Escape Road

'68%2 Ford Cobra Jet:
An April Fool's gag
for the history books

By Jerry Heaslay

Hot Rod magazing, in its Manch 1568
izsus, called the 19687 Cobra Jei "the
izstesi running pure siock in the hisspry of
mign"'—the highest praise in the Mustang's
performance history. And It was wall-
desarvad preise, ioo. The ‘68 Cobra Jel
oould fum the guanar-mila in tha low- o
mild- 135, with strest tires. This coupss,
owned by FRex Hall of Euless, Texas, clips
off consistand 11 52, with glicks and
traction bars, bul atharwiss is as shock &
the day he bought it

Introduced on April 1, 1968, Ford's
Cobra Jef played an Aprl Fool's joke on
the NHRA. It had been the trand, up undil
this date, lor manulaciurers o rabe their
engines with a full gross horsepowar
nurniber. Cuble inches and horsepower
raings sold cars, but escaialing insurance
premiums weane becoming & burden, And,
Ford réasoned, aven more important was
that & “conservative” poak oulput figune
waoilld glide tha ©.J, down the NHRA
clissed, giving il an unbeatables edge over
the competition. As Mol Rod advisad, “if
you act Tast and gel one balane a lot of
them @re Niogling arcund, you oan go io
the local sirip and single-handadly maka a
comphete shambles out of thi class and
Ehe elirmindbor ™

i drag racing, the C.1°8 finest hour
caame al the 1368 “Wintermalionals™ in
Pormeona, Calll,, where & palr of wilbe 428
C.J. Musiangs surprised the drag-racing
wiorid by blowing away the compaiition in
their “Super Siock™ class, then going
head-to-head in the final elimination run,
Cobra Jef ve, Cobra Jet, with Al Jonigc
defeating Hubert Plat, and sefting an
MHRAA record In the process: 11,49
seconds &t 120.6 MPH.

it was a prosperous baginning lor Ford's
new C.J, big-bhock, an engine that would
be dropped inty Mustangs and Cougars,
Fairlanes and Comets, Tofnos and
Monlegoe. When it hit showrooms, Ford
wiould finally hawe the vital connection
betwean s wictorous racing cars o6 the
track, and is showroom stockers on tha
elraal.

The whole idea had begun al Bob
Tasca's Ford dealership in Providence,
A.L Tasca, displeasad with the
performance of Ford's 380 Mustangs and
Fairanes, had put together his owm
performance big-block, wsing pars right
off his dealership’a shelves. Ina
Mowamber 1967 Hol Rod interview, Tasca
lamantad that the 380 Mustang, and even
the naw 428 Ford. were not
with the 400 Firebird, the GTO, 442 Oids,
Buick Spacial Gran Spor, Plymouth GTX,
Dhodge BT or 383 Barracuda.

And il shaowed in salas too: Cul o
634 434 performance wehicles (those with
maore than 300 HP) sold in the LLS. in 66,
Ford had a "shamah™ 7.5 parcant of tha
market. So Tasca bagan olledng, through
his dealership. sioek parformancs pieoes
o augment the 350°%s powar. But e '
stop there. Tasca wenl shead and bl his
own Dearbom “workd beater'—tha
“KR-8." as he called it—using a ormula
that evariually lad to the 68 Cobra
Jat,

He Degan with & 428 Paolica Imarcaptor
biock, fitted with 196831% low-riser 427
heads, which immadiately cured the 390's
major weaknass—hny axhaus) vales,
Crthar KR-8 components included a Police
Interrapinr adirminum intaks manitold, (he
250 GT cam, a LaMana-type four-barrel
Haolley, 427 distritaor, &nd 427 Fairfame
exhaust mandoids,

Thi reiul wae o "KR-B" Mustang
fasiback Ihat blasted through the
qusarer-mise in 13,39 seconds atl 105.5
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MPH—with street tires. Tasca ook his
ideas. and his quick Musiang o Hanry
Ford Il, and with tha prass from Mot Rad's
MNovember 1967 isswe, the pressUrs wks
on for a new, mand muscular Mustang. n
fact, thal issus conbiingd 4 balot tha
reachars could send bo Ford, voting yes or
ey b0 @ oy perbprrmiancs Mueatang ke the
KR-R,

Wish 2,000 positive responses, Ford
wenl 1o work, and the 428 Cobra Jel, as it
was named, was resdy for public
consumption thal auspicious first day of
April 1968, Initially, production was vary
limitad, but tha popular T.J. would soon
b optional in the Mustang GT, the Shelby
GT-500 “KR," the Fairtans, plus Meicuny's
Cougss and Moniego,

Fordle £ bangan with g reqular
production 428 bock, same as usad for
the standard full-size Gelaxes, maaning
it was piantiful and relatively cheap, unfika
the miono axotio 427,

From this poand, however, Ford outfifled
its spacial Cobra Jet with & bavy of

parormance parts, mostly taken from the
axisting slock, as had Tasca with his
KR-8, Firsd, the haads wers of 427
lwe=risar style, bul new casfings, and with
those much-rseded larger valves, Tha
300 GT cam gave the besl pedormancs in
b ke Tey Pdc-ramge, S0 it was retained;
but instead of the more expansive Police
interceptor afuminum intake, Ford cast an
iron copy of it, and matched it to the
big-port heads. For durability, connectng
rods ware larger than the P, and the
crankshatt, although not a forging, was
nodular cast irgn, with better grain
Structura, Festing atop 1he intake was a
T35-CFM Holley, and at the bothom ol tha
enging wias & sat ol new, e-restiction
exhausts, which had besn engimaared

daily finr thia engina, for emoaoth exdl
of the burmed gases.

Atop the carburetor was Ford's first ram
air systam, highlighted on the cutside of
tha Mustang GT with a Black hood stripo
and a long fibarglass sooop.

Tha suspension was basled-up, foo, 10
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camy the exira welght and 1o handie the
atra torgue of the 428, Shock lowers
wang strengihaned up front, and al te
rear, Ford staggered fhe shocks with the
laft one mounted behind the rear axle, and
the right shock balted in front of the axle,
opposing axle torque on hard accelaration
stars.

Ewvery Mustang Cobra Jet had power
frant disc brakes and the "GT Equipmend
Giroap™ a5 standard, which included
heavier-tty springs end shocks, plus a
langer front stebiizar bar.

Goodyear Polyglas FT0x 14 tires were
introducad on the 68 C.J., replacing
the traditional Firastone Wide Owals seen
on the garlier 330 GTs. Thay were the
best sireat tires available at the time.

Rax Hall was one of the Ford enthus-
iasts wha read Mol Rod back in 1988, and
ihat's why he walked into a Ford
dealership and ordifed & brand-naw C.J
Total list price would be $4 080, and Had
weoubd have B0 pay the Tull smount by
recaive the car—no discount, And when
hi=z order-lorm included several
daaler-ingtalled pedormance axtras—a
msdiurmi-riser aluminum intake, elght-quar
deap-sump ofl pan, heavy-duty oil pump,
and 427 dual-point distributor—tha
witrranty was voided right then and tharel

Bl Hall ook dalivery of parhaps tha
quickest guader-mils Mesiang thal Ford
aver bull. The 428 C.J. was & tavorite in
16RG and 1970, aitar which i was
displaced by the 428 C.4.; b the
Mustang grew heavier sach succesding
yaar, and tha ‘G8% C.J. still remains
porhiops tha fostost runndng pura
stock evar for straight-ling, .'&
guarier-mile drag racing. b i



