INSTALLATION OF A THREE-POINT SEAT BELT IN A MODEL A FORD
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hobby, | had some friends who had a not too seri-

ous accident on a busy city street. The car was go-
ing around 25 miles per hour and ancther car abruptly
made aleft turnin front of them. The resulting colli-
sion popped the passenger door open and deposited
one of my friends in the middle of the street. She was
lucky that she was not run over by another car. That
incident made me realize that seat belts should bein-
staled in Model A Fordsto keep the passengersin the
car, a least. From that time on, | have put beltsin all
my Model A’s and suggested that my friends do the
same. | know that thisis a controversial subject to
some, but | am convinced, never-the-less,

| have experienced, either first-hand or
through news articles the scenes of Model A accidents
where the driver has impacted the steering column and
have seen what the driver’s chest did to the steering
wheel. Fortunately, | have never had to look at what
the steering wheel did to the driver’s chest. These acci-
dents made me super-conscious of the inadequaci es of
the lap belt. With only alap belt, the driver and the
passenger are free to fold over the belt and their upper
bodies are propelled forward until their chests or heads
strike something solid, like the steering whesl, the
dashrail, the windshield, or the windshield props stick-
ing straight back into the passenger space. When | saw
the picture of the devastation caused to the Cook’s car
in an accident in the Northwest, | decided to seeif |
couldn’t find a three-point system that would adapt
easily to my 1931 Victoria.

I had viewed pictures of the wreck on the
FordBarn.com website and while browsing the site,
saw an ad from Juliano’ s (www.julianos.com). They
advertised a pair of three-point belts manufactured for
the hot-rod crowd. The pictures and the description
lead me to believe that they would work for me, but to
be certain, | ordered a pair to study them more closely
and seeif | could engineer an acceptable installation in
the Victoria. | was able to make these belts adapt to the
Victoriaand | think that with some ingenuity, they
would work on other body styles, other than the open
cars. The purpose of this paper isto inform those who
might be interested in trying an installation of these
belts of my experience and to give them afew tips.

Let me make on thing perfectly clear, if you
read on and attempt this on your car, you are on your
own! You do thison your own responsibility and
that | assume no abligation toward you if you fol-
low any suggestion herein and it doesn’t work for
you! You are on your own!

I n my early association with the Model A Ford

On the other hand, if you are successful, and
you would like to share your findings with others,
please get in touch with me and I’ Il incorporate your
ideas into any updates of this paper. It would be espe-
cialy helpful for installation in other body styles.

To make certain that we are al talking about
the same product, let me describe the item. | ordered a
pair of seat belts, three point, grey, part number
JU010304 at $179.90 a pair from Juliano’s Interior
Products, 321 Ta cottville Road, Vernon, CT 06066.
Their order phone is 800-300-1932 and their technical
phone is 860-872-1932. Their web siteis
www.julianos.com. The product comes with afour-
page installation instruction which is clear and gener-
ally adequate for installation. Use the manufacture's
instructions and this paper as a supplement . If you are
contemplating thisinstallation, | suggest you go to the
Juliano’ s web site and click on “ See our step by step
how to guides.” Then look over the examples. They
have one for a 1940 Ford.

Now, | am going to talk primarily about what |
did with my Victoria. Y our body style might be differ-
ent and you might need to make some changesto my
procedures. The first thing that | saw that was going to
have to be changed was that their recommended way to
affix the attachment plate was by welding to the door
posts. That would be the best way to go, if you were
doing a ground up restoration, but where you didn’t
want to burn the paint on an already restored car,
something else has to be done. (If welding isyour se-
lected process here, you will have to be careful not to
burn the wood in your doorposts. | would think that
TIG-Welding might be the way to go to minimize the
heat and something to protect the wood would bein
order. | am not awelding expert, so you should consult
one, in this case)

| elected to bolt the attachment platesto the
door posts and for the most part, | was successful.
Werel to do it again, | would make some changes and
those are what | am going to describe and tell you why.
The installation of the doorpost attachment platesis
the key process, Therest isvery easily done.

