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RESTORATIONESSENTIALS
Factory-Correct Restoration Reference

1955 Ford Thunderbird Restoration Guide
Model Year 1955

Model Ford Thunderbird (two-seat convertible)

Platform Steel body on frame, 102-in wheelbase

Engine 292 Y-block V8 (193 hp man. / 198 hp auto)

Transmissions 3-speed manual / overdrive / Ford-O-Matic

Notable First year; 16,155 built; 6-volt electrics

Every specification in this guide was checked against factory literature, marque references, period road
tests, and documented survivor cars. Where sources disagree or the record is silent, this guide says so

rather than guessing.

Published by RestorationEssentials

Inside This Guide
The chapter order follows the RestorationEssentials house standard: history first, then year-specific identity, then
the technical chapters you will use at the car.

• Chapter 1: Ford and the Personal Car

• Chapter 2: What Makes 1955 Different
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• Chapter 3: VIN and Data-Plate Decoding

• Chapter 4: The 292: One Engine, Two Ratings

• Chapter 5: Transmissions and Rear Axle

• Chapter 6: Chassis, Brakes, Steering, and the 6-Volt System

• Chapter 7: Paint, Trim, and the First-Year Tops

• Chapter 8: Production Numbers and Rarity

• Chapter 9: Rust-Prone Areas and Inspection Guide

• Chapter 10: Restoration Sequence for the 1955 Thunderbird

• Chapter 11: Engine Specifications at a Glance

• Chapter 12: Options and Factory Details

• Chapter 13: Buyer Inspection Checklist

• Chapter 14: Casting Numbers and Date Codes

• Chapter 15: Reproduction vs. Original: Tells That Matter

• Chapter 16: Critical Fasteners: Sequence and Sources

• Chapter 17: Sources Consulted

• Chapter 18: Thank You

Chapter 1 — Ford and the Personal Car
Ford showed the Thunderbird at Detroit in February 1954 and put it on sale that October: a two-seat convertible
with a V8, a removable fiberglass hardtop, and every luxury cue Ford knew how to fit. Ford called it a personal
car, not a sports car, and the market heard it clearly — about 3,500 orders in the first ten days, against a planned
run of roughly ten thousand cars. Chevrolet's two-seat Corvette had a two-year head start and a six-cylinder
problem; Ford answered with a V8 and outsold it decisively. The 1955 is therefore the founding car of the breed,
and first-year details — six-volt electrics, 15-inch wheels, the bumper-exit exhaust — are exactly what its restorers
are paid to get right.

Chapter 2 — What Makes 1955 Different
• The clean original shape: no tailfins, small taillights, fender skirts standard, exhaust tips exiting through the

rear bumper guards.

• One engine only: the 292 Y-block. The 312 does not arrive until 1956, so a 312 in a '55 is a swap, not an
option.

• Six-volt electrics, positive ground. The switch to 12 volts comes for 1956.

• 15-inch wheels with 6.70-15 tires; the move to 14-inch wheels also waits for '57.

• The hardtop is plain: the porthole window that defines the later cars is a 1956 addition.

Production total: 16,155 cars at a $2,944 base price. Ford planned about 10,000 and built sixteen thousand
instead — the first year is not the rarest Little Bird, but it is the purest, and the market prices original, documented
first-year detailing accordingly.
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Chapter 3 — VIN and Data-Plate Decoding
The serial number opens with the engine letter. A documented early car reads P5FH100401: P for the 292
four-barrel engine, 5 for 1955, F for Dearborn assembly, H for the Thunderbird series, and the sequential number
— 100401, the 401st car of the run. On a 1955, the engine question is simple (292 only), so identification weight
shifts to the data plate: body 40A, then the color and trim codes. On the same documented car, color A is Raven
Black and trim A is the black-and-white interior, with a production code of 11K — October 11, 1954 — placing it in
the first weeks of production. Read and record the plate before anything else; early-car sequences (fall 1954
builds) carry their own premium, and the plate is the only thing that proves one.

Chapter 4 — The 292: One Engine, Two Ratings
Every 1955 Thunderbird left Dearborn with the 292-cubic-inch Y-block under the hood — a cast-iron OHV V8 with
a Holley four-barrel, hydraulic lifters, and five main bearings. Ford published 193 horsepower with the standard
3-speed manual and 198 with the Ford-O-Matic automatic; the difference is calibration, not hardware, and period
mileage claims centered on 18 mpg. Restore to the transmission's own tune: 'correcting' an automatic car to the
manual rating (or the reverse) is a modification, and this guide's position is that modifications get documented, not
disguised. The optional engine dress-up kit — polished aluminum valve covers among its pieces — is a factory
accessory, not standard trim.

Chapter 5 — Transmissions and Rear Axle
Three gearboxes: the standard 3-speed manual, the overdrive option, and the two-speed Ford-O-Matic automatic
that most surviving cars wear. Published data puts the rear axle at 3.31:1. As always, the stamps and codes are
recorded before anything comes out — on a 70-year-old car the transmission in the tunnel is evidence, and the
evidence gets photographed before it gets cleaned.

Chapter 6 — Chassis, Brakes, Steering, and the 6-Volt System
Underneath: coil-spring front suspension, leaf springs at the rear, four-wheel drum brakes (11-inch), and
worm-and-roller steering, with power steering and power brakes as factory options — sales paperwork on
documented cars prices power steering at $135, a reminder that 'most had it' is not the same as 'yours did.' The
electrical system is the year's signature: six volts, positive ground. Restoration doctrine is to restore it as built —
the 12-volt conversions common in the driver fleet are period-invisible and value-visible, and the choice belongs
on the build sheet either way. Lighting and charging hardware must match the system's polarity and voltage;
nothing about a 6-to-12-volt swap is bolt-in free, whatever the catalogs imply.

Chapter 7 — Paint, Trim, and the First-Year Tops
The removable fiberglass hardtop was standard equipment; the folding fabric top was the option, and many cars
carry both. There are no portholes in 1955 — plain panels, and a '55 wearing portholes has borrowed hardware.
Color and trim read off the data plate as letter codes (Chapter 3), and the two-tone interiors — black with white on
the documented car — are the year's visual signature. Trunk presentation matters at judging: vinyl mat, spare and
jack stowed as delivered.
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