








David Buick as he appeared in 1924.

built at the Buick Auto-Vim and
Power Company. Considering Marr's
previous experience with ohv, he
may well have suggested the design
to David Buick as a way to improve
on Buick’s L-head stationary engines.
The problem here is that Marr did
not file a patent application for the
ohv engine he designed for the 1899
motor tricycle, notwithstanding the
fact that he may not have been re-
sponsible for the later ohv work done
at the Buick shop in Detroit.

But this still leaves the question as
to just who should get credit for the
bulk of the work done on the first
Buick ohv design. The answer would
solve the only remaining part of the
ohv puzzle. Eugene Richard has al-
ways been a strong candidate for the
honor because of his patent. Richard
also worked at Buick for a time after
the company moved to Flint and be-
gan building automobiles there. But
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he was never interviewed or quoted
in the press.

Today, Richard’s youngest son,
Eugene D. Richard, now 81, remem-
bers having once asked his father if
he had indeed invented ohv. Richard
responded testily that he could not
understand why “everyone was so in-
terested in that”; he went on to say
that the design had first been in-
vented in Europe and that he had
just “applied it to a Buick engine.”
Richard’s irritation with his son’s
question would indicate that ques-
tions about ohv have persisted for a
long long time.

And what about David Buick? He
was, after all, the owner of the Buick
Motor Company and the man Marr
and Richard both took direction from.

An historical reference that gives
David Buick some of the credit has
only recently been discovered in the
personal papers of John Carton. On
May 7, 1906, Durant wrote an enthu-
siastic letter seeking stock subscrip-
tions for a new motor car company he
wanted to form. In the early para-
graphs, Durant reviewed some of the
reasons for Buick's strong growth. He
then went on to praise the Buick en-
gine by saying, “Our motor (the high-
est powered engine in the work size
of cylinders [displacement] consid-
ered) is conceded by all gas engine
experts to be one of the greatest im-
provements in gas engine practice
ever designed.” In the final para-
graphs, Durant wrote brief remarks
listing the qualifications of the direc-
tors of the Buick Motor Company. He
had this to say about David Buick.
“Mr. D.D. Buick is a gas engine ex-
pert and is very largely responsible

for the creation of the marvelous mo-
tor which bears his name. Mr. Buick
is under contract with this company
for a term of years, as is his associ-
ate, Mr. W. L. Marr, equally well
known and talented.” Durant's re-
marks represent the oldest contem-
porary credit for ohv at Buick that can
be documented.

The letter says something else
here that is very interesting. Instead
of referring to the “marvelous car
which bears his name,” Durant refers
to its “marvelous motor.” Instead of
placing the major emphasis on the
Buick car being sold by his company,
Durant placed his emphasis on its
engine. A car could be built and sold
by anyone. But only one manufac-
turer, Buick, could build and sell a
car with a more powerful and a more
efficient engine, protected by a US.
Government patent. From his very
first days with the company, Durant
realized where the real market value
lay with the Buick automobile.

To say the least, these are highly
unusual circumstances. Because of
his patent, it is easy to see why
Eugene Richard has since been cred-
ited with the first use of ohv, both
here in the United States and on a
Buick engine. Successful work on an
ohv design is known to have been
completed in Europe, prior to Marr's
accomplishments.

Taking Durant’s comments into ac-
count, Richard may well have worked
with David Buick to design and build
an ohv engine, with Buick directing
the work. When the engine was far
enough along to apply for a patent,
Buick had Richard complete the ap-
plication in Richard’'s name. It would

not have seemed important at the
time to have put it in Buick's name.
After all, what difference did it make?
Buick then believed that ohv was
nothing more than a design feature
that would make it easier to manu-
facture and repair his stationary en-
gines. And when the patent was
eventually issued, Buick knew that
the rights would be assigned to his
company. However, with some histor-
ical speculation, things get very inter-
esting at this point.

If the patent for ohv had instead
been issued in David Buick's name,
and then not later reassigned by him
to a Buick Motor Company controlled
by Durant, then instead of dying in
poverty, David Buick could have
been wealthy beyond his wildest
dreams. It may well have been
Durant’s concern with a possible le-
gal challenge from Buick over the
right to use ohv that caused him to
have the Marr agreement worded in
the manner that it was.

History sometimes works in strange
ways. These events, coming as they
did at a time when the automobile
industry was so young, brought a new
engine and a new automobile into
the American marketplace. They also
had a direct bearing on the formation
and success of General Motors and
are virtually without precedent.

To date, only one of the early
(1899-1904) Buick stationary engines
is known to exist. An ohv example
built in Flint is now located at the
Pioneer Village Museum in Minden,
Nebraska. None of the L-head ver-
sions is known to have survived. Why
only one engine has survived is not
known. There is an historical refer-

39



ence to a large number of orders that
were placed with Buick for engines to
be built in Detroit before the com-
pany moved to Flint. Since stationary
engines were made in both Detroit
and Flint, it would seem only logical
that they would have been made in
some volume. Perhaps someday we
will find another engine stored away
somewhere. It would also be inter-
esting to see an early engine built by
the Buffalo Gasolene Engine
Company.

Take a hard look at what is pre-
sented here and blow the cobwebs
away from overhead valves for your-
self. The time has finally come when
the historians and scribes of automo-
tive history can look at the Buick ohv
engine in a new light. It was an en-
gine David Buick was “very largely
responsible for the creation of,” it
was patented by Eugene Richard,
and it made use of a feature first
used here and called the “valve-in-
head” by Walter Marr. And in the fi-
nal analysis, no matter who did what,
on the day that first ohv engine sput-
tered to life, automotive history was
changed forever. It was an engine
that jump-started an empire.
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REPRODUCTIONS BY DENNIS

Have We GI Ford
Plastic Knobs For You. .

CARPENTER FOR FORD PRODUCTS

FITS RIGHT * LASTS LONGER

MADE RIGHT N

Our business was founded on plastic knobs
some 20 years ago when we made them for
a '40 Ford restoration. Now we produce
knobs for every type of Ford, ‘32 up to the
sixties, in the exact shapes and correct
colors as original equipment. You are
assured of the finest quality possible at
affordable prices. Call or write for a catalog.
State year and model. Enclose $3.00.
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Dash elements are a specialty with us. Here,
Dennis Carpenter examines '40 Ford Deluxe
dash instrument panels. Panels are also
available for Ford cars 1941/48 in which
plastic was a prominent feature on the
instrument panel. Colors and shapes are
exact to original.
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We Ship COD (Cash Only) or order by
MasterCharge. Visa, American Express
or Discovery
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Helping You Make Your Ford 7 Big Winner. . .Is Our No. 1 Joh!
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704-786-8139
FAX: 704-786-8180

P.O. Box 26398

Charlotte, NC 28221
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