Thefirst thing | considered was whether the
attachment plate would be strong enough to withstand
abad accident if it were bolted to the door post. In put-
ting in seat belts of any kind, we have to be redligticin
our expectations of being saved by the belt. Modern
cars and airplanes are built to withstand considerable
forcesin an accident and their design includes the sur-
vivability of the passenger space. No such considera-
tion was made when the Model A Ford was manufac-
tured. If you are going to install abelt, don't fool your-
self into thinking that it will save you if you head-on
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with an 18-wheeler! Therefore, you don't have to
worry if the attachment plate rips out in this case.
What you want to protect yourself from is more like
running into atree at 40 or 50 miles per hour. If you do
that, you want the attachment points to stay pretty firm
and the belt to hold you in the upright position in your
seat and in the car! | judged that two 1/4-inch grade-8
bolts attaching the plate to the door post would survive
amuch worse crash than my old body would, so that is
what | used.

Figure 1isapicture of one of the attach plates.
(Theplateisinstalled vertically, but | have rotated it
90-degrees here to show it to you.) Notice that thereis
atang on one end. This serves no purposein my bolt-
oninstalation, so | cut it off with ahacksaw. This
plate is mounted with the attach nut facing the wood in
the doorpost. The wooden doorpost must be drilled or
chiseled out to let this nut into the post and keep the
plate face flush with the metal portion of the doorpost.
| installed the plate by drilling two 1/4-inch holesin
the post at the position desired. It is very important to
position the holes properly and to drill them at right
angles to the surface of the outside of the doorpost.
Don't let the drill bit tilt up, down or sideways! In or-
der to keep my drill properly aligned, | just atool
known as a Portalign, which helps keep the hand drill
aligned at right angles. | used the attach plate as atem-
plate to mark the locations of the holes on the door-
post. It was with some trepidation that | center
punched the holes and brought the drill bit in contact
with the paint on the door post. Holding my breath, |
finally drilled the two holes and inserted the two bolts
to see how the plate would ingtall on the inside of the
post. The plate fit on the bolts perfectly, but | discov-

Figures 2aand 2b
Bolts protrude though the wood are off-center. The holein
the wood for the nut on the mounting plate has been
chiseled out.

Attachment Nut Welded

Figure 1
Attach Plate

ered that the holes which lined up on the center of the
raised portion of the outside of the post came through
dlightly to the rear of center!. Thiswould not let the
plate drop into the cavity inside the post and be flush
with the stedl of the post. In order to do this, | had to
grind about 1/4 inch off the rear edge of the plate.
Look at Figure 2a. Y ou can see that the bolts do not
protrude into the center of the door post. In Figure 2b,
the plate has been dipped over the bolts. You can see
the offset which had to be ground away. (L ots of
work!) You can avoid thisand alater problem that |
encountered. If | weredoing it again, hereiswhat |
would do:

First, | would weld the holes in the plate closed
so that | could re-drill holes where | wanted them and
make the plate drop into the cavity between the edges
of the doorpost stedl edges. Next | would drill the two
holes using a Number Three drill bit in the same align-
ment with respect to the ends of the plate as the origi-
nal holes, but off center to alow the plate to center be-
tween the steel edges of the doorpost. (I am writing this
after all my work has been covered up, so | can’'t help
you with any dimensions. Y ou can figure this out bet-
ter by making measurements directly from your car,
anyway.) The Number three bit will allow you to tap
the holesin the plate for a 1/4-inch 28 (NF) bolt. | used
bolts and nuts which is not the way to go, as the nuts

Figures 3aand 3b
The camera can see adifference in the paint on the bolt
heads, but the eye cannot detect this.
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stick up and cause interference with the interior cover
strip fastened to the inside of the doorpost. The tapped
plate would give a smooth surface for the interior trim
strip. Do all your work on the driver’ ssidefirst as
there are specia considerations on the passenger side
which will benefit from learning the easy sidefirst.

Y ou should test your work by temporarily mounting
the plate after you have drilled or chiseled out the hole
for the nut welded to the plate. If all iswell, you can
cut the 1/4-inch mounting bolts to length to give you a
flush fit with the surface.

