“It’s a catastrophic blunder. Ford made an
extremely irresponsible decision when they placed
such a weak tank in such a soft rear end. It’s
almost designed to blow up--premeditated.”
Safety Expert Byron Bloch, as quoted in “Pinto
Madness,” by Mark Dowie. Mother Jones Magazine,
Sept./Oct. 1977.
The purpose of this work is to serve as an
introduction to the Ford Pinto--the conception,
the shortcomings, and the legacy it holds for us
today. I am not trying to create a feature-film
pitch or an entire graphic novel; rather, I simply
want to lend some clarity to something which the
passage of time has muddled.
Some might find comics to be a poor choice of medium
to tell such an ultimately tragic tale. They might
view the anthropomorphizing of “Phoenix” as even
more unsettling. Let me emphasize that I don’t do
these things to make light of the situation--they
only exist to make the story (and the information
received) more interesting and thus more easily
acquired. It is my hope that this Work will be of
use to people who might otherwise be uninterested
in the topic and who wouldn’t seek out a 200-page
book of the same nature.
This brings up an important point: I strove in
every instance to make this the most factual, trueto-events story that I could, within reason. Most
of the quoted dialogue has been taken from that
specific person who is saying it (and though the
scene might be different, I tried to present the
speech in context). If I found good material that
didn’t have a name attached, I invented a character
to fit the situation.
I was so concerned with accuracy that in several
instances, facts eclipsed storytelling zest as the
most important element, as I believe it should in
this type of work. Realizing the story was still
important, though, I tried to utilize any vehicle
I could to propel the narrative along. This is just
a really long way of explaining that, because the
subject matter would be quite arduous otherwise,
some added fantastical elements should help in
transmitting the facts to a wider audience. (I by
no means invented this concept; a successful example is the children’s show The Magic School Bus.
In fact, fantastic/factual juxtapositions can be
found in most any children’s show worth watching.)
I had heard of the Ford Pinto’s story before, but
didn’t learn any facts until I read a book called
The Gift, by Lewis Hyde. I couldn’t believe that
this was my first “real” exposure to the topic.
What’s more, I realized that no one I spoke to (at
least of my generation) was aware of it, either.
It was then that I decided to make this MY project,
in efforts to better educate myself and others.
In the course of my research, I learned that much
of the public’s knowledge on the Pinto controversy
was wrong; for instance, five to six hundred people
did not die as a result of Ford’s wrongdoing, as

both Lewis Hyde and Mark Dowie mistakenly claim.
(The former gleaned this information from the
latter’s prominent Mother Jones article. At the
time The Gift was written, this was the main source
available.) From the media’s point of view, more
fatalities make for a more exciting story. But
as I was trying to present a factual account, I
couldn’t afford myself this luxury. The luxury I
did have was time--he passage of time since these
incidents took place has allowed new details to
come to light, details that were not available to
Mr. Dowie at the initial publication of his story.
Please note that this work is not a complete
retelling of everything having to do with the
Pinto. The criminal trial itself is the subject
of at least two dense books, and countless other
writings have been generated on the subject. (The
aforementioned criminal trial is often referred to
in legal texts, mostly for academic purposes, as
well as in documents pertaining to tort law.
I would assume it could be a popular topic in
engineering texts as well.)
I heartily encourage the reader to seek out
other, more detailed sources of information on
the Pinto, if this story piques interest. Such
research will no doubt make one aware of similar
cases or corporate skulduggery. (Fuel tank placement on 1980s Chevrolet trucks comes to mind.) The
worst part of this whole mess is that the lack of
scruples on display here is not an exclusive
happening, and it is not exclusive to Ford!
The claim has been made that, “because of the
negative publicity of the case and the charges of
corporate crime and ethical deviance, the conduct
of manufacturing businesses was altered, probably
forever.”1 I would like to believe this statement,
though I fear that history is already proving it
wrong.
A recent example of this involves Toyota. Their
problem in which cars would automatically accelerate has been highly publicized. Much like Ford,
Toyota at first shifted blame, citing “mechanical
causes or drivers pressing the wring pedal.”2
Further investigation, however, prompted Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood to announce that “the
government is seeking to impose the largest fine
ever imposed on a carmaker--$16.4 million--against
Toyota for having hidden what it knew about sudden
acceleration defects from U.S. regulators and car
drivers.” La Hood also claimed that Toyota
“knowingly hid a dangerous defect for months from
U.S. officials and did not take action to protect
millions of drivers and their families.”3 The
result of this? The NHTSA claims that “at least 52
people have been killed in crashes linked to
Toyota’s acceleration problems.”4 It is my fervent
hope that through self-education, the automobile
manufacturers of tomorrow will be of a stronger
moral fiber than those of yesterday and today.
We shall see.
ADAM WHITTIER.

