BMTECHNICAL IT STARTS WITH A SPARK
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It Spark

JOHN GIVES A DETAILED LOOK AT WHERE THE SPARKS COME FROM

Most '50s, ‘60s, and '70s Corvette owners have tuned-up their cars,
doing the "“plugs-points-condenser” routine, set the dwell and checked
the timing, and derive pride and satisfaction in maintaining their car
themselves. However not all of them really understand how their ignition
system works—"where the sparks come from,” and what part each ignition

component plays in creating and distributing that spark energy.

This month, we'll dissect the ignition
system and examine what happens
between the ignition switch and the spark
plugs that changes the battery’s 12 volts
to the 20,000-volt arc that “lights the
fire” in the combustion chambers 12,000
times per minute. Understanding how
the “system” and each of its components
works will help diagnose it and keep it
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operating at peak efficiency.

HISTORY: In the infancy of the industry,
before any of us were born and before
reliable batteries were invented, the
earliest cars used magneto ignition
systems, with magnets embedded in the
flywheel to create electrical current and
spark energy. This is the same system still

used today for lawnmowers, leaf blowers,
chain saws, and other devices with small
single-cylinder engines. Magnetos are
also used on aircraft piston engines so
their ignition systems aren’t dependent on
batteries for power. Interestingly enough,
the magneto system is also used on Top
Fuel Dragsters and Funny Cars, but they
use dual magnetos that cost $8,000 each
and have to have their rare-earth magnets
recharged regularly.

The first reliable battery-operated
ignition system was invented by Charles
“Boss” Kettering, who ran a small General
Motors operation called the Dayton
Engineering Laboratories Company,
later renamed DELCO. Kettering also