Next, you can chuck the bolts up in alathe and
cut down the hexagonal head to make it round and
then form it into a button top like a carriage bolt. In
order to be able to apply torque to the bolt, you will
need to take a hacksaw and cut aslot in it deep enough
to take a screwdriver. Before permanently mounting
the plate, you should apply “Locktight” or some other
type of material to keep the boltstight after they have
been ingtalled. After you have tightened the bolts, you
could fill the screwdriver slot with some “Bondo“ and
sand it smooth before painting to match the doorpost.
In modifying the bolts in this manner, you will be re-
ducing the strength of the attachment plate somewhat.
How much, | don’t know. If you don’t want to do this,
you can skip this step and live with the hex-headed
bolts. They are not very noticeable once painted to
match the doorposts. However, don’t forget the
“Locktight!”

Figures 3a and 3b show my door post with the
boltsinstalled (3a not pulled down) and after the heads
were painted (3b).

Y ou might pause to consider the way | in-
stalled the plate using a nut to fasten it and the way |
am recommending—tapping the plate and machining
the head. Are they relatively the same strength? Ap-
proximately. The nut is a bit thicker than the plate, so
it may have one or two threads more to grip the nut.
The bolts are going to be pulled in tension and bent in
the event of an accident as they attempt to hold the belt
against amoving body. A nut would conceivably hold
abit better than the lesser thickness of the plate and
the handmade threads. If you feel that the nuts are the
best way to go for you, then use them and follow my
instructions on how to get by with the added thickness
of the post and nuts. Also, the machining | suggested
for the head has weakened it a bit. The effective areais
ever so dightly reduced and the edges of the head
could curl up reducing the area even more. This could
cause the head to pull through the sheet metal more
easily that an un-machined head. If you feel that thisis
critical and you can stand the hex-head poking out of
the doorpost, don’t modify the head! Y ou are the engi-

neer on thisjob and you only have to answer to your-
self. There is no government inspector to say you can
or can't do it! Remember, whatever you do will im-
prove your chances, but there are no guarantees!

When you follow the manufacturer’ s instruc-
tions, you will note that you sat in the seat and posi-
tioned the driver’s belt attachment at a convenient
height. Now you have to consider two other things for
the passenger side. The main oneisalight switchin
the doorpost (if you have one) and the other is the pas-
senger’s height. If you don’t have alight switch, have
your usual passenger sit in the seat and adjust the plate
position for thisdimension. If you don’t have a usual
passenger, then you are on your own.

If you have alight switch in the door post, you
will probably want to keep it in the same location. This
isespecially trueif you are working with a car that has
been restored. The switch is already in position and the
faceplate has imprinted the upholstery. If you arein the
midst of arestoration project or are reupholstering, you
may opt to move the switch if you are not too con-
cerned about originality. If thereis a switch there, more
than likely, you will let the switch determine the loca-
tion of the plate. It should be satisfactory even if itisn't
optimal for your passenger size. Again, you don’t have
to look out for government regulations! One precau-
tion: the switch and the plate will bein close proximity
and
if

Figure 5
Driver's Seat Belt
showing retractor

installation

Figure 4
Passenger’s Seat Belt
mounted under
light switch

they touch in an inappropriate way, you can short the
power to ground. If the circuit isfused, the fuse will
blow. If it is not fused, the wire will burn up and could
possibly do more damage. So be warned!

| found al this out the hard way. After the belt
installation, the first time | tried to turn on the dash
light, it didn’t work. This was some weeks after | had
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installed the belts and | was on atour. It wasn't until |
got home and did a hit of troubleshooting that | discov-
ered the source of my problem. The dash light and rear
light were on the same fuse which had blown. | blew a
few others searching for the culprit — the rear light
switch touching the mounting plate. Grinding a groove
in the plate gave the clearance needed to eliminate the
short.

