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Prior to World War II, California was a
place offering freedom and opportunity

for those with vision. It was also the genesis
for a new and exciting phenomenon called
hot rodding. Besides the weather, California
had one advantage over all other locations;
the great expanse of dry lakebeds that
spread across the  Mojave desert. On those
barren and windswept sands, young men
gathered to race their own creations
without limits or restrictions. 

At the time there was little hint that a few
of the young men laboring on their
homebuilt hot rods would someday form the
nucleus of an industry that would sweep the
nation. The idea of creating high
performance parts for use in racing grew like
wildfire and with its growth came
innovations never imagined by its pioneers.
In essence, the performance industry

allowed enthusiasts to fulfill their dreams of
speed with unlimited potential. 

Among those early hot rodders was
Bruce Crower who, like many of the young
men found on the dry lakes, possessed the
urge to go fast. Crower took his dreams to
the limit and not only built fast cars, but
created the special parts that allowed others
to pursue their speed quest. Over the years,
Crower racing products became one of the
most respected names in the high
performance industry. 

Crower recounted his early days as 
a hot rodder and how his enthusiasm
turned into a legendary career in the
performance industry.

“I was born in March of 1930 in Phoenix,
Arizona just as the Great Depression was
getting underway. My dad owned a Model T
Ford with 4-banger equipped with a Rajo 

One of the first dragster racers to use the Crower
U-Fab manifold was Dallas Martinson, who set a
track record at Paradise Mesa with a 7.90 e.t.

Crower checks spark
plugs on a front-blower
dragster at Chandler,
Arizona in 1955.
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8-valve cylinder head. It wasn’t a true hot
rod but it was faster than most cars on the
road and I truly believe that riding in that car
set me on the road to loving fast cars.”

Crower talked about how living in the
Phoenix area provided stimulus for a young
man interested in cars. “When I was about
10 or 11 years old my curiosity about fast
cars became much stronger. Phoenix was a
hotbed for racing on the track as well as on
the street. Like California, we had year-round
good weather so it was only natural that
racing would blossom.”

Like most of the early hot rod pioneers,
World War II irrevocably affected Crower.
Although only 11 years old at the War’s
onset, through the newspapers of the day he
became immersed in the air battles and
pursued the advances in aircraft development
faithfully throughout the conflict.

“I was interested in the war because back
then, everyone was involved. For me, the air
battles captured my interest. I was young but
I had neighbors and friends who were drafted
and many went into the Air Corps. A young
man who was a local hot rodder that some of
us kids looked up to ended up flying a B-25
and to me, that was really cool.”

At the conclusion of the war, Crower
advanced his interest in racing by building
one of the fastest ’32 Ford roadsters in town.
And by 1948, he opened a small shop in the
Phoenix area doing general auto repairs as
well as body and fender work with some
custom painting tossed in for good measure. 

“I had taken auto shop in high school so I
figured, why not put the knowledge to good
use? I got a reputation for doing good work
at my shop and for kicking butt running in
illegal drag races out of town at a place called
Black Canyon Road. My ’32 was one of the
fastest around.”

Crower was not only influenced by hot
rodding, he had stimulus from the circle
track crowd. “Back in the late 1940s before

he became a household name at Indianapolis,
Clint Brawner ran a V8-60 midget with
Bobby Ball driving. That car was really quick
and Clint would take it to Gilmore in
California and qualify with the Offys. I
became friends with Brawner, Ball and Jimmy
Bryan and learned a lot about how to race
and the art of building a quality race engine.
At one point, Brawner took me under his
wing and I was considered his protégé.”

As a sidebar to his early career and
learning experiences, Crower points to Ed
Winfield as the one person he held as an
inspiration when it came to going fast. “Ed
Winfield was a pioneer in camshaft grinding
and in carburetor enhancement. His
carburetors were works of art. In later years
I got to spend time with Winfield at his
home and he would open up about the old
days and how he developed the camshafts
and carburetors. He was proud of his work
and that of his brother Bud, who helped
design and develop the Novi V8 Indy
engine. Winfield, in my opinion, had the

mind of a great engineer. He would always
tell you how to solve problems using logic
and engineering.”

Uncle Sam Calls
In June of 1950 the United States became
involved in the Korean War and shortly
thereafter Crower received his greetings from
Uncle Sam. Crower tells the details, “My
parents had moved to San Diego and I was
running my shop in Arizona when I got my
draft notice. Rather than go into the Army as
a grunt, I enlisted in the Air National Guard
and spent most of the Korean War at Luke
Field in Arizona doing machine work as part
of the ground crew. When I was discharged,
I sold off my shop and followed my folks to
San Diego. I landed a job with Paul Schiefer
where I machined aluminum flywheels and
ran his dynamometer equipment.”

