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Key specifications at a glance

Engine LS5 454: 365 gross hp @ 4,800 rpm, 465 gross Ib-ft @ 3,200
rpm. Net: 285 hp @ 4,000 rpm, 390 Ib-ft @ 3,200 rpm.

Displacement 454 cu in (7.4 L). Bore x stroke 4.25 in x 4.00 in.

Compression 8.5:1 (reduced from 10.25:1 for low-lead fuel).

Carburetion Rochester Quadrajet 4-barrel on cast-iron intake.

Transmissions Muncie M22 heavy-duty 4-speed or M40 TH400 3-speed
automatic; both optional, neither standard.

Rear axle 12-bolt standard, 3.31:1 gears; Positraction optional.

Production 9,502 SS 454-equipped Chevelles (of 19,293 total
SS-optioned).

Key option codes Z15 SS Equipment; LS5 454; ZL2 cowl induction; F41
suspension.

VIN 13-character format, e.g. 136371R121242. No engine code in
the VIN.

Every specification in this guide was checked against factory literature, marque references, and documented
survivor cars before publication. Where a number could not be verified, it was left out rather than guessed.
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How to use this guide: work the authentication chapter before you buy or restore. Decode the VIN, the
Fisher cowl tag, and the engine stamp first; they decide what the car is allowed to be. The technical
chapters that follow give you the factory-correct targets to restore toward.
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1. Chevrolet: the company behind the car

Chevrolet was founded in 1911 by race driver Louis Chevrolet and General Motors founder William
C. Durant, and Durant folded the brand back into General Motors in 1918. By the early 1970s
Chevrolet was the volume heart of GM, and its performance reputation rested on the Mark IV
big-block, introduced for 1965 as the 396 and enlarged through 427 to the 454 that debuted in 1970,
the largest displacement ever installed in a regular-production Chevrolet passenger car.

But 1971 was the year the rules changed underneath the muscle car. General Motors mandated that
all 1971 engines run on low-lead, low-octane fuel, which forced compression ratios down across the
board: the 454 dropped from 10.25:1 to 8.5:1. At the same time the industry began publishing both
gross and net horsepower ratings in preparation for the 1972 switch to net-only advertising, so 1971
brochures show two numbers for every engine. The muscle era did not end with a single decision; it
was squeezed between fuel chemistry on one side and insurance and emissions pressure on the
other, and the 1971 Chevelle SS 454 is the first car in this line to show both squeezes.

This guide covers the 1971 Chevelle SS 454: the single 454 engine offered that year, the equipment
package that surrounded it, and how to tell a real one from the many cars dressed to look like one.

2. The Chevelle SS story

The Chevelle debuted for 1964 as Chevrolet's intermediate, with a Super Sport option available from
the start. The muscle era began in 1965 with the Z16, a limited-production SS 396 with the
375-horsepower Mark 1V, of which only about 200 were built. From 1966 through 1968 the SS 396
was its own model series; in 1969 Chevrolet demoted it to an option package on the Malibu, a
change that still governs authentication today: from 1969 on, the VIN alone cannot prove a car is a
real SS, because SS cars carry the same Malibu series numbers as ordinary Malibus.

The 1970 model year was the peak: the restyled body, RPO Z15 SS 454 Equipment with the
360-horsepower LS5, and the mid-year arrival of the 450-horsepower LS6, the highest factory
horsepower rating of the muscle era. For 1971 the LS6 was gone, cancelled as compression fell and
the market shifted, and the SS 454 continued with the single remaining 454, the detuned LS5. The
1971 car is therefore the bridge year: it looks like the 1970 legend, it carries the SS 454 name, but it
is a fundamentally lower-compression, lower-output machine, and it must be judged on its own
factory specifications, not on 1970 memories.

Chevrolet also changed what Z15 meant. In 1970 the SS 454 was a single package built around the
454 engine; for 1971 Z15 became the SS Equipment package, orderable with several optional V8s,
of which the LS5 454 was the top choice. A 1971 car can be a real SS without being an SS 454, and
a 1971 SS 454 is specifically a Z15 car ordered with the LS5. That distinction is the key to
authenticating these cars, and Chapter 3 is built around it.
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