


MEETING NOTICE April 22, 7:00 p.m. Above Bill Penny's Body Shop
Keller Car Presentation by Hurbert Mitchell

On Saturday, April 10, Don Hodge, Dan Shady and Kem Robertson made
a trip over to visit Mr. Mitchell to talk about his Auto Company Experience
and to see his Keller Car, one of two known to exist. From this meeting
with Mr. Mtichell, we can promise a most entertaining meeting.

We urge everyone to attend!

This newsletter is on the Keller Car, and with permission from
Special Interest Autos, we have copied this article. We suggest that
everyone interested in better photo quality to buy this particular
magazine. Mr. Mitchell will add to this information and also have a
few corrections to the article.

For a copy write: Mr. Terry Ehrich
' Publisher, Special Interest Autos
Box 196
Bennington, Vermont 05201

Ask for September-October 1976, Volume #30.

NOTICE: 1976 Roster can be picked up at this meeting.
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MARCH 25 MEETING NOTES

George Hodge opened the meeting and reminded everyone about the
Keller Car talk to be given by Mr. Mitchell, one of the major owners of
the Keller Car Company.

The 1976 Christmas Party was disucssed.

Tour Binders, that the club still has, and are for sale for $2.50 -
These are good safety measures and promotion for the club.

George reminded everyone that Jim Beaver is in charge of the club
tools (air compressor, paint gun, and small sand blaster) and everyone
should make use of these. Jim is also in charge of the club name badges.

Carl Berry gave the treasurers report. As of March 25 we have $717.18.

Kem Robertson asked for pictures and a small write-up on the member's
cars or hobby experiences for the newsletter. (A1l pictures and write ups
will be returnedg.

Ben Stevens told the club about the Ft. Lauderdale AACA meet, and it
must have been a nice one.

Bob Thurstone announced the opening of the Newgent Home that was
given to UAH and asked that the club have some cars there for their open
house. Bob is also on the Board for the Huntsville Transportation Museum.

The business meeting was adjourned at Bill Penny's Body Shop and we
all road over to George Fore's Restoration Shop.for an informal tour through
the shop and a very good question and answer period with George. George has
quite an impressive shop. If you missed this meeting, you missed a good one.
Very enjoyable George, Thank You! '

NEW MEMBERS IN THE CLUB:

Noble CoTlins - 1929 Franklin Touring Car - an old member returned.
Tom German - 1927 Ford Touring - an old member returned.

Art Galzerono - 1936 Ford Roadster - an old member returned.
GeneKing - 1947 Lincoln Cabrolet

Harlin Pratt - 1961 Corvette and 1957 Nomad - an old member

James Sanders - 1955 Triumph TR2

C. W. Huskins -

Lou Duckwall - 1931 Ford 4-door Sedan

Lester McAllister - 1917 Ford Touring and 1935 Ford 2-door Sedan
Dr. Christian - 1966 Morgan

NEW AUTOS:

Kal Purushotham - 1940 LaSalle Coupe
Bob Edgeton - 1965 Marlin
George Hodge - 1940 Olds Convertible
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_g_ n the spring of 1945, the hastening end of World War II
brought chaos and disruption to the San Diego area. Return-
ing servicemen vied for non-existent jobs at dozens of peace-
ravaged companies which had made their livings from
defense contracts. At the giant Consolidated Vultee aircraft
plant, lay-offs and short hours replaced overtime seven day
weeks. John Liefeld, a 32-year-old former Chrysler engineer
who'd spent the war years at Convair, knew it was only a
matter of days before he too would be let go. Anxious to get
back into the automobile business, he began looking for a
new job.

Liefeld’s brother introduced him to a strange character he’d
met in a bar, named'S. A. Williams, Williams was basically a
promoter, who had dabbled in dozens of money-making
schemes. In 1945, he was making a handsome living by buy-

ing up poorly-managed restaurants, upgrading them and re-

selling at a profit. Williams thought he saw a rare opportunity
for his talents in the hungry postwar car market, and had
some vague notion of building his own small car.