Phoenix: an early Ford Pinto, and the
main character of this story. “Phoenix”
was the Pinto’s codename while it was in
development.
Edsel: a cantankerous older car that
gives Phoenix advice. The Ford Edsel
(1958-1960) was an experimental new
marque developed by Ford in the late
1950s. Though it was reviled when it
first came out, history has since vindicated the Edsel (it is now a highly
sought-after collector car).
Harley Copp: a Ford engineer in charge
of the crash-testing program.
Henry Ford II: grandson of Henry Ford
and son of Edsel Ford, he is Chairman and
CEO at the time these events took place.
Lee Iacocca: Vice President of Ford.
During the timespan of this story, he
was promoted to President. Later, he became the President and CEO of Chrysler.
The Pinto was known as “Lee’s Car.”
Lou Tubben: a popular engineer at Ford,
who was very concerned about safety.
Herbert Misch: Vice President of Safety
Engineering at Ford. Appeared on the 60
Minutes interview with Mike Wallace.
Mike Wallace: Longtime 60 Minutes
correspondent, who hosted the segment
“How Safe is Your Car?” It originally
aired on June 11, 1978.
Mark Dowie: While he isn’t an active
character in this story, Dowie was the
reporter for Mother Jones who penned the
article “Pinto Madness.” It was this
article that first led to the NHTSA
investigations.
John Versace: Executive Safety Engineer
at Ford’s Safety Research Center. He
appears only once.
Frank:

a

fictitious

executive

of

the

NHTSA. In this story, he is the liaison
between the Feds and Ford Motor Company.
Al Slechler: An executive from Ford’s
D.C. office.
Randall: a fictitious Ford engineer.
Lilly Gray: a California woman who bought
a 1972 Ford Pinto. That same year she
was involved in an accident in which
her Pinto caught on fire, after it was
rear-ended. She died shortly after the
crash, but her neighbor Richard Grimshaw
survived.
Richard Grimshaw: Lily Gray’s neighbor.
He was in the accident with her, and
managed to survive, albeit with grievous
injuries. In the ensuing Grimshaw case,
Ford Motor Company was fined $125 million
dollars, in punitive damages, the largest sum levied on a corporation at that
time (later reduced to $3.5 million).
Dave: an engineer from Dynamic science,
which was subcontracted by the NHTSA
to perform a variety of rear-end crash
tests.
OTHER ENTITIES
NHTSA: the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration, which falls under
the control of the Department of
Transportation (DOT).
Mercury Capri: A European Ford that sold
well in America too. Like the Rover, it
had the fuel tank over the rear axle,
which is a very safe design that Ford
patented well before the Pinto was
designed.
The Competition: each new scene begins
with a header panel, with a Ford Pinto and the title of that scene. Pages
that are not new scenes have a parade of
cars in that header panel; a Pinto, and
the Pinto’s competition. (Left to right:
Chevy Vega, AMC Gremlin, VW Beetle, and
Toyota Corolla.)
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If one begins to research the Ford
Pinto, one of the first things that will
be seen is the document to the right.
It’s the same document cited in “Pinto
Madness,” (and subsequently in many other sources). The claim being made often
goes something like this: Ford authored
a secret document, which details just
how much money they would save if the
Pinto’s defectiveness went unresolved.
The document goes on to evaluate the cost
of a human life to society: $200,000 (in
1970s dollars). That a corporation would
put a monetary amount on a human life
seems outrageous and callous to most
decent people, and it should.
The problem is that this document has
nothing to do with the Pinto’s fuel-tank
problem specifically. It actually has
nothing to do with rear-end crashworthiness at all--it deals with accidents in
which a car rolls over (and subsequently
leaks fuel). Furthermore, the document
was not authored by Ford; it was an
industry-wide memo pertaining to all
makes and models, and it was issued by
the NHTSA.
This kind of cost-benefit analysis is
certainly used by the auto industry. (If
Ford didn’t do a slipshod job on the
Pinto because of cost, then for what
reason?) My point is just in reference
to the one specific document often being
used incorrectly.
The NHTSA authored this memo, but a few
sources claim that they were pressured
to do so by auto manufacturers.
Standardizing costs across the board
would allow corporations to more easily
make cost-benefit analyses, which is
an accepted form of decision making in
many businesses (and in law, too).
Considering Ford’s track record in lobbying against Standard 301, this seems
highly plausible--though I cannot verify
it for sure.
Whether or not lobbying had a starring
role, the document was produced by the
federal government, not a corporation.