Now that you have mounted the plates, it is
time to start to put things back to make the doorpost
look normal. The upholstery strip that tacks on the
doorpost will not fit if you used nuts on the attaching
bolts. The solution to thisisto determine the location
of the nuts and to cut the hard backing material away
so the nuts will allow smooth attachment of the strip. |
used a suitable size of hollow punch. The strip can be
placed uphol stered side down on a hard board (such as
scrap of Melamine) and the hollow punch hammered
until the backing is cut, but not the upholstery. This
sounds difficult, but actually, if the punch is not overly
sharp it will not cut through the upholstery very easily
and you can stop hammering beforeit does. If you
should cut through the upholstery, a bit of contact ce-
ment should allow you to reapply the round patch to
the outside of the hole after you install the strip.

A larger hollow punch will permit you to
make a nice round hole clear through the uphol stery
strip at the proper place to allow you to screw the
shoulder belt to the attaching plate.

Next we must consider how to attach the belt
red to the floor. Thiswasfairly straight forward in the
Victoria. For other body styles, you will have to seeif
the Victoria method works. If not, you' [l have to make
modifications.

| selected a spot on the floor directly below the
attachment on the door post. | pulled back the carpet
and found that | was looking at a hunk of oak framing.
Looking under the body outside the door, | could see
that there was a space of about 1/4-inch between the
bottom of the body and the top of the splash apron. |
then looked under the car to see where this would take
me. Thislocation under the car was outside the frame.

I had hoped to attach the reel to the frame, but this
would not be easily done. (See Note 1 at the end of the
article.) The dternative was to attach to the body fram-
ing and the splash apron. “Would that work?’ | asked
myself. Again, we have to consider reasonable crash
scenarios. The kit comes with a special reinforcing
plate that the manufacturer claims will “gather up” the
sheet metal when tension is placed on the bolt. What-
ever force my body places on the beltinacrashisdis-
tributed to the two attach points. It isnot all on this
one point. How bad a crash would it take to rip the bolt

through the splash apron and then through the oak
frame. | don’t know and I'd just not rather be around
when that happens! If it’salesser crash, then it will al
hold together and maybe I'll live to drive my A another
day! If thisis not your philosophy, then | suggest that
you engineer away to take afew more“G” loads. One
way to do thiswould be to weld up atriangular bracket
which would attach to the side of the frame and come
out far enough to pick up the bolt where it comes
through the splash apron. In considering a more resis-
tant attach point don’t forget that an attachment that
fails“gracefully” might be better in thelong run! If the
attachment is too stiff, you can be badly injured by the
belt. It'syour call.

Whatever you do, | think that it is agood idea
to put some sort of material to take up compressive
forces between the bottom of the body and the top of
the splash apron. | used a couple of washers that
slipped into this crack and filled the space. Thiswill
stiffen up the attachment, as well.

Thekit includesashort “L” bracket which
mounts to the floor (with the vertical leg near the door-
post. Y ou don’t need much clearance between the
bracket and the door post as you can rotate the bracket
to insert the bolt attaching the retractor and then rotate
it back and tighten the bracket to the floor. You only
need clearance to get a wrench on the head of the bolt
attaching the retractor, since the nut can be placed on
the inside where there is plenty of room to tighten with
aratchet and socket.

Thethird point of attachment (we'll get to the
second attach point in aminute) is the other end of the
lap belt which is sewn to along metal piece that at-
tachesto the “L” bracket using the same bolt asthe
retractor assembly. Once the retractor assembly and the
free end of the belt were bolted in place, | was able to
dlip the carpet back in place between the bolt head and
the bottom of the retractor assembly.

That left the stub belt for installation between
the two seats. | had ordered the “hard arm” set which
has a stiffening plastic deeve for the stub belts. When |
got around to installing the belts, | decided not to use
the hard arms. | think that you should order the “hard
arm” kit and make your determination of whether to
use them or not when you get to this point of the instal-
lation. My decision was based on my belief that there
was insufficient room between the seats and that this
would cause the hard arms to wear the upholstery on
the edges of the seats. The hard arms do make it much
easier to latch the belts, but they are not difficult to
latch without the hard arm. Some time after the instal-
lation, | decided to use the hard arms, which makes
snapping the end of the seat belt into the buckle on the
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stub arm much easier. Even though | thought that there
wasn't room, it turned out that there was adequate
space between the seats with the hard arms arranged
with the driver’ s arm aft and the passenger’s arm for-
ward.

