WILLS SAINTE CLAIRE: A SHORT VERSION
By Steve White
In a recent Car of the Month story about My Love Affair With Dad’s Cars, I mentioned Dad’s own love
affair with an obscure marque from the 20s, the Wills Saint Claire. Dad’s appreciation of fine cars like the
Wills was inspired by his training as a mechanic-machinist at a very upscale garage where the service
staff was as picky as the clients. One day early in his training he reached for a pair of pliers to loosen a
nut, only to be told by his mentor that “we fire people for doing that.”
The Wills Sainte Claire was the creation of Childe Harold Wills. Wills had been a close associate of Henry
Ford since around the turn of the century and was responsible for many of Ford’s developments, among
which were the design and construction of Old 999, the record-setting race car that put Ford on the
map. As Ford’s Chief Engineer and Designer (and metallurgist), Wills promoted the use of vanadium
steel, which gets much of the credit for the endurance that made the Model T famous. And he designed
the planetary-type transmission used in the original Model A as well as the T. His artistic bent was
revealed with the design of the iconic Blue Oval-Ford signature emblem that has appeared on every Ford
for more than 100 years.
After many productive years at Ford, Wills left in 1918 to develop his own car using much of the fortune
he earned from Ford stock. For his factory, he settled on a site at Marysville on the Saint Clair River in
Michigan. There he built not only the factory, but a modern community to house his employees in a
pleasant environment that would complement his “Perfect Car.”
The first Wills Sainte Claire rolled off the assembly line as a 1921 model. To me its most remarkable
feature was its engine, said to be inspired by the Hispano-Suiza aircraft engine. It was a V8 with
overhead camshafts driven by vertical shafts with spiral bevel gears at either end. It produced 67
horsepower from its 265 cubic inches. This compared well to its peers, like the much larger and heavier
Packards, Cadillacs, and Pierce-Arrows. Wills wanted the perfect car, not the biggest. And one of his
goals was to save weight.
The wheelbase of the Wills was 121 inches (later lengthened to 127) and much use was made of
aluminum. The car weighed in at about 3100 pounds, more than 1000 pounds less than its rivals. Fine
finishing touches could be found everywhere, which gave a look of quality to match the reality. Wills
targeted a price range of about $3000, much less than the likes of the Packard Twin Six, which started at
$4850. Wills, carefully considering an appropriate mascot, was inspired by the geese that were a
frequent sight over the Michigan skies and settled on the Gray Goose as the car’s symbol.
The Perfect Car wasn’t without problems. One serious complaint concerned the difficulty of servicing
the internals of the V8 engine. This was the result of heads and block being cast as a single unit, which
made even valve grinds a major operation. Complaints were so strong that a new engine was deemed
necessary. This time Wills designed a fine 273 cubic inch, seven-main, in-line six, still with an overhead
cam and a vertical shaft with spiral bevel gears. Of course, this engine’s head was detachable from the
block. Even so, Wills continued producing the V8, at a cost of $300 more than the six. The six measured
up with performance that matched the V8, but without the service complaints.

Total production of Wills cars from 1921 through 1926 is said to be about 12,000, or an average of about
2,000 per year, so much lower than the 10,000 units projected in the original business plan. That
disappointing figure can be partially blamed on Mr. Wills, always the perfectionist, who often stopped
production to introduce improvements. The resulting financial losses doomed the company. Sadly, out
of the original 12,000 units, only about 80 Wills Sainte Claires are known to have survived.
AFTERWORD
In the early 30s, during the depression when old cars had lost most of their value, Dad was lucky enough
to own a Wills Sainte Claire V8 and a six at different times. Having worked on both types early in his
career, he knew all the tricks to service and maintain them. And his love for these cars never waned.
Later, in the early postwar years, Dad took me with him to enjoy the hunt inside nearby wrecking yards.
Fortunately, the war had not gobbled up all the good old iron. On one memorable occasion, we were
foraging through a wrecking yard in Marin County (Northern California) and ran across a most unlikely
find that earned Dad’s undivided attention: Two Wills Sainte Claires. I can’t recall whether he tried to
buy one or the other, but we did get some good photos. And just recently, I’ve been in touch with Terry
Ernest of the Wills Sainte Claire Museum in Marysville, Michigan, to exchange thoughts and obtain
information, without which this story would not have been possible.
More information is available via google.

Being early builds, which are likely V8s, are ready for delivery

The Wills Sainte Claire Museum in Marysville, Michigan. The red car in the background is a later model
as evidenced by the sleeker fender line

This factory photo shows a worker putting the finishing touches on a V8 crankcase. A close examination
reveals the V8s three main bearings. The six had seven mains.

These last 3 images are graciously shared from the Wills Sainte Claire Museum.

A family enjoying a Sunday drive in their early Wills touring car

This factory photo photo of an early Wills shows the body being lowered onto the chassis. Outside
coachbuilder provided the bodies.

C. H. Wills and wife, Mabel, on a Sunday drive in an early Ford.

This is a modern photo of a 1926 Wills Sainte Claire roadster. This later car would have the 127 inch
wheelbase, compared with 121 for the earlier models.

An early Wills roadster.

During the early postwar period, Gordon White enjoyed the hunt for interesting cars in old wrecking
yards. Son, Steve, accompanied him on these excursions. This Wills V8 chassis was found in a wrecking
yard near San Rafael, California. Note the overhead camshaft covers and the vertical cam drive housings
up front. The Hispano-Suiza aircraft engine employed a similar arrangement.

This early open Wills was found at the same wrecking yard where the V8 chassis was located. Note the
1941 license plate, which coincides with the last year before WWII salvage operations decimated the old
car population. How did this car escape the Grim Reaper?

