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Q I read with interest Bill Anderson’s “Restoration Basics” column about gasoline in the September 26 issue.  He claims that the 87 octane gasoline should suffice for most cars.  I’m under the impression that the regular gas was 92 octane in the 1960s when my Falcons and Fairlane were built.  I run these 170- and 200-cid sixes on premium and, think I get better performance and mileage with the better gas.  Am I all Wet? 

Herb Griffin, St. Johnsville, N.Y.

A In the 1970s the octane numbering system was revised and resulted in a lowering of equivalent octane numbers by about 9 units.  Consequently, the current 87octane gasoline has at least the octane rating of the regular gas used in your Falcon and Fairlane when new.   Your engine can’t use more octane than it requires, so by purchasing the higher octane fuel you are not only wasting money, but also wasting a finite natural resource as it takes more crude oil to make the higher octane gasoline.  I, too, read Mr. Anderson’s column on gasoline and have comments to make regarding tetraethyl lead and the common claim that this chemical enabled higher octane ratings.  Tetraethyl lead was used domestically in gasoline between 1923 and 1976, when it was banned.  Lead is still added to gasoline in parts of Eastern Europe and Africa.  During the intervening period thousands of tons of lead have passed through automobile exhausts into our air and soil.  Lead is a non-disappearing heavy metal and also a poison.  We should never have burned the stuff.  Even when lead was first introduced, chemists were aware of other compounds, ethanol, for one, that could boost octane without posing a health risk.  In an article published in the Society of Automotive Historians Journal, Jamie Kitman makes a persuasive argument that rather than increasing engine life, as is often claimed, tetraethyl lead in fact did the opposite, and that a major reason engines today have life expectancies well over 100,000 miles traces directly to the elimination of lead as a gasoline additive.  Yet, so strong is the tetraethyl lead legend, that I’ve had readers of this column wanting to know where they can buy the pure stuff and mix the lead themselves with their gasoline.  Other readers have described how much they enjoyed smelling the vapors of lead-laced gasoline.  Still others talk of swallowing lead treated gasoline in the process of siphoning.  The point needs to be made: Lead was, and is, a poison.  The problem is, once the metal gets into the soil it gets into our food and thanks to tetraethyl lead the world will be consuming lead in its diet for eons to come.