He agreed to bankroll Liefeld in the production of a proto-
type minicar. They set up a small shop on India Street in San
Diego, where Liefeld and a few friends from Convair began
to construct a simple rear-engine Dodg’em car, powered by
a 16 hp two-cylinder Briggs and Stratton engine. This was
connected to the rear wheels through a rudimentary centri-
fugal clutch and chain arrangement. With. a bulbous fiberglass
body, the whole car weighed less than 600 Ibs. Liefeld chris-
tened it the “Iron Monster,” though officially, it was called
the “Bobbi-Kar™ after Williams’ son.

It was painfully inadequate. Liefeld's group immediately
began.work on a successor, this time using a Hercules ZXB,
the venerable 25 hp Four that found its way into many a
postwar minicar prototype. Its dull powerplant and lumpy

body notwithstanding, the Bobbi-Kar did incorporate some

interesting technical features. It used an “X” frame tubular
chassis, suspended by B.F. Goodrich's “torsilastic” suspen-
sion. (Very simply, the suspension consisted of a central steel
core encased in a rubber cylinder encased in a steel shell. A
trailing arm was attached to the outside shell, the inner steel
connected to the chassis and the rubber acted as both spring
and shock absorber.)

Automotive Industries commented, “The power applica-
tion contains several innovations. The engine, flywheel, clutch
and housing, transmission and differential (all of which were
proprictary parts) have been combined into a single compact
unit . . .
the side members of the frame. Propelier shafts extend from
the differential to the driving spindles of the rear wheels. Each
propeller shuft has two universal joints, By removing four
balis from the flunge of each inner universal joint, and three
engine mount bolts, it is possible to remove the entire power
unit from the automobile in a4 matter of minutes.”

Williams now showed his fantastic sales ability, He con-
tacted the four mujor movie Newsreel studios—the mass
market media in the pre-TV days of 1945—and managed to

suspended on three point rubber mountings between .

get news clips about the Bobbi-Kar into all four. Newspapers
picked the story up as well, and soon, according to Licfeid,
people from all over the world started sending in money to
buy Bobbi-Kars. On his lawyer's advice, Williams opened a
scparate bank account for these funds, holding them until
such timc as there were Bobbi-Kars to sell. But the over-
whelming public reaction spurred him to bigger plans.

Solar Industrics, another of San Diego's bankrupt defense
contract companics, had a large plant for sale. Williams
bought it late in 1945 for $80,000, and installed Liefeld and
staff in a small corner. Huge new signs plastered the out-
side, however, taking full advantage of Bobbi-Kar's impres-
sive new home. But it wasn’t big enough for Williams.
Consolidated Vultee plant #2—the very building Liefeld and
his friends had worked in throughout the war—was now lying
empty. Williams lcased it through the War Assets Administra-
tion and moved his still-tiny group into the administrative
offices of the huge aircraft complex. Liefeld remembers in
amazement that less than a year after he'd labored at Convair
as merely one of hundreds of young engineers, he was back in
the same building, installed in what had been the office of

- Major Fleet, the owner of Consolidated Vultee.

A

Leftover machinery lined the Convair plant, so Liefeld was
instructed to make it look as if Bobbi-Kar was preparing to
use it in the production of their new car. With this impressive
establishment behind him, Williams started selling franchises
for future “kars” to eager would-be dealers. His lawyer ad-
vised him that since the Bobbi-Kar agreement clearly specified
that the franchise earned dealers the right to handle kars only
“if and when” such kars were built, Williams had every right
to be selling them. Some 800 investors took the plunge.

The California Commissioner of Corporations was not as
sanguine as Williams' lawyer. Soon the SEC was also on his
trail, greatly interested in his announced intention of selling
unregistered stock. In the ensuing investigation, it was re-
vealed that Williams had previously served prison time on
another swindle. His operations in California were virtually
shut down. Undaunted, Williams attempted to form another
corporation under the lenient Delaware laws, but was unable
to obtain a needed clearance from the State of California. Had

~~this gone through, he intended to float a $5.5-million stock

issue. As it was, Bobbi-Kar was stuck between its creditors
and the SEC. 2

Around the same time, in February, 1946, George Keller
showed up in Liefeld's office. Keller was then in his mid-
Fifties, a veteran of 28 years at Studebaker in South Bend.
Vice-president of Sales, he had clashed with manager Ken
Eliot over the question of distribution, and left the company.
Ted Zenzinger, Keller’s assistant at Studebaker, says “Keller
was known as ‘Big George." He was extremely honest, and
known throughout the industry as a dynamic salesman.” Gene
Hardig, the chief of Studebaker engineering at the same time,
remembers Keller as “very well thought of at Studcbaker,
well liked and an aggressive salesman.”