This an important point to realize.
Though in the story I portray the NHTSA
as “the good guys,” their hands are not
entirely clean. They, like other government agencies, can and do fall prey to
corporate lobbying. After all, Ford
successfully delayed Standard 301 for
eight years. One might argue that the
NHTSA (and DOT) allowed themselves to be
taken in by falling prey to special
interests for such a long period of
time. A government body should be led
by public needs and desires, but should
that extend to corporations? What about
smaller businesses (which are made up
of citizens)? It’s hard to draw such a
line in the sand, and such questions are
beyond the scope of this work. Nevertheless, it’s important to be thinking
about these things, because they continue to have an impact on our lives--in
some cases, even deciding what our lives
may be worth.

1:4 The Volkswagen Beetle and Toyota
Corolla were both selling well, and Ford
didn’t have a car to directly compete
with them. The development of the Pinto
was rushed because Ford wanted to close
that gap as quickly as possible.
2:3 Lee Iacocca is quoted saying this
multiple times. Competition among car
companies is rabid, and performance,
styling, etc. are what people pay the
most attention to. If there had been a
huge public rallying cry for safer cars
at the time of the Pinto’s development,
I think it would have been safer. Should
Ford have neglected safety as egregiously as they did? Of course not, but companies DO react to what people want. The
public keeps companies informed through
their purchasing power.
4:2 The Pinto and the Corolla were
similarly sized, so that’s what I drew.
The larger car is a 1965 Ford Galaxie,
also an educated guess.
5:3 “Behind the differential” was not an
uncommon place to strap a fuel tank,
but other cars that did so (like the
Corolla) had at least some frame between
the tank and the outside world.
5:6 This is another of Lee’s favorite
sayings.
6:4 Thanks to Jason Lutes, who suggested
that the Pinto talk.
9:3 Ford indeed had a patent for a very
safe, saddle-type tank that fit over the
differential. But it did decrease cargo
space significantly, which is why they
didn’t use it. Cargo space is certainly considered when one is choosing a
vehicle. A larger trunk than a Bug would
definitely be a bonus.
9:4 I’m not sure if Harley Copp actually
said this. But he had spent a significant amount of time in England designing
Ford cars for the British market, and so
should know as much as anybody.

9:7 “Tooling” refers to the machinery
used to build cars in a factory. The
machines must be set up (tooled) to
fabricate a specific fender, door, etc.
This apparently takes time and is usually done after the design is set. But
because of the Pinto’s rushed time
frame, “some of these usually sequential
processes were executed in parallel.”
10:1 I do not know the name of Mr. Gray.
10:5 This is a drawing of an actual ad. To the best of my knowledge, it
was the first magazine ad for the Pinto,
appearing in LIFE on September 25, 1970.
This is one of the only times in the
story that I present information out of
chronological order.
11:1 Compact-car
penny.

buyers

watch

every

11:5 FMVSS: Federal Motor Vehicle Safety
Standard.
12:1 Henry Ford II, Lee Iacocca, Mike
Wallace, and Herbert Misch were the only
characters I could find photo references
for.
12:5 Lee didn’t say this, but he needed
to set up HF II for the quote on 12:6.
14:3 This information (from Dowie) had
the year at 1972--the NHTSA had been
analyzing for four years, and 9,000
people burned to death. But in order to
fit chronologically, I had to place this
scene in 1970 (and therefore divide the
figures in half).
14:5 Same idea (10 million).
17:2 The price for a differential shield
was listed at 44 cents for nylon, 22
cents for polyethylene, and $2.35 per
car. This is the only plastic shield/
baffle mentioned until the NHTSA crash
tests (24:2), when it is revealed a
shield costing $1 was installed on the
1977 model.
Please turn to the next page.

This is the price quoted by Mark Dowie
and others, so it’s the price I went
with. The shield I drew is the one
installed during the recall that (presumably) cost $1. I don’t know what any
of the parts the engineers showed looked
like (16:5 to 17:2), and I don’t know
if those shields are the same as the
recall shield, or not. This was a very
troubling point to research.
18:1 and 18:2 This scene did not happen
on May 19; it was probably six to nine
months previous.
18:3 to 19:4
respectful.

