
Even those who prefer casual cruising over full-throttle flogging like to
feel the kick when they hit the gas pedal. After all, if you’re driving a
muscle car, it’s only natural that some muscle is expected. 
But after 50 or-so years, a certain amount of old guy syndrome can’t

help but creep in. This article is about helping it creep back out. 
Tuning a V8 engine for acceleration is not rocket science, but in these

days of computerized engine management, knowledge about how to make
a vintage engine really run is certainly not as common as it used to be. 
So we’re here to help. Let’s go through a typical vintage V8 system by

system, and shed some light on how to squeeze out more power. We’re
drawing from years of experience with racers at the Pure Stock Drags
(www.purestockdrags.com). Dan Jensen, the original founder of the event,
is a reservoir of knowledge when it comes to tuning and what makes power.
He builds engines professionally and does a lot of dyno tuning to stock-type
engines. He’s helped us understand how to tune for acceleration. 
So let’s throw it in gear and get right into the heart of the matter, shall we? 

Ignition
Your ignition system is a place that the proverbial Murphy from

Murphy’s law would love to show up. If something can go wrong, it will.
Here are some critical areas of the ignition system to examine carefully:

Points. If you’re still running points rather than an electronic conversion
(and there is a move among some stock racers to return to points), make

 
  

sure they’re fresh and have no pitting on the contact surfaces. Also check
to see that the contact surfaces are correctly aligned and not off-center or
just touching on an edge.

Distributor Bushings. The distributor shaft should be without wiggle.
A little wiggle at the end of the shaft is a lot of variation on your dwell and
timing. Removal and replacement of the worn bushings is a must or all the
other upgrades won’t help much. 

Advance Mechanism
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Going fast is good. Going faster is better. Here’s how to tune for more acceleration
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Setting up your advance curve can make a big difference in how your
car accelerates. Well-tuned advance will help an engine feel enthusiastic
and responsive, a poorly timed engine will feel sluggish and lazy. 
Generally, factory advance curves left a lot of horsepower on the table,

so adding lighter springs to bring total advance in sooner (under 2500
rpm) was a sure-fire route to better performance. Experimentation is
needed here to find the best combination for your car, but the standard
drill is to keep going lighter on the advance springs as long as the engine
is making more power. 

Ground Strap

This is a little-known trick that can help boost your ignition voltage and
help overall engine run-ability. There’s a wire that connects the points plate
with the distributor housing. Connections must be clean and free of dirt,
oil, and corrosion. A bit of cleanup to all the connecting surfaces with a
wire brush or steel wool is in order here. You’ll need to remove the
decades of accumulated funk to restore full flow of those critical electrons
and ward off strange, hard-to-diagnose running problems. Also be on the
lookout for cracked wire between the connections. 

Distributor Dyno

They don’t make ’em anymore, but a distributor dyno – if you can find
one – is a sure-fire way to make sure your distributor is doing everything
it’s supposed to do. The distributor dyno, made by Sun and Allen, runs the

distributor out of the car at full operational speed. It tracks every function
and the actual firing of every cylinder with an easy-to-read strobe light.
This is how you check the advance curve, point function, and firing point
under actual running conditions. If the distributor is doing something
wrong, the dyno will reveal it. 

Air Filter
High Flow Vs. OEM Paper

Dan Jensen, restorer, engine builder, founder of the Pure Stock Drags,
and pioneer of next-level stock muscle, has spent long hours experi-
menting and dyno testing stock muscle car engines. It’s his conclusion
that as far as power is concerned, an aftermarket filter like a K&N or
similar, makes no more power than a clean, OEM-type paper filter. The
key is that the paper filter must be completely clean. 
Aftermarket filters have the advantage of being reusable, but for power,

just keep it clean and you’re making full power. 
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Fuel Supply

Winding towards redline, your engine needs plenty of clean, cool,
bubble-free, fully liquid, non-vaporized fuel. Any interruption in the fuel
supply, even for an instant, and your engine will lose power. 
In the fuel supply system, there are several usual suspects to examine.

