1955 PACKARD

The 1955 Packard listed at Number 36 of the 500 Packard Caribbeans produced in 1955.
The Serial Number on the car is 55881036.

The car was purchased from the American Citizens Packard Museum in Dayton Ohio
in December 2009 and was far from pristine condition, the primary desire to keep it
from being converted to a parts car. The vehicle was purchased because of its low
production number and the matching engine number.

Following purchase, the car was transported to Pennsylvania and underwent a frame
off restoration which took nearly seven years. The restoration plan was not to create a
show car but to restore the car to original condition with only such additions to allow it
to be operated on the highway safely. Any deviation from factory specifications, like
radial tires, halogen headlights, electronic ignition, MP3 player, were done to allow the
car to be returned to its show condition by restoring minor parts.

The engine and transmission were removed from the car and sent out for rebuilding to
factory specifications. The original 352 cubic inch engine was rated at 275 horsepower
and equipped with dual four barrel carburetors. Engine Rebuilding Specialty of
Johnstown Pennsylvania rebuilt and blue printed the engine with the only mechanical
modification being the installation of stainless value seats to deal with unleaded gas.

After the engine was rebuilt, it was fitted with new water and fuel pumps, rebuilt
carburetors, generator, and starter. The original distributor was upgraded with a
Petronix electronic ignition module and new coil.

The Ultramatic transmission was transported to Pat Aldrich, a noted Caribbean restorer
in Dayton, Ohio who rebuilt the transmission to factory specifications.

While the engine and transmission were being done, the body was removed from the
frame and the frame and suspension parts were sandblasted and painted with rust
resistant paint. The torsion level motor was inspected and the electric motor rebuilt
and new controls and solenoids were added. (This upgrade was done to overcome an
original weakness in the design which tended to fail due to corrosion). New shocks
absorbers were added at the four corners. The brake lines were upgraded to stainless
steel and the brake system was completely rebuilt with new wheel cylinders, shoes and
hardware from Kanters Automotive. A professionally rebuilt Tredlevac power braking
system was supplied by Max Merritt Packard Parts.



The fuel tank was removed, cleaned and coated on the interior and exterior and new
fuel tank gauge and fuel line was installed with an inline electric fuel pump for priming
the carbs after storage.

The torsion system was inspected and found to be in good condition and the power
steering pump cylinders and controls were rebuilt with new hoses.

The engine and transmission were installed with new motor mounts, fitted with
rechromed valve covers, refurbished bat wing air cleaners, new wires and stainless
steel exhaust system. The lines for a modern transmission cooler were fabricated for
final installation behind the grill to bypass the original trans cooler.

The body was stripped to bare metal and parts and repairs made as required before
spraying with urethane primer. The floor pan inside and out was cleared of rust and
painted with black rust resistant enamel before the body was installed on the frame.
The body panels were straightened and aligned after installation and then sprayed
with base coat and clear coat urethane enamel in the original factory colors - Jade,
Emerald, White Jade (Code MAC).

All interior and exterior chrome and stainless steel pieces amd emblems were either
replaced with new parts, restored or sent for chroming before installation. All rubber
gaskets and molding were replaced with new pieces from Steele Rubber.

The dash was removed and sent to be upholstered by Klass Collection in North
Carolina, which also supplied the correct pattern and colored leather and vinyl interior
components (Code 99). The interior was assembled and installed by J & ] Toppers in
Johnstown, Pennsylvania. The carpeting installed was not supplied by Klass
Collections but was secured in the original weave and pattern.

The ductwork and lines behind the dash were restored or replaced before the dash was
reinstalled with new gauges, rebuilt speedometer and rebuilt signal seeker radio and
speaker (since the original radio is an AM a 12v positive ground amplifier was installed
in the new glove box to allow an MP3 player. While the original radio worked and the
dual electric rear antennas worked when the car was first restored, I have not checked
either recently).

The headlights were upgraded to Sylvania Halogen units to improve night driving
capability and Coke American Classic radials were mounted on reproduction wire
wheels (with stainless spokes) for safety and ease of maintenace.



There are several additional items that deserve mentioning for making this Caribbean
stand out from most of those that exist, even those on the show circuit.

Convertible Top:

All Caribbean convertibles in 1955 were offered with only a white exterior color that
had an interior dyed to match the secondary color of the upholstery (Jade) color of the
tri-colored interior. According to Bill Hirsch Automotive, tops did not fit well. The
Caribbean was created from the 55 400 two door hardtop. The windshield height was
reduced by cutting down the original window posts after removing the top from the
400. The new windshield opening was created with heavy brass posts and top rail.
The cars always had a sealing issue and severe shrinking. When the factory available
tops disappeared within a few years after Packard closed, most replacement tops
offered are white exterior pinpoint vinyl with the interior of either black or tan.

Those seeking to create a top replicating the original color match have resorted to
having a thin fabric liner sewed to the replacement top. When latched in the closed
position, it looks like a fabric headliner. For appearance sake, this is fine but it is not
original and it makes the lowering of the top problematic due to the excess material.
This may pose no problem for a show car, but those who prefer to drive the cars with
the top lowered have been relegated to a black/tan interior.

This car had a custom built top created by Superior Tops from a pinpoint vinyl to
which we sprayed a color matching water base dye before the actual top was
constructed. This affords something close to the original but a tight fitting top that
can be raised and lowered. A new pump, hoses and cylinders from Hydro Electric
were installed with the installation.

IMPROVED BRAKING SYSTEM

I am not a fan of the braking systems offered on the 55 Caribbean due to the single line
master cylinder common to all major brakes of this era. A broken brake hose or failed
line can lead to complete brake failure without warning. The Caribbean exacerbated
this issue by having the Bendix Tredlevac power braking unit located under the
floorboard rather than on the firewall. It is in a tight location that is impossible to see
and difficult to access. There is no way to even check the level of the brake fluid. Since
the brake pedal of the car lacks sufficient ratio to allow the car to be stopped by manual
operation of the pedal, if the power brake unit fails, the single line risk is increased.



In 2022, with less that 600 miles of use on the car, I opted to have the entire braking
system redone by a few people who still understand these cars. All the brake shoes,
wheel cylinders and springs were pulled and replaced. The Tredlevac unit was rebuilt
by a protege of Ross Miller and the car transported 180 miles to Ross’ garage for final
adjustments. During the overhaul, a remote filler was installed on the firewall with a
translucent housing that allows brake level fluid to be observed and added if necessary.
This is not a cure, but it makes me feel more secure to know the fluid level.

With the brake overhaul, I finally opted to replace the three pronged brake light switch
with a remote unit that allows use of a readily available two prong unit (VW).

The original switch not only controls the brake lights but affords power to the torsion
level motor. When the switch fails, the taillights stay lit and the torsion suspension
does not operate. The original switches are becoming hard to find, cost mearly $100.00
and fail regularly. If someone wants to go back to original, it is a simple conversion.



