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Inside the Cover: LaSalle

By Mert Fowlkes

The LaSalle automobile was introduced by
General Motors in 1927 as a companion car
to the Cadillac, which was GM's luxury mar-
gue. It was intended to bridge the gap be-
tween Cadillac and Buick. The LaSalle was
designed by the renowned stylist Harley
Earl, and it is considered to be the first
mass-produced car in America designed by
a stylist rather than an engineer.

It was a very popular car for most of its 14-
year life span due to its attractive, unique

styling, its Cadillac-inspired engineering
features, and its competitive pricing. Its
chief competitors in its later years were the
Packard 120, the Lincoln Zephyr, and, sur-
prisingly, Cadillac itself. One of the reasons
for LaSalle's discontinuation at the end of
the 1940 model year was that it took more
sales from Cadillac than from Packard or
Lincoln. In fact, for 11 of the 14 years that
LaSalle was produced, it outsold Cadillac V-
8s, so in 1941, Cadillac created a new Se-
ries 61 model at LaSalle prices, and sales
soared. LaSalle annual production ranged
from a high of 32,000 in 1937 to a low of
3,386 in 1932, and its second highest year
was its last: 24,130 in 1940.

LaSalles are considered to be very collecti-

2

- The Elegant Orphan

ble today because of their styling, rarity, and
exceptional roadworthiness, especially the
later models. All LaSalles are recognized as
Classic Vehicles by AACA. Ironically, two of
the car's virtues actually caused it to disap-
pear from the American road earlier than it
normally would have. First, because they
were so rugged and reliable, many of them
were modified into small trucks during their
later years, especially during World War |,
when gasoline rationing made it harder to
obtain fuel for cars than for trucks. And sec-
ondly, the transmission was so rugged,
compact, reliable and fast shifting, it be-
came a hot-rodder's favorite for use in other
cars. Many a tired LaSalle was rendered in-
operable when its transmission was re-
moved.

| have a 1939 LaSalle Model 5019, four-
door sedan, which | have enjoyed for 48

years. | found it in a backyard somewhere
in Chesterfield County, and the man that |
bought it from said he was the second
owner. My car was shipped new via New
York Central Railroad from Detroit on May
25, 1939, to the Jones Motor Car Company
on Broad Street. It cost the dealer
$1033.74, but | don't know what it sold for,
or who the first owner was. When | got it in
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1968, the car had been resting in weeds for
two years, with flat tires, some broken
glass, and lots of mouse "deposits," but ab-
solutely nothing was missing. As a newly-
wed with very limited funds and equally lim-
ited mechanical skills, | tinkered with the car
in a rented garage for several months be-
fore | got it to run and drive. It has a flat-
head V-8 engine with 322 ci displacement,
rated at 125 hp. The only options on my car
are a heater, deluxe banjo-style steering
wheel, running boards (a no-cost option),
and whitewall tires.

It was elegant in its day, but very Spartan
by today's standards!