I

hope

this

scene

is

19:3 The other car was a 1962 Galaxie.
19:4 and 19:5 Steve Bissette suggested
these shots.

flaws; the faults cited in the sketch are
certainly in keeping with other sources.
25:1 The other man is John Versace,
Executive Safety Engineer at Ford’s
Safety Research Center.
25:4 People here: Mr. Gray, Dave, Frank,
and Lee.
26:3 Reduced to $3.5 million.
26:6 I think any rational person would
have had misgivings at this point.
27:1 to 27:6 I used Randall; quote was
anonymous.
29:1 Standard 301 had been passed the
previous year (see 24:2), but Ford’s
only obligation was to meet the standard
after it passed.

23:2 On this date, the NHTSA issued
a “Request for Proposals,” in order
to subcontract someone to “perform a
series
of
staged
vehicle-to-vehicle
crash tests at moderate speeds. The
program was designed to to generate
data and to document the results of
specified rear impact collisions under
actual driving conditions.”

29:4 Layout: thanks to Steve Bissette.

23:6 This is one of the tactics used to
stall FMVSS 301.

32:4 Lee did have a hand in some good
cars at Ford (the Mustang, for instance).
In my opinion, Ford did such a slaptogether job designing the Pinto mostly
because its purpose was to be a cheap
car. People who bought Mustangs weren’t
looking at the bottom dollar like people
buying Pintos were, so Ford didn’t have
to watch its margins as carefully. That
(plus the rushed timetable) was to be the
Pinto’s downfall. It’s also important to
note that competition among compact cars
was much more aggressive than with the
Mustang. I’m NOT trying to vindicate Ford
here at all; but from their perspective,
being cheapskates during the Pinto’s
development was a necessity. But they
made the choice to work with extremes,
and it cost their customers dearly.

24:1 The car pictured here is a Chevy
Impala.
24:2 Standard 301 was instituted in 1977.
24:3 The full list of cars tested:
- 11 Full size vehicles/Pinto tests
- 1 Pinto/fixed barrier test
- 5 Full size vehicle/Vega tests
- 1 Vega/fixed barrier test
- 1 Full size vehicle test
- 19 Total tests
24:5 This is based on a sketch credited to Byron Bloch, a safety expert.
Bloch was well aware of the Pinto’s

31:1 Lee was fired a month after the board
meeting.
32:1 I could’ve done a whole book on the
Ulrich trial alone. But due to space,
I chose to focus more on the technical
side of things inside Ford.

General Sources
A.) Birsch, Douglas, and John H. Fielder, eds. The Ford Pinto Case: A
Study in Applied Ethics, Business, and Technology. New York:
State University of New York, 1994. Print.
B.) Strobel, Lee Patrick. Reckless Homicide? Ford’s Pinto Trial.
And Books, 1980. Print.
C.) Schwartz, Gary T. “The Myth of the Ford Pinto Case.” Rutgers School of
Law. Newark. 14 November 1990. Lecture (Pfizer Distinguished Visitors’
series). Reprinted in Rutgers Law Review. HeinOnline. 1016+. Web.
D.) Dowie, Mark. “Pinto Madness.” Mother Jones. Sept./Oct. 1977. Print.
Appendix I Sources
Document reprinted from Source A, 28. Source C, 1021-23.
Crash-Test Video Source
CarPro1993. “1971 Chevrolet Impala Vs. 1972 Ford Pinto Full-Rear Impact
(Legendary Crash Test!).” YouTube, 3 July 2011. 1:45-minute duration.
Author’s Note Sources (Endnotes)
1

Gioia, Dennis A. “Pinto Fires and Personal Ethics: A Script Analysis of Missed
Opportunities.” Excerpt from Source A. 105.

2 & 4

“Drivers Complain that Toyota’s repairs in recall didn’t work.” Associated
Press. The Taunton Gazette. 2010. Print.

Schram, Martin. “Feds finally wise up and crack down on Toyota.” Scripps Howard
News Service. 8 April 2010. Web.
20. Source B, 88.
Sources per Panel:Page
21:5. Source A, c.105.
23:2. Source B, 88.
2. Source D.
23 to 24. Source A, 82-92.
3-5. Source B, 80.
24:2. Source D.
7:2. Source D.
25:1&2. Source A, 33.
9:3. Source B, 79.
25:3&4. Source C, 1016-36.
9:7. Source A, 100.
26. Source D.
11:5. Source B, 83.
26:3. Source C, 1016.
12. Source D.
27. Source D.
13:1 to 15. Source D.
28. Source A, 77-93.
14:3. Source D.
29:1&2. Source C, 1019, -42, -45, -61.
15. Source D.
29:4. Source D.
15:3. Source A, 103.
30:1&2. Source C, 1035-6.
18:1. Source B, 88.
30:3-6. Source C, 1045.
18:3 to 19:4. Source C, 1016.
32:1&2. Source C, 1017.
3

