaker and gooding on cherry hill road.  
The drivers were also responsible for the maintenance of 
their trucks and because of the fact that the drivers were 
mostly under 21, there was a lot of horsing around with 
each other while building the roads.  chuck was a natural 
mechanic without any previous training and realized 
early on that only the best of tools were necessary to 
do the longest lasting repairs, hence snap on was his 
favorite tool.  eventually, “the boys” got interested in 
stock car racing and for a few years every saturday night 

later information indicated that the Italia was driven by 
Frank spring, hudson’s vp of Design from milan, italy 
to cherbourg, France and put on a ship for new york, 
then driven to Detroit, arriving a day before the national 
Dealer preview, just in time to be cleaned up and moved 
to the masonic temple for display at the 1954 national 
Dealer introduction. 

at the unveiling of the Italia, n.K. vanderzee told dealers 
that future plans called for putting the car in production  
and each dealer would receive ordering information as 
plans were completed. 

needless to say, the hudson dealers in attendance at the 
preview went nuts over the Italia. 

The Italia ended up with a dealer cost of $4,800.00.  most 
hudson dealers felt that they could not afford to order one 
as they could have two hornet sedans / coupes or four 
Jets in their inventory for about the same investment.  as 
a result roy D. chapin, Jr. was appointed sales manager 
for the Italia selling a large part of the inventory of 25 
to california dealers. california was a great sports car 
territory.

over these many years, i carefully preserved the original 
Italia order form and envelope as it was mailed to my 
father’s dealership.  in my opinion, it has to be one of the 
rarest items of hudson memorabilia to exist.    

recently, i passed it on to  “mr. & mrs. Italia,”            
edward and Kaylene souers.   

Jack is YAHM’s retired curator.

Char’s donated Snap-on tools are for sale in our museum gift shop.

was spent at Flat rock speedway, the other six nights 
were spent rebuilding and fine tuning their cars.  many 
nights, i held parts in place while he wrenched and 
welded his wrecks back together. he did win several 
races. chuck left Whittaker and gooding and started 
working on cars in our garage.  hence, more snap on 
products. his reputation for servicing cars grew so fast 
that we had to shut it down after 2 years, people would 
wait in line to have him fix their cars.  neither i nor ypsi 
township would let him park cars in the yard until he 
could get to them.

 chuck bought a classic car around 1975, it was his pride 
and joy. he traded it for a used riding lawn mower when 
we bought a house on two acres in 1977. he also rebuilt an 
80s trans am. he painted it and appliqued the Fire Bird on 
the hood.  he reneged on letting me have the car and sold 
it. he said he was afraid that if i had it to drive, i would end 
up as a hood ornament on a semi, since i loved and still love 
the muscle cars of our youth, and got so i could handle them 
the way they were designed to be driven.

he was then offered a job at marsh plating to keep their 
trucks on the road. he then taught himself to repair 
the companies hi-lo machines which required different 
tools.  in about 1993, he was awarded a job with the 
ypsilanti school District by Bob oliver servicing the 
buses.  he enjoyed working on the buses because he felt a 
responsibility of keeping the buses from being stranded with 
kids on them.  as a result of downsizing, he retired in 2010.  

Thanks to the museum for accepting his snap on toy 
model cars i donated. They are some of the reward prizes 
that he accumulated from snap on after reaching certain 
expense levels. Thank god he was reimbursed for most of 
the tools by the companies he worked for.   

chuck was a “car guy;” he owned interesting cars, raced 
cars, and was professionally employed servicing them.  
chuck’s story is similar to many stories generated during the 
last sixty or seventy years. Will electronics replace cars for 
the stories generated by our present and future generations?

Chuck at Flat Rock Speedway
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Coming to Ypsilanti – Part ii
Continued from page 3

it wasn’t too long after i moved to oak street that i 
first dropped into miller motors. not because i had a 
hudson, but because there was a 1958 chrysler 300D 
parked in front, the same color as my 58 Windsor. The 
300D belonged to Jack Wiltse; i remember we had a 
nice talk about chryslers. Jack miller was a little miffed 
that i seemed to care more about the chrysler than 
about the hudsons he had around. Back then, miller 
motors was still a used car dealership and there were 
a lot of various used cars sitting around. it wasn’t until 
about 1971 that i got the bug to get a hudson. after that, 
i became much better acquainted with Jack miller.

trying to keep 
an old chrysler 
running meant 
that i also became 
familiar with 
the chrysler 
dealer, serbay, on 
michigan avenue. 
eventually one of 
the mechanics took 
pity on me and 
loaned me special 
chrysler tools to 
help me keep the 
Windsor running. i also got to know sergeant, the parts 
guy. he had a pretty flexible interpretation of working 
hours. if you needed something in the afternoon and 
sergeant wasn’t around, you could always go over to the 
alibi bar on cross street and find him there. For me, 
anyhow, he would often finish his beer, and come back 
to work. eventually sergeant retired. it was discovered 
that he had never returned to chrysler any unsold or 
leftover, parts. The attic was a treasure trove of parts for 
old chryslers. not so much a treasure for the owners of 
the dealership.

eventually i decided that gmi and coop work at hydra-
matic wasn’t for me. i moved to ann arbor, and took 
my automotive career in several more directions.

