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SILVER DIRD AMONGST THE OLD

In 1954, the Ford Motor
Company previewed a
j car that, in three vears,
would achieve the status
of a “classic” and would
ultimately rise to the lev-
el of legend. The car began as, and re-
mained, a low-volume, high-visibility
corporate flagship, It was the vehicle on
which new technology. new styling
trends and new options were tried be-
fore they found their way into the com-
pany's more prolific car lines.

It seemed a reasonable wav o ex-
plore the swiltly changing tastes of the
consumer and resulted in a car that
changed its locks and physical dimen-
sions on the average of every three
vears. As the years passed, it changed
from the original concept of a Z-seal
sports car, créated 1o pick up the gaunt-
let thrown down by the appearance of
the Chevrolet Corvette, into a personal
luxury car with a “sporting” image.

Through all the changes, it retained a
unique personality, Whatever the size or
shape, you could always easily identify
a Thunderbird.

1954-57

The 2-seat Thunderbird was intro-
duced 1o the public in the autumn of
1954, The 55 model year cars were all
convertibles with a removable hardtop.
Standard equipment included power
brakes, steering, windows and seats. The
famed “portholes™ appeared in 1956,
along with a spare ure mounted on the
rear bumper and “Lifeguard Design”
safety features that included energy-
absorbing dashboard padding, safety
door latches, shatter-resistant glass in
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the rearview mirror and a deeply dished
steering wheel.

“Thunderbird Dash ... Limousine
Luxury”™ was an advertising slogan ap-
plied to the 1957 models, and it was an
indicator of the direction the car was

already beginning to take. A total of

48,910 2-seat Thunderbirds were pro-
duced, and the 6200 members of the
Classic Thunderbird Internatonal Club
own more than 10,000 of them today.

1958-60

In 1938, the Thunderbird abandoned
15 2-seater beginnings, and the era of
the 4-seat “Square Birds” began, The
additional seating was evidently what
the public was locking for, and 202,696
ol this body style were produced,

The car was 2 feet longer, a thousand
pounds heavier., and was offered in
both hardtop and convertible configura-
tions. The hardtop was offered with a
sliding sunroof, and the top of the con-
veriible folded down inte the trunk,
which gave the car a very clean look.
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The advertising theme was: A Thun-
derbird is a promise of sweet, spirited
performance.”

1961-63

The dawning of the Space Age had a
distinct influence on the styling of the
1961 Thunderbird. The physical dimen-
sions remained essentially the same, but
the soft curves of the -|1|_1‘_1.'J and rear
fenders, combined with the large round
taillights, gave the car a “projectile™ ap-
pearance.

The lineup included a hardtop, a
convertible, a Landaw coupe and a
Si’xtul'[?'. Roadster that developed its own
special mystigue, The latter had a
molded Mberglass rear-seat cover and
simulated wire-wheel hubcaps, giving
the 1882 of them that were produced a
stylish, sporty look reminiscent of the
1954-57 maodels.

1964-66
The fourth body style to bear the
Thunderbird name combined influences
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from the “Square Bird™ and “projectile”
eras. The hood was longer., the body
sides sculptured, and the rear bumper
enclosed the taillights and became a
part of the body design. Improvements
included new sound-deadening insula-
tion, a better ventilation system, and a
reclining passenger's seal.

The 1966 models came with a 345-
horsepower 428cid engine, redesigned
seats, and an overhead panel of warn-
ing lights that helped amplify the air-
plane cockpit image that Thunderbird
interiors were famous for. Huge,
chromed *3" bars on the roof C-pillar
distinguished the Town Landau models.

1967-69

This period marked the appearance
of the 4-door Thunderbirds. The
long-hood/short-deck styling theme was
explored still further, and, in the final
year, concealed headlamps were intro-
duced. Options included door locks that
activated automaltically when the car
reached & mph, and an AM/FM multi-
plex stereo radio.

A wider variety of interior trim ma-
terials was offered, and the intérior con-
tinued in a “jet plane™ theme. The ad-

verlising department came up with:
“Mothing beats the simple things in life.
Like Falling in Love. Or Flying a Bird
for the Lift of Your Life.” In 1969 the
Thunderbird celebrated its 15th birth-
day, and 49,371 were sold that year.

1970-71

The wedge-shaped grille of the 1970
Thunderbird was a bold new styling
concept, and it added 6 inches to the
overall length of the body. The grille
and bumper were integral parts of the
body shape, and other new styling tricks
included a concealed radio antenna and
windshield wipers. Standard equipment
included a dual hydraulic brake system,
radial tires, locking steering column and
an electne clock.

Bombastic sales techniques were
freely applied, and potential customers
were encouraged to “Test-Flight one at
your Dealer’s.” The marketing people,
working overtime, alse came up with
the ¢laim that “ecach Thunderbird is

checked with a stethoscope to detect
wind noise.” The justly famous
Nieman-Marcus department store in
Texas offered telephones, tape recorders
and a variety of special equipment in

“His and Her” Thunderbirds that sold
for $25.000 a pair.
1972-76

Between 1954 and 1972, more than a
million Thunderbirds, in seven distinct
body styles. were sold. The emphasis on
luxury features grew each year, as did
the list of standard and optional equip-
ment. In 1972, the car had a formal
look and shared its major body and
mechanical components with the Mer-
cury Cougar.

The five- year span of this body style
witnessed a number of significant points
in the Thunderbird’s history. The 1975
model marked the car's 20th anniver-
sary, and a special Silver Luxury
Group mnsisting of a silver vinyl half-
roof, Silver Starfire paint, side moldings
with color-keyed inserts, and silver
leather upholstery—was offered. And
1976 was the year of the biggest Thun-
derbird ever produced, with a 120.4-
inch wheelbase, 225.6-inch overall
length and 3100-pound curb weight.

1977-79

The eighth body change for the
Thunderbird produced an®even more
formal look. It was straight-lined and
angular, and showed increasing signs of
concessions o the emerging disciplines
of aerodynamics. A significant decrease
in dimensions—6 inches in wheelbase
and 17 inches in overall length—bore
witness to the effects of federal regula-
tion and soaring gas prices.

The Ford Motor Company celebrated
its 75th anniversary during the ‘78 mod-
¢l year and offered a special Diamond
Jubilee edition of the Thunderbird.
Realizing the value of “special editions™
as a sales tool, they also offered a Heri-
tage model, which included ebony
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