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When this 1946 photo of the building was taken, it was still the Continental Motors plant 
 
Shortly after V-J Day, Continental Engines of Muskegon, Michigan closed down their engine plant on 
East Jefferson Avenue in Detroit.  The factory was used before the war to help fill orders for engines 
at places like Graham-Paige, Huppmobile, and other independent makers of cars and trucks.  During 
the war it built tank engines and engine parts.  Now, with the decline of the independents and 
increased capacity at the main Muskegon facility, Continental Engines believed the plant was no 
longer required.   Part of the plant was mothballed, another section opened up for warehouse space 
with additional square footage used for sub-assembly work that included clutch assemblies for Ford 
Motor Company. 
 
Then came Kaiser-Frazer and the reborn Graham-Paige 
 
Prior to the advent of K-F, Continental’s engineers worked with their Graham counterparts to upgrade 
the prewar 217.6 cubic inch flathead 6 that powered Graham automobiles, a collaboration that 
resulted in an L-head 6 with 226.5 cubic inch displacement and compression ratio of 6.86:1.  Now 
Kaiser-Frazer needed a different engine for its K-85 Kaiser, and Continental obliged with a 187.5 
cubic inch power plant.  When the K-85 was abandoned in favor of the K-100 Special, the engine 
producer could breathe a sigh of relief.  The short block version of 226 (less accessories) would be 
the standard engine for both makes.  Even with the standardization, Continental discovered to their 
dismay that they would be hard pressed to deliver 14,000 engines let alone the 50,000 the company 
had committed for delivery in calendar 1946.    
 
In October 1946, Continental Engines presented a recovery plan to K-F and Graham-Paige. The East 
Jefferson Avenue plant would be set up in stages for production of the Kaiser-Frazer/Graham-Paige 
226 engine blocks.  Finished short blocks (engines minus most accessories) would be sent to Willow 
run for installation of things line sending devices and oil filters.  Additional engine requirements would 
come out of Muskegon.  As Willow Run engine needs increased, the rest of the plant would be 
diverted to the 226.  In the end, the combination of the Detroit plant and output from Muskegon could 
easily top 1,500 motors daily.     
 
In a matter of weeks, the first test engines were coming off the line at the facility that was now referred 
to as Continental Motors-Detroit plant.  At the end of November 1946, the first 8 pilot engines were 
shipped from the plant to Willow Run.  This was followed by another 421 test engines in December 
1946 and 2,909 motors out the door in January 1947, as part of production line validation at normal 
speed.  February deliveries to Willow Run came to 5,924 motors, a good omen but it would not be 



enough.  Kaiser-Frazer approached Continental about taking over the Detroit operation.  Continental 
was agreeable, and on March 2, 1947, K-F took over the operation of the facility on a 5-year lease 
with purchase option.  The lease covered 261,163 square feet (the existing engine line) with option to 
lease additional space as needed.  The 1,200 employees of the Continental Motors-Detroit operation 
were moved to the Kaiser-Frazer payroll books, and a new plant management team  
 
Now called the Detroit Engine Division of Kaiser-Frazer Corporation, it would be run by Ed Hunt who 
was also Operations Manager at Willow Run. Administrative manager was Tim (T.A.) Bedford, with 
A.C. Brietenbeck as plant manager.  F.W. Scooneas came on board as plant engineer.  Both men 
worked with Hunt during World War Two when he ran the Chrysler Tank plant.  Other top 
management included William McGuire (general superintendent of assembly & test), N.J. Blake 
(master mechanic), L.F. Harrison (general superintendent of machining operations) F.V. Kline (second 
shift general superintendent) S. Summerlee (chief inspector) and A.G. Hazen (materials 
superintendent).   
 
The output of the plant shot upwards as people got used to the work and incoming material deliveries 
increased.  for the new Kaiser-Frazer management, but more was needed.  March 1947 production 
dipped to 5,005 but Ed Hunt announced production goals of 8,000 226 engines in April and 10,000 in 
May.  However, material shortages still plagued Kaiser-Frazer production and the target was missed 
significantly.  Only 6,208 engines were built in April and 8,012    
 

 
 
Production roadmap for the Detroit Engine Division plant.  Continental estimated output of around 900 engines 

daily; Kaiser-Frazer engineers laid the plant out for an estimated 1,000 motors a day 
 

engines came off the production line.   June and July activity (9,513 and 9,521 respectively) skirted 
10,000, but in August, the figure was broken when 12,002 engines went to the main Willow Run 
factory for use in Kaiser & Frazer automobiles. 
  