The Victoria has athick plate under and be-
tween the two seat which forms afloor for the folding
seat rear legs. | deemed this to be strong enough for
the belt anchor for both the belts. (This plate held the
anchor for the lap belts which | removed.) If you don't
have such a handy place to attach the stub belts, you
can go under the car and see what isthere to form an
anchor. The kit has two more hefty plates that can be
used to reinforce under the car. A long piece of angle
iron can be placed under the seats and span from one
side of the frame to the other. It can be tack welded in
place to the frame if you so desire. | would not rely
solely on the floor or seat bottom sheet metal, even
using the reinforcing plates provided with the kit. Re-
member, if you hook both stub seat belts to the same
anchor point, you may have two bodies pulling to-
gether to break this anchor! If you have doubts about
the strength of your anchor point, use two separate
anchors for the beltsin the middle. This might cause
some interference between them, so they can be stag-
gered a bit, fore and aft.

Theintent of this paper isto be helpful. If you
find any errors or have better ideas, especially when
installing on other body styles, get in touch with me
and let me know your ideas. | will update this paper
and pass your thoughts on to othersin our hobby. I'd
be glad to hear from you in any event to let me know
how your installation came out.

Keith Smith
14417 Colorado place
Canyon Country, CA 91387
661-298-0625
661-298-0641 (FAX)
keithramsey2@earthlink.net

Note 1.

In reading other material and listening to oth-
ers who have installed seat belts in Model A Fords, |
have been exposed to conflicting information. | refer to
those who advise not to attach seat belts to the frame.
Their reasoning being that should you have a suffi-
ciently violent crash, the body bolts will shear or the
body wood will fail and the body will move with respect
to the fixed occupants. This would, they say cause
more injury to the occupants than if the belts were at-
tached to the body. While this might happen, there are
serious doubts that a living person will still be inside
the body. The seat belts will have done their duty and

no more could be expected of them. If you doubt this
reasoning, you could replace your body to frame bolts
with class-8 bolts which would greatly increase the
magnitude of this catastrophic accident. However, this
will not prevent wood of the body frame from failing
and allowing the body to move fore or aft, or even de-
parting the frame in a broadside type accident. Again, |
doubt that a person would survive the violence of such
an accident, with or without seatbelts, so | would not try
to design an installation that would protect me in this
situation.

In a hard hit from behind, should the body
move forward with the seat belts attached to the frame,
the persons in the front seat will be squeezed more
tightly by the belts as the seats move forward. In the
same accident with belts fastened to the body, the
driver will move forward and would eventually strike the
steering wheel which is fixed in place, but the belt
would not tighten. Probably this hit would break your
neck, so maybe there is nothing to worry about.

Now consider a head-on crash; if the body
moves, it would still be forward due to the inertia of the
body and passengers, but this would probably be an
even more violent accident than the one described be-
fore and would very probably not be survivable no mat-
ter where the seat belts are attached..

I would have more reluctance to drilling a hole
in the frame than to fear the bolts shearing. If a hole
already conveniently existed in the frame where | de-
sired to attach a seat belt, | would not hesitate to use it
feeling that an accident that sheared all the bolts hold-
ing the body to the car would be so violent that seat
belts would be of little use in saving me. It is hard to
say what will happen to 75 year-old wood, however.
That's just my opinion and it certainly is open to argu-
ment.

Again, | want to point out, there are no govern-
ment regulations that would guide you or restrict you. It
is all up to you! There are those who say don't fasten
to the frame and those that say don’t fasten to the
body. You can seek your own “experts” on this and
then decide to do what you want. But, | do think that
seat belts are much better than no seat belts.

One thing for certain, we Model A owners must
realize that driving a Model A just isn’t as safe as driv-
ing a modern car! This means that in addition to having
seat belts, we must keep our steering, brakes and sus-
pension in tip-top condition. We must have good lights
for night driving and to make our cars visible to other
drivers. Finally, we must always drive safely and keep
a good margin of error for the careless driver.

I would like to hear of your seat belt installation
experience and your opinions on attachments to frame
or body.