The car business has changed a lot since 1965. When 
i started at hydra-matic, there were 7 american car 

companies. none of them was a branch of a foreign 
company. The closest thing most people saw to a 
foreign car was a rambler built in Kenosha, Wisconsin 
or a studebaker built in canada. 

checker made their iconic cabs in Kalamazoo as 
well as a civilian version. Kaiser Jeep, who had once 
made cars in the very building that was now hydra-
matic, made Jeeps in toledo, and sold them all over 
the world. some of those Jeeps even had hydra-
matic transmissions.  american motors pumped out 
ramblers and ambassadors in Kenosha. studebaker 

was still hanging 
on making cars in 
canada

now of course, 
they’re all gone. 
Kaiser Jeep became 
part of american 
motors, american 
motors became 
part of chrysler, 
chrysler became 
part of Daimler 
chrysler, then part 
of the 3 headed dog 

cerberus, and finally now a division of Fiat. even the 
chrysler name is gone from the corporate roster: the 
division is now Fca us llc. even the gm of those 
days is gone. it’s now named motors liquidation. The 
current gm is a new company formed from the ashes 
of the bankruptcy.

Ford is the only car company from that time still  
in business.

even the hydra-matic building, the building that 
once built B24 bombers that won the war in europe, 
is disappearing. only a small portion of it remains to 
form the nucleus of the yankee air museum.

Bob is a museum “Friend,” has donated historic items to our museum, 
and has volunteered in a variety of ways to support our museum.

Willow Run Hydra-Matic Factory
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Etch Your Name In Ypsilanti Automotive History
Preserve your memory or honor someone today with a personalized brick at the Ypsilanti Automotive Heritage Museum!

Please check one:   o 4” x 8” brick $100 each 3 lines of text    o 8” x 8” brick $200 each 6 lines of text

Please PRINT what you want your brick to say. One letter or space per box.  Punctuation 
marks and space take up one box. 4x8 bricks can have 3 lines 8x8 bricks can have 6 lines

One Order Form Per Brick Please
Payment Type
o Check
Credit Card:  o Visa   o MasterCard

Card # ___________________________________

Exp. Date ________________________________

CVU (3 digit #) ___________________________

Signature ________________________________

Contact Information

Name ____________________________________

Address __________________________________

City ______________________________________ 

State _____________ Zip____________________

Phone ____________________________________
Funds will go to enhancing the Ypsilanti Automotive Heritage Museum

YPSILANTI AUTOMOTIVE HERITAGE MUSEUM
1 9 T H  A N N U A L

CAR SHOWOrphan 

S U N D A Y |  S E P T E M B E R  2 0 ,  2 0 1 5
R I V E R S I D E  P A R K ,  Y P S I L A N T I
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2014 BOARD MEMBERS

Ron Bluhm, President
John Shook, Treasurer
Bill Nickels, Secretary

Linda French
Greg Graessley
Mickey Ichesco

Matt Lee
David Novak

Ron Pinsoneault
John Tucker
Jack Wiltse

100 E. Cross Street 
 Ypsilanti, MI 48198

734.482.5200

MUSEUM HOURS
Tuesday-Sunday
1:00 to 4:00 P.M.

Monday
Closed

Admission $5.00 adults
Children 12 and under are free 
when accompanied by an adult

CONTACT US
info@ypsiautoheritage.org
www.ypsiautoheritage.org

 
MeMBeRSHiP/COnTRiBuTiOn FORM

Join YAHM’s Circle of Friends Enjoy the following benefits 
• Free museum admission • Quarterly newsletters • 10% Gift Shop Discount •

Name _______________________________________________________________________________

Address _____________________________________________________________________________

City ________________________ State ________ Zip _________ Phone ______________________

Cell phone (optional)________________________ Email ___________________________________

Do you own a historical automobile?  p yes  p no

Make _______________________ Model __________________________ Year _________________

Are you interested in becoming a museum volunteer? p yes  p no

Areas in which you have interest:

p Single $25 p Family $35 annual (2 adults) p Supporter $100 annual (4 adults) 
Contribution for upgrading and developing new exhibits $___________________________

Amount enclosed $_________________     p check        p MasterCard p VISA

Credit Card Number _________________________________________________________________

Expiration Date __________________________ CVU (3 digit code on back) __________________

Signature ___________________________________________________________________________
 Donations made to The Ypsilanti Automotive Heritage Museum are tax deductible to the extent of the law.


