     COSWORTH JOB #1 MEDIA EVENT AT LORDSTOWN

                                         -or-

               THE DAY MY CAREER NEARLY ENDED

                                            by John Hinckley

              GMAD-Lordstown Cosworth-Vega Launch Coordinator


Having built five on-line Pilot cars in February, 1975 (the same week the two Proving Ground 50,000-mile emission certification cars successfully completed testing), initial salable production Cosworths started down the line during the last week in March, when the EPA indicated they would issue the required Certificate of Compliance later that week.


We built Cosworths for a couple of weeks before inviting the media in for the production launch celebration, to make sure all the processes and tooling were working as designed and de-bugged during the February Pilot build seven weeks earlier, finishing up the cosmetics on the off-line Cosworth Build Area, training the off-line employees in EFI diagnostic procedures, and making sure the guys in the off-line Cosworth area had their special uniforms and shop coats. I don’t remember the exact numbers, but I think we built 40 or 50 cars during that ramp-up period.


On the morning of April 17th, the plant was full of televison and print media people, lights, cameramen, reporters, and anchors from the local Youngstown TV stations; we gathered them in the Cosworth off-line area, where I gave them a brief slide presentation on the car and its unique features, the assembly process, and explained the off-line assembly process they were about to see.


A few minutes later, the first Cosworth (for them, not for us) came into view across the aisle at the end of the Final Line, and two of the off-line Cosworth guys pulled it off the line with an electric “tugger” and guided it into place in its stall in the Cosworth area. The media types watched the assembly of all the EFI and exhaust components, following the handout I had prepared for them (so if they published something it would be technically correct); this took about 45 minutes or so. When assembly was complete, the Team Leader handed me the keys and said it was ready to fire up. I gave the keys back to him and said “you guys did all the work, you do the honors”.

 He slid in behind the wheel, all the cameras and lights came on, the reporters pressed in close, and he turned the key to “on”, let the pump build fuel pressure, then turned it to “Start”. It cranked a couple of revs, and there was a muffled blast followed by a really impressive sheet of flame over the passenger side fender, with everyone ducking for cover! NOT good publicity! I did a brief tap-dance about “minor adjustments” to be made, and quickly arranged for a brief plant tour in the electric “tour train” for everyone while we did damage control and doped-out what had happened.

Once the “tour train” left, the guys set to work with diagnostics to find the cause of the “4th of July” fire-up, and quickly found that the distributor was nearly 180( out of time, causing the engine to fire with intake valves open. The resulting blast and sheet of flame blew the throttle body-to-air cleaner hoses off, and fortunately nobody was hit by the pieces or singed. The engine still had the Tonawanda ticket on it, signed by their Chief Inspector, certifying that it had been hot-tested and was OK for shipment; he and I had a particularly memorable phone conversation later, especially after I had the Team go through the inventory of Cosworth engines in racks at the Engine Dress Line and they found three more with the same Tonawanda assembly error – there was no way that particular batch of engines had ever been hot-tested.

We swapped-out the intake manifold, assuming the blast had damaged the throttle bodies, re-timed the distributor, and fired it up – ran fine, no other problems. About ten minutes later, the “tour train” showed up, and we did the “fire-up” all over again for the cameras and lights, then took them all out to the shipping yard and let them drive some of the cars awaiting shipment.

Thankfully, none of the TV or print coverage that showed up that night and the next day mentioned the screw-up at all; it was very positive, and only those that were actually there ever knew about it. I was particularly relieved, as I saw my career vanishing before my eyes when the sheet of flame followed the flying air cleaner hoses over the fender in front of all the cameras during the first fire-up!

More Cosworth (and little-known Vega) inside stories to come!

