
Assembly, The First 
Amendment to the 
Constitution
The right of the people peaceably to as-
semble, and to petition the government 
for a redress of grievances. It is often 
forgotten that the First Amendment to the 
Constitution of the United States gives the 
American people, including persons in the 
automotive industry, the rights to peaceful 
assembly and to petition the government 
for redress of grievances. Well I’d like to 
raise a grievance about the the growing 
trend, to not as-
semble.

When you work 
with dozens of 
people everyday, 
you’re going to 
find differences of 
opinion. Though the 
goals may be simi-
lar, ideas on how 
to get there may 
be very different. 
These differences 
may cause some 
controversy. I’ve 
found myself smack 
dab in the middle of 
that controversy, yet 
again. 

Last year I helped 
put together a Shop 
Solution for the May Engine Builder. 
Titled, “Currently Trending”. Mark Sarine 
points out the trend of automotive machine 
shops who like to do machine work, but 
no longer want to assemble engines. Here 

Right to
Assemble

he made his point on how this trend can 
hurt your business and how it’s changing 
our industry. 

 “Many of the shops no longer want to 
assemble engines.  They claim that they 
don’t want the liability of assembling 
engines with customer supplied parts, so 
they choose to no longer assemble engines 
all together.” 

Through Engine Pro, the sponsor of Shop 
Solutions, I received a response from a 
machine shop down in Florida who took 
umbrage with his ideas. I took a minute to 
contact Mark, who is in the engine parts 

business and depends on machine shops to 
make a living. I laid out my understanding 
of the response, which from their prospec-
tive was unquestionable, even though 
I, like Mark hated to hear it. I included 

others in the industry and that’s when the 
emails started flying. With so much con-
troversy I knew I had a topic to raise with 
the community. Lucky for me I have the 
vehicle for that, right here.  

I’ve tried to make this point in the past, 
but let’s look at it again. It wasn’t long ago 
that shops would scoff at customers who 
wanted to assemble their own engines. 
They knew full well that without the cor-
rect tools, knowledge and a small amount 
of ability, it would not be hard to do 
something incorrectly and possibly cause 
engine failure at start up or at some time 
down the road. Often, these DIY mistakes 

are either blamed on the 
part or some aspect of 
the machine work. After 
all, if the flanged main 
bearing for a small block 
Ford won’t fit the rear 
block saddle, then that 
has to be the fault of the 
part and not the assem-
bler. Or if a rear main 
seal won’t hold oil with 
the lips facing outside 
the block, it’s obviously 
defective. And cam lube 
should be coated all 
over the lifters, while all 
head bolts can be reused 
and silicon sealers are 
designed to be used in 
excessive amounts with 
cork, rubber and paper 
gaskets. And the list goes 
on and on. 

I’m not here to tell anyone how to run 
their business - So, if your business is 
thriving and you simply don’t have time 
to assemble engines, who am I to ques-
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tion your business model. I’m just raising 
questions and trying to formulate a picture 
of what this might be doing to our industry 
and how it might contribute to some, but 
certainly not all of our industry problems.

 In a world driven by one 
platform, one ever-so popular 
small block V8, it may seem 
simple enough and rational 
enough that left to their own 
devices and You-Tube videos, 
the average enthusiast should 
be able to put this engine 
together, start it, break in the 
camshaft and tune it to run 
for one hundred thousand 
miles. Even if this was true, 
and all too often it’s not, what 
about all the newer much 
more high tech single and 
dual overhead cam engines? 
You’re going to trust your 
good work and parts you rely 
on everyday to a novice to 
assemble? There are many 
mechanics that you would not 
have trusted in the past, and now we’re 
enabling the DIY’er?

Complex engines aside, even a small 
block build gets challenging when it 
comes to proper camshaft lubes, breakin 
oils and break in techniques. The most 
seasoned engine builder still looses a cam-
shaft on rare occasion. When the DIY’er 
comes tripping back into your shop hold-
ing a bumpstick that’s shy a few bumps, 
you can’t just agree with them anymore 
that it might be a defective cam and that 
the manufacturer will stand behind it. It’s 
just not true in most cases. Nor should it 
be unless you can show a legitimate defect 
in manufacturing or materials. Most of us 
don’t have the equipment. 

Take it from someone who works on this 
side of the price/profit fence; Manufac-
turers are doing everything possible to 
insure a camshaft will run great and for a 
long time if properly installed, broke in 
and run with the proper oil. They simply 
cannot afford not to in this day and age. 
That assumption that there must be soft 
lobes, it wasn’t hardened properly or 
whatever someone might dream up about 
the materials just does not cut it today. If 
you have the equipment to check the grind 
for lobe taper, have at it. But I’d suggest 
your cam tunnel is far more likely to be 

running down and out and not perpendicu-
lar to your lifter bores than the lobes don’t 
have enough taper. And this is just the start 
of things that should be checked. More 
likely it would have to do with assembly 
lubes, oils, additives and the ability to get 

the engine started and brought up to a high 
idle right away.