Through his relationship with Schiefer,
Crower was introduced to the world of dry
lakes racing—Muroc and El Mirage—and
soon began mingling with the pioneers who

5The revolutionary U-Fab manifold allowed fuel-burning
dragsters to construct handmade manifolds offering the
option of running four, six or eight Stromberg carburetors with
the popular Chrysler Hemi. The concept was an instant hit.

Bruce Crower (with flashlight)
is one of the few speed

industry pioneers who ran the
dry lakes and early drag races

using Ford flathead power.

5With a blown Chrysler Hemi stuffed under its hood, Crower’s ’48 Hudson reached 157mph at Bonneville in 1954.
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made up the core of the hot rod industry.
They included Vic Edelbrock Sr., Stu Hilborn,
Yam Oka, Earl Evans, Tom and Bill Spalding
and Schiefer himself, who ran a record-
breaking 1925 Model T modified roadster. 

During his tenure with Schiefer, Crower
continued to build engines and compete at
local dragstrips. By the mid-1950s he began
to see the potential in the speed equipment
industry, but it would take something
extraordinary to launch his daydreams into
reality. The launch came in the form of a 1954
excursion to the Bonneville Salt Flats. Crower
showed up with a street-driven Hudson
Hornet powered by a 331cid Chrysler Hemi
equipped with a 6:71 GMC supercharger and
four carburetors running through a hand-built
manifold. The result of the effort was a record
for stock-bodied cars of 157mph. The back-
story to the Bonneville excursion is the fact
that the handmade manifold used on the
Hudson was the precursor to the Crower
U-Fab manifold, the product that would
change the world of drag racing.

The “U” Is Fab
In 1955, Crower opened a small shop in
San Diego—Bruce Crower Automotive
Service. He also placed a small ad in Hot
Rod magazine offering his newly developed
manifold. The U-Fab manifold as it was
named, consisted of two cylindrical runners
joined with hoses and clamps presenting
the option of using four, six, or eight
Stromberg carburetors. The U-Fab concept
was the hot ticket for use on fuel-burning
dragsters and became what could be
classified as an instant hit. 

Then, the team of Cliff Bedwell and
Emery Cook, using a U-Fab on their nitro-
burning Chrysler Hemi dragster, shattered
the quarter-mile record, laying down an ET
of 8.89 seconds and 166.97mph. Crower
was on the map. Within weeks, the U-Fab
was put into full production as a casting with
carburetor flange mounts for the carburetors;
gone were the hoses and clamps. The
demand continued to grow and when racers
like Don Garlits and the infamous Maynard-

Greth-Fisher Speed Sport roadster got the
U-Fab, sales went off the chart. 

“When we came out with the U-Fab
manifold there was nothing like it out there
that would even touch it,” Crower says. “In
fact, we used to beat the blower guys all the
time; eight carburetors on a Chrysler Hemi
running 98% nitro was hard to beat.
Remember back in those days the GMC 6-71
blowers were only slightly modified from
stock and they were heavy, so teams running
my U-Fab would run off and leave them.”
However, as is the case in racing, hot tickets
don’t seem to last long. When the top-
mounted Hilborn injection system appeared,
the U-Fab, which did not work well with a
blower, faded from the scene.

Gaining Traction
When Top Fuel dragsters were at the top of
their popularity in the mid-1960s, Crower
had established his name and he had a lot
more to offer the industry than one
manifold. As Bruce puts it, “Our first real
mass-produced product was the U-Fab
manifold kit, but then the dragsters began to
put out so much horsepower that traction
became a problem and I wanted to improve
the situation.”

Crower had gathered a substantial
education while working for Schiefer
machining flywheels and assembling clutch
packages. Crower took the knowledge one
step further and began developing a clutch
package of his own design. Bruce
remembers, “The major clutch issue was
getting the horsepower produced by nitro-
burning engines to the ground without
blowing the tires up in smoke. To correct the
problem, I designed a multi-disc clutch
package that would allow slippage of the
clutch, thereby engaging the horsepower to
the rear wheels in a somewhat controlled
manner. The result of my research was called
the “Crowerglide” automatic clutch. It was a
combination of my design and Schiefer
clutch components.”

Crower continues, “The Crowerglide is a
self-engaging multi-disc clutch incorporating
from two to six floating discs. Not only did
Top Fuel dragsters use the system, but also
Funny Cars, modified cars and tractor
pullers loved the system. I never attempted
to go into production with a blower version
of the U-Fab, because we knew it was a low
volume item so we shifted our efforts into
the Crowerglide system.”

As for why the Crowerglide system was
so popular, Bruce explained how it worked.
“The way I made the “Glide” was the car
remained freewheeling until you pushed
down on the clutch pedal. When the push
truck started rolling, the driver would apply

5At Indianapolis in 1958 pictured with the Kuzma Helse Spl.
are (from left to right) John Ludwig, Bruce Crower, car owner
H.H. Johnson and other crew. Jimmy Daywalt is the driver.

