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Your Ignition System

(and not just a bunch of separate parts)
by Bob Helt

What is a system? What is an ignition system? It isa
combination of parts designed to work together to accomplish
a single purpose. In this case, the purpose is to develop and
deliver a sufficient spark to each sparkplug to fully ignite the
combustible mixture within each cylinder at the precise
moment, on a repetitive basis. But why worry about the
individual component parts making up an ignition system? It
is because, to work correctly under all conditions, all of the
parts must be properly matched. Otherwise, there can be a
failure or breakdown when the system has to operate under
extreme conditions.

The stock Corvair ignition system was state of the art
back in the late 1950s, but many desirable upgrade features
are now available which will enhance the performance and
reliability of the stock system. Getting rid of the points by
using an electronic conversion kit (like a Pertronix Ignitor)
should be the first step, with a higher voltage coil of the
proper primary resistance an option. A truly electronic
ignition such as a High Energy Ignition (HEI) or capacitive
discharge (CD) unit is a further possibility, with an upgraded
HEI or Safeguard knock eliminator as further options,
especially for turbos. But whatever you do, please consider
the following recommendations.

The Corvair's ignition system consists of the
following components: First, there is the battery that supplies
the energy or current for operation. Next, there is the engine
and chassis wiring, including the ballast resistor, wires and
ignition switch. Then there is the distributor with either points
or electrical substitute, the method of activating these at the
correct moment, and both mechanical and vacuum advance
mechanisms. In addition, the distributor contains the rotor and
cap for distributing the spark to the appropriate high voltage
plug wire. Then there is the coil and high-voltage wires from
the coil to the distributor and from the distributor to each of
the spark plugs. Lastly, there are the spark plugs. So you can
see that there are many individual parts in the ignition system,
all of which must be properly matched and work correctly
under all conditions demanded of the system.

One of the problems with having the correct
operation under all conditions is often caused by use of
mismatched and/or low quality components. For example,
there are some inexpensive and substandard spark plug wires
that are not up to these demanding tasks. Low quality plug

wires may not deliver the necessary voltage to the plugs
when needed. In addition, these wires may deteriorate
rapidly over time and use, to a point where they are
marginal, working sometimes and not others. The factory
original, and most replacement, high-voltage plug wires are
seven millimeters in diameter. These provide enough
insulation for stock voltages, but any voltage upgrade will
probably exceed the insulation capabilities of cheapie
wires, causing misfiring and cross firing of the plugs.
Corvair specialty suppliers, such as The Source and
Silicone Wire Systems, utilize eight-millimeter spark plug
wires that offer better insulation and conductors than the
stock original equipment types.

Similarly, with a stock-type system, upgrading
only one component may not be of any benefit to the
system, and may actually cause problems. How can that be,
you might ask? Well consider the problem of changing the
stock coil to a 40,000-voit upgrade. It doesn't sound like a
problem does it? But what if the high-voltage terminals in
the distributor cap aren't insulated well enough to handle
this increased voltage or insure that the spark goes only to
the correct terminal? That is, what if there is a breakdown
and arcing within the distributor cap (or elsewhere) because
of this higher voltage? If that happens, there will be some
misfiring plugs then. Another example might be the
breakdown of the insulation on spark plug wires as a result
of a CD or HEI unit being installed.
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There are many other potential system failures due to
components that do not work well together, or correctly all the
time, within either the primary or secondary portions of the
ignition system. As they say about a chain being as strong as its
weakest link, so is the ignition fully functional only if all of its
parts are working correctly under all conditions. And while we
are speaking of ignition system conditions, let's remember that
the engine is continuously varying its requirements on the
ignition system. That is because the voltage and energy required
to produce a fat spark is not a constant, but varies with engine
conditions such as speed and load. An engine being operated
under a heavy load requires more of the ignition system, and high
engine mean less time for the ignition system to develop a
full-intensity spark. In addition, as already mentioned, time and
use tend to degrade all ignition components. So you want to start
with the best high-quality components available for overall
performance, long life and reliability.

It is with this understanding, that any upgrading to your
ignition system should be done on an overall system basis, so
that all components can be properly matched for performance
and reliability. If you install a high voltage coil or electronic
ignition, then you should consider upgrading the other key
components of the system. That means an upgraded distributor
cap with brass (not just aluminum) terminals and a brass-
reinforced center carbon terminal, manufactured from modern
materials that will not carbon track (i.e., arc), along with a
matching rotor. You also need high quality eight mm spark plug
wires, and correct heat range spark plugs with appropriately set
gaps. (Note that many Corvair vendors supply different types of
Corvair spark plugs to allow you to get those that exactly meet
your requirements.) Don't forget about using the cormrect spark
plug boots to prevent cooling air loss. High quality plug wires
will also contain boots made from upgraded materials for longer
service life (meaning that the boots don't harden prematurely).

