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Should you have radial or bias ply tires on your Classic?  This subject has been discussed in many 
forums, with much “information”, both pro and con, presented, and much of it is based on hearsay or 
anecdotal evidence.  This article will try to offer some useful advice on the subject. 
 
Bias ply tires were the standard design used on American cars for over 60 years, until the mid-1970s.  In a 
bias ply tire, the rubber-impregnated fabric cords, which give the tire its strength, are in layers under the 
tread, and lie at about a 45 degree angle to the tread centerline.  Alternating layers are at 90 degrees with 
the next layer. 
  

Radial tires were first used in Europe about 1948, and became standard on most American cars by the mid 
1970’s.  The fabric cords run at 90 degrees to the tread centerline, so they run straight across the tire from 
bead to bead.  In both radial and newer design bias tires, a belt of fabric or more commonly, steel, runs 
circumferentially around the tire under the tread to add strength and stability. 
 
What does all of that mean to how the tires perform?  Here’s where we get into trying to separate fact 
from hearsay in choosing tires.  Basically, bias ply tires, many made to duplicate the original equipment 
tread designs, are presently the choice for a car intended to be a 100 point restoration for show 
competition.  The general consensus is that radials drive much better, ride better, provide better traction, 
especially in rain, and wear longer, but don’t look quite “right” on a Classic. 
 
Bias ply tires, because of their design, “squirm” as the tire rolls, and the tread contacts the pavement. 
Radial tires do not “squirm”, so they generate less heat and less rolling resistance, resulting in improved 
gas mileage.  That is probably of little importance to the driver of a Duesenberg or V-16 Cadillac. 
Pushing a car in the garage on bias tires, and then if radials are mounted, will make it very apparent how 
much easier the radials roll. 
  

Let’s discuss some common myths.  A prominent one is that radial tires cannot or should not be used on 
rims designed for bias tires, because they will not properly stay in place without an inner tube, and cause 
extra rim stress that can cause rim failures.  Stockton Wheel Service in Stockton, California has been in 
the wheel business for over 100 years, and is one of the top wheel experts in the country.  The owner of 
Stockton states that there were no changes to rim design when tubeless tires became common in the mid 
1950’s.  Some articles claim wheel metallurgy for radial tires is different, but can present no evidence to 
verify that claim.  I have a 1956 Society of Automotive Engineers Handbook, the “bible” for automotive 
engineering design standards.  It contains no standards or specifications for automobile wheels or tires, 
which brings into doubt any comments about metallurgy or design of wheels being different now than in 
the 1950’s. 
 
Stresses imposed on wheels have been stated by some “authorities” to be greater when radials are used to 
replace bias ply tires.  Other “authorities” state radials make no difference or even reduce wheel stresses. 
Stress analysis of the complex shape of a wheel under various conditions is not a simple matter, and 
probably needs resolution by computer design analysis or real world testing.  I have seen no 
documentation of either, so you are left to draw your own conclusions about wheel stresses.  I can state 
that anecdotal evidence with several thousands of miles on my car and those of many other persons, using 
radials, has produced no wheel problems. 
  
All modern wheels since the mid 1960’s have small humps just inboard of where the tire beads rest.  
Their purpose is to help keep the tire in place on the rim if a flat or blowout occurs.  The drawing 
illustrates this feature, which is a good improvement.  Actually, it became common about 10 years after 



tubeless tires became standard, and 10 years before radial tires became common on new cars.  This 
feature was first promoted as a safety improvement on 1941 cars built by Chrysler Corporation, long 
before tubeless or radial tires appeared.  That feature was not related as a necessity for tubeless tires or 
radial tires, but is one of many examples of automotive design advancements.  Some articles claim the 
safety hump is essential to hold any tubeless tire in place in the event of a flat, and that older wheels 
require an inner tube for safety.  Millions of cars were built without the safety humps after tubeless tires 
became standard equipment.  In the event of a flat, how much restraint do you think a deflated inner tube 
can provide to hold the tire in place?  It is then just a very flimsy soft rubber piece with virtually no 
strength to restrain anything. 
 
Advice from a person with almost 40 years experience in the wholesale tire business, supplying vendors 
of several brands of tires in several Midwest states, is this: Radial tires mounted on older wheels have 

caused no problems with metal failure, safety humps and 
inner tubes are not necessary for safe use of radial tires.  His 
only caution is that the tread width of a tire, radial or bias 
ply, should be the same as the rim width, within plus or 
minus one-half inch.  
  

The next myth is that radial tires, which are generally 
recommended to be run without inner tubes, can’t be used 
on old wheels because of leaks.  This is both true and false, 
depending on the wheel.  Many old cars from the thirties and 
later have run tubeless radials with no leakage problems at 
all.  Some wheel designs, particularly wire wheels, may not 
hold air without a tube.  This is a trial and error area, unless 
you know someone with similar wheels who can advise you. 
  

Next, do radials ride harder?  A few users say yes, most say 
no, they ride softer. Do they steer harder?  Opinions are split 
here, too.  Most say the steering is easier, except at a dead 
stop.  On any car, it’s better not to try to steer at a dead stop, 
to lessen the stress on the entire steering system.  Do they 
drive better?  A few people say no, but most are amazed at 
the improvement in how the car drives after changing to 
radials.  This is especially true on asphalt highways which 
have become rutted from heavy truck traffic.  
 
Lastly, do radials look wrong on a Classic?  It depends on 
the tires and on which Classic.  Radials used to be available 

only on the more modern wide cross-section designs, and tended to look too fat on an older car.  Some of 
the vendors of antique tires are offering a much greater product line, so that in many cases radials that 
look much closer to original tires can be obtained, with whatever whitewall width is desired.  They do not 
look exactly like original designs, which may be unacceptable to purists. 
  

This article, like many others, will not resolve the different viewpoints of those preferring bias or radial 
tires.  Some car shows have begun to accept radial tires as a safety improvement like seat belts and turn 
signals, and do not deduct points for them.  However, if two otherwise equal cars are compared in a show, 
I would expect the car with authentic bias tires to be favored. 
  

After reading this far, I’m sure you know what my preference is.  The final choice is yours, but I 
recommend getting advice from as many sources as possible before jumping to a decision on what tires to 
reward your Classic with.   



Before mounting any tires, it’s a good idea to clean and wire brush the bead seating areas, remove any 
rust, inspect carefully for any signs of cracks, and paint the area that will be inside of the tire for rust 
protection. 
 