Keller had stalked out of Studebaker with not much more



N ¢

%
p \ y

L

The Keller team: front row; sales v-p R. C. Gross, George Kaeller,
production head J. D. Fisher, englneering v-p John Liefeld . . .
back row; secretary Billy D. Mitchell, unknown head of franchise
sales, attorney Harold Feigan, executive v-p Hubert Mitchell.

than an impressive list of contacts in the automobile industry
and the shirt on his back. When he came to visit Liefeld, he
was working as a salesman in his father-in-law's San Diego
Buick agency. Ever since the late Thirties, however, Keller
had been thinking about forming his own car company, and
had often discussed with Zenzinger what he called “the ideal
car for the poor man.” His rationale was simple. The big car
“makers controlled the major market areas, but none was in-
terested in trying to produce a really inexpensive car that was
no more than basic transportation. Said Keller, “When you’re
bucking Detroit, you're bucking a stone wall.” He dreamed of
tunnelling under it at the low-price end.

Liefeld hired Keller as an advisor. Almost the same week,
Williams let drop a news story that was picked up by many
papers. Bobbi-Kar, he said, was looking for a new locale
where they could build cars without interference. The Bir-
mingham, Alabama Chamber of Commerce was trying to find
industries to replace the now-closed Huntsville Arsenal and
Bechtel-McCone Aircraft Corporation, which between them
had furloughed thousands of Northern Alabama workers. A
representative flew out to talk to Williams, and Williams then
flew back to Alabama. Within the week, Liefeld received a
telegram which said simply, “Put everything on a flat car.”

George Keller had now begun to challenge Williams for
control of the company. Keller later wrote that “the investi-

gation of the Alabuma facilities was made quickly—overnight

as it were—and an immediate decision was made to move
everything to Birmingham. Williams reported back to the San
Diego newspapers that he was making the move because he
had located better plant property, and besides, it was easier to

The first wagon was also technically a Bobbi-Kar, notice the
smooth front styling and grille hidden behind bumper.

The first real Bobbi-Kar leads the “iron monster,” a much
smaller Briggs and Stratton-powered prototype from 1245,

sell stock in Alabama than in California. Nothing could !
more absurd. Except that Williams, without any automo

experience, could determine whether or not the Ee
McCone buildings were suitable for the production of Eobbi
Kars but since Williams was the. sole owner, other

to his wishes, right or wrong.’

Williams' prison record followed him to Alabama, and
was told that he could never be a director or ofiicer of &
Alabama corporation. By now, in addition to Keller, Licfeld
and his handful of former Consolidated Vultee engineers who
had been with the company right along were ready for a
change. According to Keller, “There were a lot of other mem-
bers of this organization besides Williams who had
freely of their time and effort for very little financia
who were more responsible for the product than Williams—
who was neither an engineer nor a designer . . . nor does he
have any background of automotive experience.”

Keller and his Bobbi-Kar mutineers were ready to
with anyone who could pay the freight until Bobbi-K:
duction could begin. On September 13, 1946, Bobbi-Kar cf

labama was established. The entire California compa
assets were transferred to the new corporation, in exchange
for capital stock. The two Bobbi-Kar companies between 1945
and 1947, collected some $292,677.50 for de
$126,599.50 as loans from prospective distributors and cus-
tomer desposits totalling $38,125.00. According to a late
stock prospectus, “a/l these funds were expended in con
tion with the devetopnient and promotion of an aut
and a dealer organization.”
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The first Keller was a reworked Bobbi-Kar convertibie; it was
luxurious Super Chief. No standard Chiefs were ever buiit.
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tner light aircraft, for example
seals on order when the war ended. They went out of
in 1946, and I was stuck with the seats. I was looking
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il had ninety employees and a 40,000 square foot

ng on a tip from the Chamber of Commerce, he
went down to h L 'btd ’\';cu)nc plant that Bobbi-Kar had
taken over and spoke to George Keller. At that point, Keller,

with aimost no funds, some 40 employees and an absurdly
large 735,000 square foot aircraft factory, was trying to hold
things together long enough to attract investors.