I bring up cam failure only because it’s 
the obvious failure today. The list of 
potential problems is probably as long as 
an equation that would include 10 times 
the number of moving parts. Yet some see 
no problem, no responsibility in letting 
the unequipped tackle the job. Someone 
might smirk knowing the customer will be 
back soon, needing something fixed, but 
I fear the repercussions of a customer bad 
mouthing his machine shop to everyone he 
knows. Relying on the customer to make a 
mistake for job security is just wrong.

When asked about their advertising 
budget, most shops I know say, “What 
budget?” We no longer rely on a “Yel-
low Pages” ad and many of you don’t 
even have a computer on the counter, yet 
alone a web page for advertising. Repeat 
customers and word of mouth is what I 
hear about most. This has been somewhat 
of a time-honored tradition for the small 
machine shop. Hand’s on, quality work, 
happy customers and good referrals. Now, 
when a customer has problems and they’re 
looking for someone to blame, what hap-
pens to “word of mouth”? Those words 
generally work against you.

 I couldn’t help but think about a few other 
bite-you-in-the-butt assembly problems 
we’re faced with today. 

Priming the oiling system by driving the 
oil pump with a drill motor is just not as 

viable today with all the front 
mount oil pumps. Not every-
one has an oil priming tank. 

Stroker mania has given us 
some great performance po-
tential, but fitting those bigger 
cranks and rods in the bottom 
end can take some work. Are 
you willing to send someone 
home with plans of taking a 
grinder to their block to make 
some room? 

Late model engines are de-
signed to use lightweight oils 
and tighter clearances. Who’s 
going to be taking the mea-
surements? 

Some OHC timing compo-
nents are complicated to assemble, and 
those hand grenade pins in the tensioner 
are meant to be pulled at the end of the 
assembly. I hear some professionals have 
troubles remembering this.

 So what’s the problem? From what I’m 
hearing it’s time. Or more importantly, 
getting paid for your time. I’ve written 
chapters on getting paid for your time, and 
I’m not advocating anything differently 
now. I do think there might be ways to be 
more effective with your time when doing 
assembly, and I would raise a question 
as to how much you should be charging 
for this. I’ve surveyed shops across the 
country on this and found no consistency, 
rhyme nor reason for the price variation 
out there. Some feel there should be a flat 
charge and the number I hear often seems 
too low. A few tell me it’s as simple as 
“time and materials.” Kudos if you can 
do it. I think if everyone could make this 
work for their shop, there would be no 
controversy. 

 To be successful in this profession takes 
discipline and knowledge. If you’re not 
familiar with something, it will take you 
longer to do the task. It does not seem 
fair to charge full shop time if you have 
to learn as you go. In these cases maybe 
I’ll agree that assembly is not going to 

Checking bearing clearance requires the proper tools.
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be a function of your business. Maybe this 
is something you may choose to job out to 
an expert for that engine. But considering 
the age of most of the employees in the vast 
majority of shops out there, I don’t think 
experience is the problem. 

 In my own experience I think it’s a discipline 
problem. All spankings aside, I think it is 
very important to schedule assembly at a time 
when and where you won’t be interrupted. 
Interruptions are time killers and starting and 
stopping any job over and over will just add 
frustration and time. So whether it’s early in 
the day, after the doors are locked at night or 
weekends one must find the best time of the 
day, turn off the phone and “Get’er done” as 
they say. Organization also saves time and 
having a clean room or assembly room that 
is equipped with all the hand tools and sup-
plies you’ll need before you start will save a 
bunch. 

 Lastly, I want to ask if a reduced shop rate 
for this process might not be fair to you and 
the customer. For most assemblies no power 
tools are required, no heavy power consum-
ing machinery used and the tools you’re 
using aren’t really wearing out or being 
consumed. So maybe something like two or 
three  times the salary of the assembler per 
hour would still be profitable. That would 
be for the business owner to figure out. I’d 
certainly add some sales in the form of shop 
supplies to the invoice. Things like assembly 
lubes, oil, paint and cam lube should be kept 
on hand in quantity and billed to the customer 
if used.

 I’m sure I’ve done nothing for several of you 
who are just plain tired of assembling en-
gines, and you probably left the article some 
time back,  but I’m hoping I have stimulated 
some thought in the rest who understand that 
engine assembly is the job of the machine 
shop. At least assembly of the components 
you’ve handled and machined. You might 
leave the manifold and external assemblies 
for the installer to bolt on. I’d certainly con-
sider bolting on some of the tin. Or at least 
insist on seeing it and guaranteeing to your-
self that it is clean before it ever gets close to 
your handy work. I may not have mentioned 
it before, but dirt and a dirty assembly is the 
biggest killer of new components. 

 I, for one am glad I live in a country where 
differences in opinion  are encouraged and 
freedom to express one’s ideas is so impor-
tant that it is outlined in the First Amendment 

of our Constitution. And who knew that this 
same amendment would speak to us about 
our right to assemble... or not?

Your invoice should include billing for shop supplies.

Many performance parts need modification before installation,
like the windage tray from the 392 Magnum build.
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