The Garage…

DETAILING YOUR ENGINE COMPARTMENT AND UNDERCARRIAGE

by Herb Scheffer

Clearwater, Florida

When looking at your beautiful classic after having been to a car show, aren’t you inclined to believe, “My car is every bit as good as all those other cars.”  Your paint and bodywork is probably first rate, your interior looks like it just came out of the factory, and you’ve spent a ton of money getting her looking this good.  Unfortunately, these aren’t the points that make the ultimate difference when your beauty is being judged against all those other wonderful cars.

You first must understand that it’s what is under the hood and undercarriage, and to a somewhat lesser extent the trunk that separates the winners from those who also ran.  If these areas look like 20 or 30 or 40 year old engine compartments and undercarriages that have had the last 10 years of dirt and grime removed, you’ve got your work cut out for you.  If the areas have been cleaned and then sprayed by a graffiti expert that covered everything including chipped paint, rust, hoses, wires, etc., you’ve really got your work cut out for you.  Remember, cleanliness is next to Godliness, especially if you’re a crazed enthusiast that also happens to be a judge.  For some reason, all crazed enthusiasts have this fetish that you should be able to eat off your engine compartment and undercarriage.  The goal is to get these areas looking as good as the body and interior.  If a judge walks up and sees a dirty or sloppily done engine compartment or undercarriage, you’re out of the running before he’s even started.

Now, before you throw your hands up in disgust, let me add a few words of encouragement.  These areas are not particularly difficult to do, and they are really the lowest cost way of picking up a considerable number of judging points.  You can expect to get filthy dirty, get completely grossed out, scrape knuckles, and wear out several wire brushes and putty knives.  To accomplish your task will take many days and/or weeks of degreasing, scraping, washing, wire brushing, sanding, priming and painting.  Parts will have to be removed, cleaned, stripped, painted and reinstalled.  Incorrect parts will have to be replaced or made to look like the original.  Care will have to be taken to do the very best job you can.  The work is anything but glamorous, but oh what a difference it makes in how your love of life presents itself.

What’s great about doing these two areas is that with a small amount of tools, a lot of care and commitment and enough time you can turn out a beautiful job.  Almost any paint and undercoating you need can be bought in spray cans.  You’ll need a wire brush for your drill and grinding wheel and several handheld big and toothbrush-sized wire brushes.  Steel wool, sandpaper: fine through coarse, masking tape, primer, engine cleaner.  Now have at it.  What’s so neat about products that are available today is that you can buy paints that look like cast iron, aluminum, natural metal, rubber coating, anodized coating and lots more.  It really makes the job a lot easier and the results are much more professional looking.

Now that you’ve succeeded in removing all those years of grease and grime it’s time to do the DETAILING.  Actually this process probably started the day you decided you had to own this 
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There were thousands of things that made you fall in love.  That’s what detailing really is.  It’s a desire to look at the smallest of all these thousands of DETAILS and make them appear as close to the original as a mere mortal can.  Take lots of pictures so you know how to put things back together.  Trust me, it’s far better than relying on your memory.  

HERE GOES:

The Undercarriage – This includes the floor pans, suspension, steering components, brake drums and lines, rear axle, sway bar, strut rods, springs, shocks, drive shaft, wheels, nuts, bolts, clamps, and brackets.  Starting to get the picture?  What areas were undercoated and what was the body color?  What color are the front-end parts and which nuts and bolts were painted as part of an assembly?  What parts were unpainted (left natural)?  Just being able to see these parts clean will answer a bunch of these questions.  A parts manual will help terrifically.  And yes, there are quite a few knowledgeable people that will be happy to fill in the blanks.  You can do them and yourself a favor by doing your research first and by having your questions organized before you contact them.

The Engine Compartment – Think about this:  if it looks right, it probably is.  Again, attention to DETAILS is a must.  It is all important.  Is the engine the CORRECT color?  Is the workmanship clean and neat or does it look like you painted it with your eyes closed?  Was time taken to clean and prepare the surfaces properly or was grease, rust, and chipped paint just painted over.  Are the spark plug wires, spark plugs, and distributor cap the proper ones for your year and model, or did they come from some discount parts store’s house brand?  Are the radiator hoses the proper molded ones or are they flexhose?  Are your heater hoses the proper colors?  What about the hose clamps?  Do you have the proper decals and markings on your engine and in your engine compartment?  Is your starter solenoid, starter, generator, and voltage regulator correct or do they say “Made in Hong Kong”?  Is the firewall, inner fenders, radiator, braces, brackets, linkages, etc. the right colors?  Is the wiring harness in good shape?  Are wires cracked or broken, with aftermarket connectors crimped on?  Is the tape wrapping that holds the wire bundles together neat and clean and fresh?  Are all the vacuum lines clean, neat and uncracked?  Are the battery and battery cables correct?  

Dizzy Yet?

Yes, it’s a ton of work, but the results are well worth the effort.  Besides, you don’t need to pay somebody to do this.  If you are willing to get dirty and are willing to do your research, you will get excellent results for a reasonable amount of money.  It will be your work and your victory.