Most original equipment type Corvair spark plugs have
a definite limitation on how large the gap can be set, typically
0.038" max. This is because of their construction preventing the
outside electrode from being set to open the gap more than this,
and still maintain a parallel configuration to the flat portion of the
center electrode (that is, where the outside electrode is
perpendicular to the axis of the center electrode). This is not so
much a problem with platinum plugs, but on the other, standard
plugs, when there is a large gap with the outside electrode not
being perpendicular to the axis of the center electrode, the spark
will jump at the shortest distance, which will be the edge of the
center electrode. This will cause the edge of the center electrode
to erode and recede, opening the gap still further. So if you intend
to increase plug gaps beyond stock settings, locate plugs having
the correct heat range that are capable of handling these larger
gaps, while still maintaining the above stated electrode
configuration. The Source is one vendor who can advise you, and
supply your needs.

To simplify your life, there are some Corvair specialty
parts suppliers who have done the engineering and testing work
for you in developing a total system. The Source is one of these
vendors. They have analyzed which components it will be
necessary to replace for specific ignition system applications and
upgrades, and have made kits of matched and compatible parts
available for each application at reasonable prices.

Keep Museum in Tucson

Tucked away in an old-fashioned dusty neighborhood in
the middle of Tucson lies one of Tucson's best kept secrets: The
Hubbard/Franklin Museum,

Seen by fewer than 5000 visitors a year, the museum
contains a very impressive collection of rare air-cooled Franklin
automobiles, the Alice H. Carpenter Collection of Native American
artifacts, southwestern art, paintings and furniture,

Tom Hubbard called the house "a treasure of Pueblo
architecture” and "of a good passive solar design."” Architectural
historians regard the environmentally constructed house as "an
excellent example of modern architecture of the time.. .reminiscent
of Spanish Colonial domestic design" and an historic asset in its
own right. Built in 1936 by Harvard educated architect William Y.
Peters, the house was acquired by the Hubbard family in 1946.

Before Tom Hubbard died in 1993, he set up an
endowment, known as the Thomas Hill Hubbard/H.H. Franklin
Foundation, to protect and maintain the house, the Alice H.
Carpenter Collection, the grounds, and the automobiles, for a very
long time into the future.

The museum today is facing a court challenge to prevent
its relocation to New York, and to remove the trustees that have
violated the Trust. Those trustees (6 of 7) had a court ordered
Temporary Restraining Order issued against them to prevent their
secret attempt to auction off the entire Alice H. Carpenter
Collection, a vital part of Tom Hubbard's Foundation.

On March 24th 2006, the one trustee objecting to the
move, and the original trustee picked by Tom Hubbard, was also
granted an injunction to temporarily stop the rest of the Board from
going ahead with plans to relocate in New York.

The fate of the museum, however, rests with the court's
interpretation of the instrument Hubbard created to pilot the
museum into the future. Your help is needed.

Mr. Hubbard's legacy belongs in Tucson, not in New
York.

Hubbard Trust Preservation Fund

An account has been opened at JP Morgan/Chase Bank
for donations for the preservation of Tom Hubbard's Museum and
collection of air-cooled Franklin's. The Tucson Corvair Association
was the first local car club to make a donation to the fund. It is
hoped that other car clubs will follow with similar donations.

Individuals are encouraged to make a donation too.
In the public interest of the community, and in honor of what Tom
Hubbard started in Tucson, please make your donation payable to
the Eric L. Hager Client Trust Account. Donations can be sent to
Chris Cunningham, 1026 5. Tth Avenue, Tucson, AZ 85701, or
Evie Lorenson, at 5529 W. Crimson Bluff, Tucson, AZ 85653,

This museum belongs in Tucson, not in New York.
Contrary to what the new executive director Dick Borges thinks,
Tucson does care a lot about the Hubbard/Franklin Museum and
what it represents (Tucson Losing Special Museum, Tucson Citizen,
2/2/06).

His trust should be served by a board that clearly
recognizes his bequest to the public, the limits of it, and be willing
to work to realize them. Trustees are to serve the trust; they are not
directors of an incorporated nonprofit that can make major policy
decisions at any time to suit their needs.

For more information, please call 520-670-9676.