“At first,” says Mitchell, “1 was only interested in their car

as a place to sc Il my surplus seats, but George showed me how ...

easily I could buy the whole thing. These people were desper-

cbbi-Kars bacame Kellers with the addition of a new chromc
rille trim changes and a two-tono paint job.
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Motor Car was only an interim thing
to the ne

even have the money to leave Alabama. I had
y n Keller money to live on. These people were
1t vi:;ims. T‘ney were car people, and they were inter-
in the industry they'd been raised in. When
ar declared bankruptcey, 1 decided to help.

r wanted to call it the Mitchell Motor Corporaﬁon
You're the man. We'll use your name.’ Dixie
g, and we quickly sold out
Keller Motors Corpcration. The Bobbi-Kar had

had some bad publicity with potential stockholders, so we

o

hou
17

Keller
-

ght we'd better change the name.”

’,

president.

Motors acquired (for $90,000) the assets of Dixie Motor Car,
which included the 25 hp prototype Bobbi-Kar that Liefeld
had constructed long ago in San Diego, a second roadster and
a more conventional front-engine woodie station wagon, pow-
ered by a 49 hp Continental powerplant. There were also two
chassis, one front-engine, one rear. Mitchell determined to get

the

18397

Motors was incorporated in Delaware on November
947. Keller was the president, Mitchell executive vice-
They controlled a majority of the stock. Keller

compuny rolling as quickly as possible, for as he says,

“During that time I was subsidizing the whole crew, Keller

© Dealer franchise agreement was simple,
traded right to handle cars for cash,.

Dealership application was not too inquisi-
tive, asked for only baslcs.

Continental-powered chassis were assembled entirely from pro-
prietary parts, only the frame rails were Keller-bullt.
included. I loaned them money until we starte

Early in 1948, Mitchell and Keller took th

a roadster and the rear-engine to New York.
lobby of the Pennsylvania Hotel, and distributed 2 b
press releases and brochures prepared by an ucb
agency run by friends of Keller's in New York. Said Bu
& Company, “The Keller is America's most needed car |
performance and price.” The copy then dwelled on Ge
Keller's 28 successful years in the automobile industry, mak-
ing him out to be Walter Chrysler, Charlie Nash and the
Dodge Brothers all in one. The flamboyant Lo;) was all in tf
service of drumming up interest in the “new"” car,
tant sale of dealer franchises. In many ways, it was
of California all over again.

The times were still ripe for that sort of scher
wasn't taking any new dealerships in 19 I
couldn’t keep their current dealers supp;icd. But not
there legions of people ready to pay
for new cars, there were hundreds too, with
throughout the war, ready to enter the Hutom bile
To these people, even the unassuming little Kel
the ticket of admission to the Big Time.
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Foliow:ng the astounding New York success, Mitchell and was deemed accept-
showing the cars all amun:ﬁ the country. The
ster, .\li‘ii'\ n wagon and chassis were shown in hotel lob-
enters, trade I.mo———anywngru an igh > ] _

1 b itimore to Davenport, Milwaukee (o Los An- tooling and initial supply of puris, A common stock sale wa
d Keller barnstormed the country with their Ti i
hro whom 1948. Although the publicity releases uchana
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qan, m 1946 when Keller joined them,
even as late as 1947 and ‘48 while they
dithered with the SEC, the homely little
wagon built of proprictary parts might
have sold long and well enough to get
them started in the car business, In those
years the competion was still selling pre-
war designs, and the assembly lines could
not move fast enough to fill the demand.
But by 1949, rcal postwar competition

“ had appeared, and the Keller stood re-
vealed as an ungainly little anachronism,
hopclessly outmoded.

