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the Studebaker President engine. No 
other Classic using stock components 
came close to equalling Studebaker's 
racing achievements of this era. This 
is a very exciting car to drive. It's not 
highway legal, of course, but I've 
driven it numerous times in vintage 
events, both road racing and hill 
climbing." 

Studebaker Presidents became even 

finer cars in 1931. The original 
337-cubic-inch straight eight had five
main bearings. Now it had nine, plus
seven more horses for 122 hp at 3200 
rpm. Freewheeling (controlled by a
button on the shift knob) was new
and so was the styling, with the vee
of the radiator grille complemented
by a deeper version of same in the
single-bar front bumper. The Presi-
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dent's double-drop chassis remained 
rugged. Lubrication was provided by 
"high pressure lubricators which 
enable the driver to forget the grease 
rack for 2,500-mile intervals." The 
clutch was automatic, the steering 
wheel adjustable, the shock absorbers 
double-acting Houdailles, the trans-
mission a three-speed Warner. Sales 
of the new Series 80 President totaled 
6,340 cars. 

The "Presidential" styling speaks 
to Ray Miller: "With chrome radiator 
stoneguard, twin salon horns and 
sidemount spares, this car radiates 
elegance. Visitors to our museum are 
always commenting on this car's 
appearance." 

Whitney E. �err has owned his 
Four-Season Convertible Roadster 
since 1983: "This very handsome car 
will outperform most Classics of 
1931. That the straight-eight engine is 
rugged was demonstrated by the 
25,000 miles over the old board track 
at Atlantic City. And few stock car 
engines in the history of the Indian-
apolis 500 have ever competed as 
well as the Presidents. Many design 
features and parts were shared by 
Studebaker and Pierce-Arrow during 
this period. Barney Roos designed 
the straight eights for both 
companies. Some people have called 
the President the 'baby Pierce.' 
Collectors who own Presidents, 
Cadillacs and Packards of the same 
era will attest to the superior 
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Because his mother was fond of 
Byron, Childe Harold Wills was his 
full name, which he hated and never 
used. Still, there was a sense of the 
poet in the man. For the radiator of 
his new car, he chose the Gray 
Goose, in his words, "the wisest, 
freest traveler in the skies." For his 
car's name he joined his own with 
that of the Saint Clair River along 
which his new factory in Marysville, 
Michigan was built-but he added an 
" e "  to both words because it looked 
more elegant. 

Only 14,000 Wills Sainte Claires 
were produced, which was partially 
C.H.'s doing. That the car was
produced at all was pretty much 
Henry Ford's. Because of the verbal
agreement made between the two
men when Wills joined Ford during 
his experimental days, C.H. left Ford 
Motor Company in 1919 with a check 
for $1.5 million in his pocket. He had
earned it. Much of the engineering
thought in the Model T Ford had
been his, including its use of 
vanadium steel. Now Wills had 
discovered a metal even stronger
than vanadium: molybdenum. With 
the million plus and molybdenum, he 
could develop an automobile that 
would set the industry on its ear. 

The Wills Sainte Claire was 
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planned as a car short in wheelbase, 
light in weight, and abundant in 
advancements. The longest chassis 
was 127 inches, the heftiest weight 
3,400 pounds, the advancements 
could fill a book. Wills' overhead cam 
V-8 engine, alas, was too sophisti-
cated for the average garage 
mechanic to fathom so he developed 
a 273-cubic-inch 65 hp straight six 
(which powers both cars shown 
here). A single overhead cam shaft-
driven by bevel gears, the head and 
crankshaft were fully machined, 35� 

C L A I � E 

of the latter supported in seven main 
bearings lubricated by a forced-feed 
oil system. Wills' ingenuity was also 
revealed in such details as automatic 
spark advance, de-clutching fan, 
back-up light activated by shifting 
into reverse, single-key ignition�lock-
ing system, single-unit starter�gener-
ator, and headlights with magnetic 
mirror reflectors that with a touch of 
a button give a high and low beam 
effect. And his fitting of Lockheed 
hydraulic brakes as early as 1924 was 
avant-garde. Wills' problem was that 

handling and performance of the big 
Studebakers. �nfortunately, the high 
production volume of the lower-
priced Studebaker sixes and Dictator 
and Commander eights have over-
shadowed the much-lower-
production President models.'' 

" I  like high performance cars and 
this is one," says Tom Lester. "And 
the 'convertibility' of this body style 
from roadster to convertible is 
super." 

Comments John Morgan: "When I 
was a young man I felt this was one 
of the finest cars made and hoped to 
own one some day. Now I do. A car 
similar to this model set eleven stock 
car speed records at Muroc Dry Lake 
in California in November of 1931. 
George Hunt both tuned and drove it 
and took the flying mile at 91.79 mph 
and the hour at 90.35." 

Fewer than 2,400 Studebaker Presi-
dents were sold in 1932. Previous 
model years had seen both a short 
and a long wheelbase for the Presi-
dent, now just the longer (135 inches) 
was used. The French-style wind-
shield visor introduced in 1930-what 
Studebaker called its "jaunty polo 
cap" - w a s  eliminated but further 
changes were few. Tom Sparks 
bought his '32 Series 91 Coupe from 
singer Phil Everly nearly three 
decades ago and considers it "one of 
the best driving Classics I have ever 
owned." 

If the declining sales figures might 
seem to have preordained discontinu-
ation of the prestige President line, 
that was only part of a story which 
took a tragic turn as the Great 
Depression raged. In late March of 
1933 Studebaker Corporation was in 
receivership. In early July a 
devastated Albert Erskine took his 
own life. Survival was the sole 
Studebaker priority now. The big 
President died with the man whose 
idea it had been. 

onvertible Roadst 
Florida 

1932 Studebaker �resident Series 91 Coupe 
Owner: �o� Sparks of �ort� �oll�wood� California 
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