Start at the fuel tank. Ever seen what comes out of an old one? There are
leaves, debris, sediment, water, and a foul black tar, all of which wage war
on the free flow of gasoline. If you’ve got starvation at high rpm, and
you’ve got a good fuel pump, you will likely need to have a look at the fuel
pickup in your fuel tank, the first place things can go wrong. There you will
find the first of several filters between the tank and the carburetor, and
you’ll probably be surprised how dirty it is. 

CAUTION: Fuel is highly flammable and dangerous. A spark, a dropped
trouble light, any type of ignition is all it takes to get a fire going. Take all
precautions, keep the gasoline and its vapors away from ignition sources,
and keep a fire extinguisher nearby. 
Once you’ve got the fuel tank and its pickup clean, examine the fuel

line for cracks and leaks. Common wear points are brackets, along frame
runs, and where ever the line contacts anything else. Lines can also
develop porosity (a hole) anywhere else due to corrosion or just a weak
spot in the tube. New fuel line is a good idea, but at least check carefully
for pinhole leaks. 

Carburetor

Start by checking the basics. Does the linkage open the carb’s throttle
plates - primary and secondary - all the way? It may sound silly, but often
the carb plates are not opening all the way, costing you horsepower. Are
the carb’s gaskets good? Any visible fuel leaks on the carb? Any wet
spots or fuel stains on the intake manifold? Is there a gasket between the
breather and the carb body? These are basics of metering. 
With the carb getting enough fuel and working right mechanically,

jetting is the next item to tackle. Like ignition, there are usually some
good horsepower gains to be had by re-jetting. Usually, going leaner than
the factory setting increases power, but even the best tuners have to
experiment, and change as the atmospheric conditions change. 

Exhaust
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This is a critical system that can either pave the way to substantial
horsepower gains or throw a wet blanket on the other improvements
you’ve made. 
First off, most of us want to stick with our stock, cast-iron manifolds

because they’re such a big part of the stock look. It’s too bad that there
wasn’t more flow capacity engineered into them, but they are what they
are, and if you’re going to use them, we’ll have to make the best of it.
The exhaust port and exhaust manifold is where the most intense exhaust
flow happens. It’s also where the greatest exhaust bottleneck occurs.
There are three things you can do to improve the flow through your cast
iron exhaust manifolds:
• Port match the exhaust port openings to match the manifolds
• Extrude-hone the inside of your manifolds
• Switch to better-flowing manifolds from another year/version of your

engine, if there are any
There are downsides to all of the above. Gains for any are not

dramatic, and keep in mind that none are legal for the Pure Stock Drags.
If that’s not an issue, port-matching smooths the transition from head to
exhaust manifold, but does not change the overall port profile. Extrude-
honing removes a portion of the inside of the exhaust manifold by
pumping a slurry of abrasive through it, increasing the volume of the
exhaust manifold’s internal passages and smoothing the manifold’s
surface. But the process isn’t cheap, and making the manifold walls
thinner also increases their likelihood of tendency to crack. Using better-
flowing manifolds from a different engine moves you into a modified
category, even if in a subtle way. 
Once you’ve decided on your exhaust manifolds, it’s time to decide on

the exhaust pipe. The two most important factors here are pipe diameter
and the type of bends. Pipe as big as 3-inches in diameter is available
for most, if not all GM A-bodies, and bigger is generally better. But
remember that there are stock racers running 11-second ETs with 2.5-
inch exhaust, and it’s easier to fit and install. 
Two basic types of exhaust pipe are X- and H-pipes. H-pipes, with a

straight connector between both sides of the duals, have been used as a
factory design for years. They’re simple and inexpensive. X-pipes are
adapted from NASCAR and are thought to be better for high-revving
engines. On street cars, the difference is minor. 
What does make a big difference however are smooth, full-diameter

mandrel bends, made by bending the pipe with an insert inside to keep it
from closing up. This costs extra, is harder to find, and many salesmen
will try to steer you to the more common but less efficient conventional
pipe. Hold out for the best, and you’ll be rewarded with more power. 
Also for best power, use modern mufflers. Dynomax, Flowmaster, and

Pypes are three popular, high-quality brands.
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