The Biography of Keith Black
Teaser:

Keith Black was a high performance designer and producer of racing engines. Though he came to be known best for drag racing engines, he traced the beginnings of his career to boat racing in the 1940s. On his second attempt at boat racing on the Salton Sea in southern California, Black set a world record. Almost instantly, Black’s boat motors were in demand, and so he began building them in his garage and selling them. But boat motors were only the beginning.

Article Body

A native of Huntington Park, California, Keith Black was born in 1926, and by the time he was in his twenties, he was setting records in boat racing. He started Keith Black Racing Engines in 1959 and word of his superior designs spread rapidly. Within two years his boat racing engines had set dozens of national and international speed records. 

It wasn’t long before Black’s reputation in the boat racing world spread to those interested in other types of racing. In the early 1960s, a friend named Tommy Greer convinced Black to build a drag racing motor for a Top Fuel dragster. By 1963 the dragster had won over 250 rounds, set against less than 25 losses. This car, the Greer-Black-Prudhomme dragster, is considered by many experts to be the most successful dragster ever.

Top Fuel racing is a class of drag racing where cars are run on a mixture of up to 90% nitromethane and about 10% methanol rather than traditional gasoline. The cars are very long and narrow, with thin front tires that maximize performance in a straight line race. The National Hot Rod Association (NHRA) heavily restricts engine configuration, and as a result, today’s dragsters still use technology which is several decades old. Nonetheless, a Top Fuel dragster accelerates from 0 to 100 mph, or 160 km/h in less than one second. This is less than one tenth the time it takes a production model Porsche 911 Turbo to reach that speed.

Keith Black was a top name in the design of specialized aluminum engine blocks for drag racing. The engines used today have roots in a design Keith Black produced based on a Chrysler 426 Hemi that was made from 1964 to 1971. Black’s engines, however, were cut from untouched aluminum and built to the customer’s specifications. His aluminum version of the Chrysler 426 Hemi debuted in 1974 and dominated drag racing for the next decade: From 1975 to 1984 every national record in the Top Fuel category was set by a Keith Black engine block.
Black’s gift was to improve on existing designs. Even though he did not invent the aluminum Chrysler engine blocks, his design became the standard in the industry.

By the mid 1980s, Keith Black Racing Engines began making GM blocks that were made for using gasoline rather than nitromethane in Chevy and Oldsmobile formats. It wasn’t long after that Black teamed up with Hot Rod magazine to create the Keith Black Camaro, a monster street car that became a legend to hot rod enthusiasts.

In 1991, Keith Black died of brain cancer, and his son Ken took over operations of Keith Black Racing Engines. After many more years of success, the severe economic downturn that began in 2008 forced the company to lay off most of its employees in October 2008 and put the company up for sale.

The news shocked and saddened drag racing enthusiasts, as well as fans of truck and tractor pulling, another realm in which Chrysler Hemi-based engines are used in competition. As of October, Ken Black was still working on engines that had already been ordered, and he continued to have plenty of stock parts on the shelves. At this time, Ken Black Racing Engine fans are hoping that someone will buy the company and keep it in good hands.

But it is certain that Keith Black will never be forgotten. In 1995 he was inducted into the Motorsports Hall of Fame of America, and his name will always be legendary among drag racing fans.
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