PACKARD

“ASK THE MAN WHO OWNS ONE”

It is next to impossible to remember an advertising slogan for any product with more endurance than the one applied to the Packard automobile, which dates back to its earliest years.  Automotive slogans often die even during their campaigns!  And, if you had accepted these instructions during Packard’s golden years, you would have interviewed a group that would have trumped Larry King’s or Barbara Walters’s show guests.  It would include emperors, tsars, and kings: Nicholas II of Russia, King Alexander of Yugoslavia (who owned a record 48 Packards!), the Queen of Spain, the Emperor of Japan, the Shah of Iran, the Aga Khan and the Maharini of Porbander.  Roosevelt and Stalin were chauffeured in armored Packard’s.  Harry Truman was furnished a White House Packard, but Douglas Macarthur paid for his. When in Des Moines, Presidents and President wannabees were chauffeured  (often by my father, see 1940 photo with Wendell Wilkie) in Packards.  Even Henry Ford, of all people, was transported to his grave in a Packard!  For years, everybody who was anybody announced his worldly success by owning a Packard.  This, of course, included the movie stars: Gary Cooper, Clark Gable, Bob Hope, even Wallace Beery and Tom Mix.  Most had expensive custom-made bodies. 

Packard earned its international prestige in a price range that was crowded with competitors producing quality machines.  Peerless and Pierce-Arrow were prime contenders as were Auburn, Cord and Duesenberg until the Depression closed them all down.  Cadillac, an upper middle class auto, drew on the resources of General Motors to rival Packard.  There were others, but Packard outdistanced them all, if not always in speed and number of cylinders, at least in classic styling, sumptuous comfort, handcrafted precision and meticulous attention to detail.

It is ironic that American automobile companies manufactured some of their greatest vehicles at a time when the economy was at its lowest point.  Cadillac began in 1930 with its V-16; Duesenberg brought its super-charged SJ to market; Cord introduced a new V-8 with an eminently stylish body design.  Others followed suit.  Packard set out in 1930 to design a luxury car with high performance (but one much quieter than a Duesenberg) and as free from imperfection as the Cadillac Sixteen (but much simpler mechanically), and they strived to create a car that Europeans rated superior to any of the finest old world contemporaries, including Rolls Royce and Mercedes.  They achieved it all, especially in Europe, with the Packard Twelve and Super-eight.

The Peverills’ introduction to Packard is analogous to a steak lover who only relishes the “center cuts.”  In 1932, they acquired the Packard franchise, which included 60 Iowa counties (more were added later).  The period 1932 through World War II was Packard’s greatest years in terms of product and prestige.  Packards produced from 1932 to 1934, in the opinion of most collectors, are the best of the best.  Some of these sell, if even available, for seven figures.  As early as 1946, my own personal view of the automobile was that it no longer commanded its legendary dash of elegance it once had.  These points are arguable and in certain circles vigorously.

During the banner year 1928, Packard built 49,698 automobiles and earned nearly $22 million.  In 1932, sales fell over 60% to 16,613, and Packard lost $6 million.  Even then, however, Packard still enjoyed close to 40% of the market for cars costing more than $2,000, its sales greater than Cadillac, LaSalle, Duesenberg, and Lincoln combined.  As the depression years were on, it was clear that Packard, if it were to survive, would have to move into a lower price bracket while, hopefully, not sullying the Packard name.  Cadillac, Ford and Chrysler could survive on the strength of Chevrolet, Ford and Plymouth.  The independent luxury carmaker would have to find new markets or perish.

By 1935, Packard would introduce its One-Twenty, naming the car after its wheelbase (and horse power).  Prices started at just $986 for the business coupe.  But the top of the line touring sedan cost only $1,095.  Even before the car was ever built, Packard had taken in $10 million in cash orders.  Actual sales exploded; Packard built 52,045 cars, handily shattering the sales record of 1928.  In 1936, Packard brought out the One Ten which was again a tremendous success; 65,400 were sold and, combined with 50,100 One-Twenties, put Packard in fifth place in overall sales.  Success continued for the rest of the decade.  Because of these cars, Packard quadrupled its sales and tripled its dealer network, a tremendous success story.

The Packard One-Twenty was a quality automobile.  The old guard made sure that the cost cutting did not go too far.  It contained some features not even found in the senior series – the Super Eight and Twelve.  At times, it was of the very highest quality, albeit at a lower price.  There was no better buy for the money.  Dutch Darrin who designed the immortal, exotic and beautiful Darrin Packard (see exhibit) preferred the One-Twenty chassis to serve as the basis for his styling.  In 1938, I rode to California in a Packard One-Twenty – a great ride all the way.

The Six – the Packard One Ten  - was Packard’s best selling model.  In terms of image, however, and its ultimate effect on the company, it was the company’s worst product, taking the company down the road toward mediocrity.  It was brought on by managers hired from GM where volume was everything. 

Packard might have avoided tarnishing its name if it had selected an alternative brand as Cadillac had done with LaSalle, then discarding it when it fulfilled its “function.”  But would another name have done as well (A rose by another name ...)?  I doubt it.  In the final analysis, historians and enthusiasts still blame the One-Twenty and the Six (One Ten) for sullying the grand old marque, forgetting that without them, Packard’s demise would have been 20 years sooner.

From 1941, Cadillac would trump Packard in the luxury market.  At the end of World War II, the company would compound its image problem with less acceptable design features.  For years, indeed forever, Packard’s grill and radiator design were (and are) the epitome of the classic car (see, for example, the cover design from the 2003 Salisbury Automobile Classic).  Packard drifted away from this prominent feature; moreover, while Packard’s focus was limited to the grill, Cadillac’s great contribution was to bring product identity to the rear of the automobile.  In this, they were urged into action by wartime P-38 tail fans.  Not to mention wartime pinup photos of Betty Grable.

As with the Hudson, I have no memory of Peverill Motor Sales Packard customers with exception, of course, the Weeks family who owned several Packards.  Like Hudson, Packard has an international motorcar club with a few thousand members.

You will probably be able to “ask the man who owns one” forever.  There are more Packards listed in the Classic Car Club of America directory than any other make.  It is America’s most collectible classic.
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