5Crower poses with his Hudson after his record run
at Bonneville. He used Firestone tires designed for
Indy roadsters.

5No idea was too far out of the box for Crower during his most productive years. This is an experimental 350cid Chevy
small block with the intake ports outside of the head. The concept was to flow air directly into the port adding more top
end horsepower.
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the pedal, which would allow the discs to
lock up and the engine to turn over. When
the engine started you simply took your foot
off the clutch pedal and the system would go
into neutral. The crew would roll the car up
to the starting line and when the driver came
down on the throttle the rpm would build
up causing the centrifugal weights to engage
the clutch package and you were gone.”

At the Speedway
For many, the development of the U-Fab
manifold and the Crowerglide system define
what they know about Crower; however there
is much more beneath the surface. As early as
1954, Crower was making an impact at
Indianapolis as a crew member of the Dean
Van Lines Champ car driven to second place
by Jimmy Bryan. In 1960 Crower was a key
member of the Ken-Paul team winning the
500 with Jim Rathmann as the driver. Crower
continued working at Indy with the American
Red Ball team and winning driver Graham
Hill in 1966 and A.J. Foyt in 1967. As a
sideline to his Indy involvement with Foyt,
Crower supplied camshafts for Foyt-owned
dirt Champ cars, midgets and sprint cars. 

For many years, Crower worked behind
the scenes grinding camshafts for the
legendary Offy Indy engine, both the
normally-aspirated version and the
turbocharged version. Opting to step aside
from conventional thinking, Crower
designed a straight-8 engine to run at the
Speedway using Cosworth heads, earning
him the coveted SAE “Louis Schwitzer
Award” for race car design in 1977.

Other, out-of-the-box design ideas from
the mind of Crower include a 1927 Model
T roadster using a 700hp straight-8 Nash
engine, and a Bonneville streamliner
equipped with a turbocharged Chevy small
block featuring four-valve heads that he
designed and built. That engine was
installed in the aforementioned streamliner
with an additional Crower innovation: the
tires used on the vehicle were actually
Kevlar belts similar to the type used on Top
Fuel and Funny Car superchargers. The
belts were attached to machined-cut
aluminum wheels. The wheels were tested
to 8000rpm or good for 400mph. 

By the late 1960s, Crower as a company
had branched out into many areas;
camshafts, locking roller lifters, rods,
crankshafts and engine kits. In other words,
the company had become a full-service
performance manufacturer.

According to Crower he didn’t realize
how fast the company was growing until it
evolved into a major player in the
performance industry with more than 160
employees. The one aspect he does

Crower machinist Benny
Travis (left) Bruce Crower
(center) and son Steve
Crower pose in 1970 with
Chrysler Hemi when
developing Ram Tube
Injection.

For Bonneville Crower built a
modified roadster powered by a
straight-8 Nash engine. Testing
here at El Mirage, it later ran the
salt flats at 235mph.

Crower (left) and Curt Walters prepare a Crower-
built Hemi to be installed in a USAC Champ car.
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expound about is the fact that all of his products are made in the
United States using only American-made steel—manufactured to
extremely high quality standards. 

Crower says, “Our products are the finest quality we can
produce and they are all-American. The quality is appreciated not
only by racers in the U.S. but markets in South America and in the
Middle East.”

Asking the Drag Racing Hall of Fame member what he enjoyed
most, the early days or the high-tech present, Crower responded,
“Looking back over the years, I lean toward the early days. It
certainly wasn’t like it is today with those giant 18-wheelers,
designer-dressed pit crews, well-rehearsed drivers and multi-
million dollar budgets. Back in the day guys like Garlits or
[Connie] Kalitta would tow out to California with a pickup truck
and an open-wheel
trailer and stay over at
my house to save
money. They would run
match races for $1200.
Nowadays it takes 1200
bucks just to warm up a
Top Fuel car. When I go
to a National event
today all I see is money.
It seems to me that
those with the most
money go the fastest. I
marvel at the technology and the speed, but I still like the old
days—there was more pure fun without the pressure of answering
to sponsors or TV audiences.

“I consider myself very lucky to have been around at the
beginning and watched the performance industry grow into a 
huge part of the economy, but in some ways it has gotten so big
that I think the business has lost a little of its soul. I think they call
that progress.” 

Crower’s San Diego headquarters
is very different from the tiny
Arizona garage where Bruce
Crower started his 
business in 1948.

5One of the more radical projects created by Crower was
this Bonneville streamliner that used machine-grooved
aluminum wheels fitted with Kevlar belts instead of tires.

Bruce and Barbara Crower enjoy
their scratch-built ’28 Ford 
T-roadster powered by a vintage
Donovan aluminum small block
fitted with a full array of 
Crower products.
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