As at the Continental plant in Muskegon, engine blocks processed at Detroit Engine Division received 
the proprietary reddish surface deterioration preventative, which was the basis for the trademarked 
“Red Seal” name.  Engines built at the Jefferson Avenue plant ran a different serial number sequence 
than Continental’s Muskegon production so sources could be quickly identified in case of Willow Run 
inspection discoveries or reports from dealers on cars in the field.  The facility also produced both the 
“standard: 100 bhp version of the flathead 6 and the “dual manifold” type that initially developed 110 
to 112 bhp (which was upped for 1951 to 115 bhp and for 1953 to 118 bhp). 
 



The Detroit Engine Division sported a number of unique features intended to not only increase output 
but assure the motors met a high quality standard.  Each engine was run out in test before shipment 
to Willow Run.  To run as many engines as possible, Kaiser-Frazer engineers assigned to D.E.D. (as 
the place was also known) created a merry-go-round type test fixture.  Two of these were initially 
installed in the plant, with space for 2 more blocked out to keep pace with expanded production.  Up 
to 16 engines could be run at one time on each of the fixtures.  The test included running the engines 
at rates up to 4,000 RPM so various speed ranges could be reviewed.  The engines being tested were 
run on full simulation, complete with a working clutch set-up so interfaces could be inspected. 
 

       
 
PLANT ACTIVITIES – 1947     (left) block casting being “cold tested” to see how it stood up to the cold; castings 
were also “hot tested”.  (center) final assembly operations on the engine line (right) Plant Superintendent Ed 
Hunt (center) and other plant executives with the 10,000th engine produced at the Detroit Engine Division plant  
 
As Willow Run production increased and Continental Engines had more and more problems meeting 
their supplemental delivery schedule, Detroit Engine Division took up the slack.  In August, the plant 
started running 3 8-hour shifts per 24 hour day in all departments but final assembly to support 
production in excess of 700 engines per day.  An additional 400 people were hired to cover staff 
needs.  Bottlenecks in castings (engine blocks, cylinder heads, manifolds and other items) were 
eased when Kaiser-Frazer acquired the former Royal Oak Stove Company in Dowagiac, Michigan 
and dedicated its output to engine plant needs (see separate item on foundry operations).  Production 
continued to rise, but it was not enough.  Willow Run production line requirements for September 
called for 15,625 motors.    While the plant did not make target (production for September 1947 was 
13,029) September was the month that the 50,000th engine built at the plant came off the line. 
 
As production needs increased, Continental Engines began the planned turn over of the facility’s 
remaining floor space to Detroit Engine Division.  At the end of August, floor space at the northwest 
corner of the main building was cleared along with space on the second floor of the building.   New 
production targets of 700 engines daily were almost met; on October 21st, 1947 the tally was 685 
motors built.  Now machine downtime crippled production and the company invested $3,000,000 for 
equipment upgrades and other improvements to the line.  Engine block, cylinder head and manifold 
castings increased substantially after Kaiser-Frazer purchased the Royal Oak Stove Company in 
Dowagiac, Michigan for use as a foundry.   
 

       
 



(left)  Engine blocks come out of a kerosene tank dip that removes greases and oils from cylinder blocks 
(center) mechanics working on engines being run on a merry-go-round test stand.  Meantime (right), engineers 
use a model of the plant floor and tacks to identify machinery in the planning of how to set up plant expansion. 

 
The plant expanded again in November 1947 as space in Building #3 at Jefferson Avenue became 
available, part of an additional 142,000 square feet taken over in the pursuit of building 1,000 motors 
a day.  Operations were now running under Kenneth J. Flood, who took over from A.C. Breitenbeck 
who left the company for health reasons.  Some parts of the new space could be used at once, while 
other parts could not be used until government surplus equipment was removed.  In December, 
Detroit Engine Division took over the area previously used by Continental Engines for heat treat job 
work and by another company for the Ford Motor Company clutch work.  In January, Kaiser-Frazer 
began moving into the rest of the second and third floors of the main plant building in effect taking 
over the entire facility.   
 
Just as Detroit Engine Division production was poised for the magic 1,000 engine a day level the 
Kaiser-Frazer order bank collapsed as it became apparent most of its orders were phantoms placed 
during the car hungry days of 1946.  Cuts were made at the engine plant, but not as severe as daily 
output at Willow Run; Engines from Continental were phased out in favor of Detroit Engine Division 
built motors.   Outside of Muskegon supplying engines for the 1951 Frazer program, 226 production 
for Kaiser-Frazer use was strictly the domain of the East Jefferson Avenue plant.   
 