The Keller organization was never too
strong. They had few expericnced car
pcople. They had no future plans. They

~ had a weak dealer network, largely com-
posed of amateur speculators hoping to
turn a quick buck in the car-hungry post-
war period. And too, the Keller staff’
foolishly acted like nouveau riche heirs,
riding in corporate Cadillacs and Buicks,
crisscrossing the country to attend ex-
pensive openings, maintaining hundreds
of employees in three different locations
—all to produce 18 prototypes of a car
that had been mostly designed before
Keller Motors, per se, existed. Although
they had taken in nearly $2-million in
dealer franchise fees, Keller went under
with little more than $10,000 in the cof-
fers. Indeed, finances were so tight that
at the end, the Hotel Buckingham in New
York was forced to sell off a station
wagon prototype that had been displayed
in its lobby in order to cover Keller’s
outstanding bills.

If anything was wrong with Keller
Motors, it was an all-too-familiar combi-
nation of inexperience, poor timing and
overambition. Keller was certainly no
different from many others who ached
to build their own automotive empires in
the fair spring days that followed close
behind the cold years of war. Indeed,

 George Keller had more hope of ac-
complishing his goal than most, though
he was never in the same league with
Henry Kaiser and Joe Frazer, and they
too were unsuccessful. But Keller could
not lead his inept confederates to suc-
cess merely by strength of will. And
without him, it seems, they were nothing.
Perhaps indeed, the stockbrokers' assess-
ment was right after all. “Le Patron est

- mort, la voiture est morte aussi.” 69

Our thanks to Gary Greenbaum, Gary,
Ind.: John S. Liefeld, Van Nuys, Calif.;
Peter Malott, Bourbonnaise, 1ll.;
Andrew Pappas, Shreveport, La. and
Leonard Pratt, Bastrop, La. Our special
thanks to Hubert Mitchell, Hartselle, Ala.
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82.0 In.

Price when new: $1245.00 fob Huntsville, Alabama
Current valuation: Excellent; $3000.00 Good; $2000.00

ENGINE

Type

Bore and stroke
Displacement

Max. bhp @ rpm
Max. torque @ rpm
Compression ratio
Induction system
Exhaust system
Electrica! system

Inline-4, L-head, watercooled, cast iron
block and head, 3 main bearings

- 3.435 x 4.375in.

162.0 cu. in.

58 @ 3600

S0 @ 2000

7.0:1

1-bbl. Carter downdraft carburetor
Cast iron manifold, single exhaust
6-volt, 100 amp-hour battery, coll

TRANSMISSION

Type 3-speed manual, column shift

Ratios 1st:2.60 2nd:1.63 J3rd:1.00 Rev: 3.53

DIFFERENTIAL

Type Hypoid final drive

Ratio 4.10:1

Drive axles Semi-floating

STEERING

Type Cam and laver

Turns lock to lock 4.0

Ratio 17.5:1

Turn circie 30.0 feet

BRAKES

Type Wagner four-wheel, hydraulically-operated
cast iron drums

Diametar 9.0 in.

Lining area 228.3 8q. In.

CHAS8I8 AND BODY

Frame

Channel section steel, double drop side
ralls, 2 cross members and central “X"
member )

1948 KELLER SUPER CHIEF
STATION WAGON

Body construction

Russell von Savers, The Grephic Automobile Studio

Wood and steel

Body style Four-door, 5-passenger front-engine, rear-
wheel-drive Station Wagon

SUSPENSION

Front Ind. single trailing arms, B. F. Goodrich
“Torsilastic” springs

Rear Rigid axle, semi-elliptic leaf springs, tubu-
lar hydraulic shock absorbers

- Tires 5.50 x 15, 4 ply
Wheels 5.0 x 15, stamped steel, 5-bolt

WEIGHTS AND MEASURES

Wheelbase 92.0in. %
Overall length 167.0 in. -
Overall height 60.0in.
Overall width 63.5in.
Front tread 50.0 in.
Rear tread 50.0 in.
Ground clearance 8.51In.
Dry welght 2250.0 ibs.
CAPACITIES
Crankcase 4.0 gqts. .
Cooling system 10.0 qgts.
Fuel tank 14.0 gal.
PERFORMANCE
Acceleration:

0-30 mph 5.8 sec.

0-40 mph 11.0 sec.

0-50 mph 17.8 sec,

0-60 mph 25.4 sec.

0-70 mph 34.3 sec.
Standing ¥ -mile 24.2 sec. at 58.5 mph
Top speed 75 mph
FUEL CONSUMPTION
City driving 23-25 mpg
Highway driving 27-29 mpg
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