In 1949, operations of Detroit Engine Division were re-vamped as a cash-strapped Kaiser-Frazer 
Corporation battled for survival.  The Dowagiac foundry operation, previously part of the Foundry and 
Rolling Mill Division moved under the wing of D.E.D. (as the division was also referred to) when the 
rolling mills were sold off.   The combined operations continued building the 226 but had to contend 
with the realities of high labor costs and low productivity.   Because of significant changes to the 226 
engine as set up for the 1951 Kaiser, K-F decided to bring in engines for the 1951 Frazer (basically 
the dual manifold 226 as used in 1949 and 1950 model years) from Continental’s Muskegon plant.  
According to the Kaiser-Frazer Corporation Operating Report for the 3 months ending March 31, 
1950, a Continental-supplied 226 engine cost the company $27.00 than the standard cost figure for a 
Detroit Engine Division motor.  In final form (with accessories, or in “dress-up” form) the price was 
$25.77 less compared to the company-built motor. 
 
Business at the East Jefferson Avenue facility took a new turn at the end of 1950.  Per the terms of 
the latest Recovery Finance Corporation (RFC) loan to Kaiser-Frazer, the company was required to 
actively solicit government contract work.  D.E.D. received a contract through the Navy for production 
of the Wright R-1300 engine.  During 1951, plant engineers moved equipment and cleared space for 
production of the motor that was used in training planes and helicopters.  According to T.A. Bedford 
(who took over when Ed Hunt retired in 1949), the work required upwards of 3,000 additional 
employees, including D.E.D. workers doing machining operations at the Dowagiac facility.  Production 
of the military engines at the East Jefferson Avenue plant began in January 1952 
 

       
 



(left) Aircraft engine assembly line in action (center) engineers review propeller mountings on a finished motor 
(right) testing the radial engines required separate dynometer stations; reinforced glass was used as a safety 

shield 
 
Before 1951 came to a close, Kaiser-Frazer exercised their option to not only purchase the Detroit 
Engine facility from Continental, K-F also purchased the rights to produce the motor.  Previously, K-F 
paid Continental a royalty on every 226 engine built.  In 1952, T.A. Bedford left Detroit Engine Division 
for a senior position at Willow Run.  Replacing him was James Mac Cloud.  Like Bedford and so many 
other managers, he previously worked at Kaiser projects on the west coast.   He was also Edgar 
Kaiser’s brother-in-law.      
 
Engineering work on engine development for automobiles (the 226) took place at Willow Run, with 
approved changes going to D.E.D. for implementation…development work on the Wright R-1300 took 
place at the East Jefferson Avenue facility and/or the Dowagiac Foundry, depending on the nature of 
the changes.  All aircraft engine activities were coordinated with both the military and Curtiss-Wright in 
Ohio who created the engine design.    Work went ahead of schedule with the first engine deliveries 
for test taking place in early 1952.   The Navy was pleased with the work coming out of the engine 
plant such that they increased the Kaiser-Frazer share of R-1300 production during 1952. 
 
In the spring of 1953, the contract structure of the engine plant’s relations with the military changed.  
With the purchase of Willys-Overland’s motor vehicle operations, Kaiser Manufacturing Corporation 
(KMC) got a name change to Willys Motors, Incorporated.  The Detroit Engine Division contract work 
now went through Willys Motors.  No sooner were the contract formalities finished than a truce was 
declared suspending the Korean War (the truce is still in place as this is written in 2009).  Military 
material needs quickly dropped and the Navy cancelled the Wright engine contract.  Hundreds of 
military engines were scheduled for production and never built.  The engine ID tag below was for one 
of those stillborn motors. 
 

 
 

With a greatly reduced staff, the plant produced the 226 in four different versions for the combined 
Kaiser and Willys 1954 model year.  For Kaiser automobile use, the company produced a low number 
of 118 bhp versions, the same design and equipment as used in 1953 models.  It also assembled the 
140 bhp supercharged version for use in Kaiser Manhattans.  On the Willys side, Aero Willys & station 
wagon models got a 115 bhp version of the motor with a 7.3:1 compression head.  The same engine 
was used in the various truck models offered for 1954.  The “Super Hurricane” 226 replaced the 
smaller 161 cubic inch Willys-built 6 used previously. 
 



With the consolidation of all vehicle production at Toledo, construction of a 226 engine line at the 
Willys complex took place, using some of the equipment from the East Jefferson Avenue plant.  While 
this went on, a bidding war of sorts took place for the rest of the equipment and tooling needed to 
produce the motor.  Hickman Price, heavily involved in Willis-Overland du Brasil offered his Sao Paulo 
associates the plant to produce the 226 for the 1955 Willys Custom 4-door sedan line that was going 
to that facility.  James Mac Cloud, who was to be moved to the Industrias Kaiser Argentina (IKA) 
facility in Cordoba wanted the 226 to go there as the engine for the Kaiser Carebella which used the 
tooling for the 1955 Kaiser Manhattan.  The decision went all the way to the heads of Kaiser 
Industries, who decided the mater in favor of IKA.  After the building was cleared, it was sold off, 
putting an end to the Detroit Engine Division.    


