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Don Taylor
Don Taylor grew up in the auto 

trimming business: his father 
was a trimmer, Don is a trimmer, 
and his two sons were trained as 
trimmers as they grew up. As an 
expert author, Don created the 
Automotive Upholstery Handbook for 
California Bill’s and six automotive 
books on engine rebuilding, 
restoration and paint and body work 
for HPBooks. 

In 1979, with his brother 
Alan, Don created numerous van 
conversions. And they created 
several exciting vehicles, including 
Toyota’s “Yamahauler” (later 
made into a Revell model), and 
the “Huskyhauler,” the Husqvarna 
Motorcycle team’s mobile garage. 
One interesting job was trimming a 
steam-powered taxicab with seating 
for the physically handicapped. 
It was done for the Federal 
Department of Transportation 

Don “at the bench” hand-sewing “fox edging” 
to the back cushion of a rumble seat for a 
1932 Cadillac V-16 convertible coupe. Today, 
seats with “fox edging” have been replaced 
with molded polyfoam.

About the Hands-on Authors

(DOT) through San Diego Steam 
Power Systems. The vehicle 
was displayed for a year at the 
Smithsonian Museum with a Taylor-
Made sign.

Just prior to hanging up his 
trimmer’s tools for a 14-year 
“retirement,” Don’s work on the 
interior of a 1932 Auburn Coupe 
won Best of Class, People’s Choice, 
and Best of Show awards at the 
International Auburn/Cord/
Duesenberg Show.

Currently, in addition to book-
authoring and illustrating, Don is 
temporarily “un-retired,” working 
again with his brother’s Alan 
Taylor Company restoration and 
custom trim facility in Escondido, 
California. Collectible cars in the 
shop as this was written included 
three Bugattis, three Rolls-Royces,  
a Bentley and a 1932 Cadillac  
V-16 convertible.
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Ron Mangus started his stitching 
career in 1969 with his brother, 

Ernie Yanez, who provided special 
effort in getting Ron started right. 
He started Custom Auto Interiors in 
Bloomington, California in 1989.

Ron’s name has become 
famous as the stitcher who creates 
fabulous interiors. A roadster with 
his interior won America’s Most 
Beautiful Roadster at the 1992 
Oakland Roadster. His work has 
received numerous Best Interior 
Awards at a variety of car shows. He 
has created interiors for: Boyd’s Hot 
Rods, Tim Allen, Billy Gibbons of 
ZZ Top, Pete Chapouris of PC3G, 
Linda Vaughan (Miss Hurst), 
Thom Taylor, Bruce Meyers, Kenny 
Bernstein, Robby Gordon, Sammy 
Hagar, Michael Anthony, Cory 
McClenathan and James Brubaker 
of Universal Studios.

During the latter part of the 
1990s and the 2000s the street rod 
and hot rod magazines have been 
filled with featured cars showing off 
his interiors. 

How-to articles showing 
Mangus’ techniques and expertise 
have appeared in Hot Rod, 
Rod & Custom, Street Rodder, 
Truckin’ and American Rodder. His 
interiors continuously appear in cars 
featured in these and other street 
rodding and hot rod magazines. He 
also developed a line of auto trim 
essentials and sells these through his 
“Stitcher Stuff” catalog.

Ron takes a break from working on Dan Bissell’s 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air.

Ron Mangus



1 • Designing and Planning Your Interior

In the world of hot rod building 
the last people to lay hands (and 

sometimes eyes) on the car are 
the trimmers. If the owner has an 
infinite amount of time and money, 
the trimmers can sometimes give 
him or her what they’re looking 
for—a show winner. 

Ms. Owner and Mr. Builder will 
have planned down to the last 1/32 
inch where everything mechanical 
will be located while depending on 
the ability of the trimmer to solve 
the problem of where the seats will 
go. Mr. or Ms. Owner could save 
a bundle of money, weeks of time, 
many phone calls and numerous 
headaches with just a little bit of 
preliminary planning of the interior 
while the car was in the building 
stage.

We’ve seen cars come into the 
shop where the brake pedal was 
beautifully located, but so far left 
of the driver’s seat that it had to be 
operated with the driver’s left foot. 
Foot-operated dimmer switches are 
very often located so the kick panel 
will cover them. Wires are almost 
always run through a location 
convenient to the person doing the 
wiring rather than with any thought 
of how they might be affected by the 
upholstery. You can bet that fingers 
will be pointing everywhere if a 
$1,500 headliner has to come out to 
replace a 15-cent domelight wire! 
Planning the interior must be part 
of the whole planning process and 
should begin as soon as you have  
the body.

Interior Planning

Locating the Seats
As this is a planning project, 
locating the seats—and all of the 
interior parts—should be started 
as early in the process as possible. 
Whatever planning you can do to 
prevent having to relocate parts will 

Photo 1. The fun of rod-building is your ability to do anything you want. There really are 
no rules, so wherever you go with it, it’s OK. Here, the designer named the car “Black 
Rose” and has embroidered a headliner panel with a beautiful black rose logo.

Dan Bissell’s ’57 Chevy Bel Air featured in Chevy Tri-Five Custom Interiors.

Jim Burr’s ’55 Chevy featured in Chevy Tri-Five Custom Interiors.
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be the best “thinking” time you’ve 
ever spent. Much of the following 
should be done with the body off  
the frame.

The oldest, and still best, 
method of locating the seats is 
simple trial and error. If you have a 
seat picked out, maybe the one that 
came with the car, or an aftermarket 
such as Recaro, Cerullo, Glide 
Engineering, or Tea’s Design, stick 
it into the car and begin making 
adjustments. Leave the tracks and 
any other adjusting mechanisms 
connected. Get into the car, sit down 
and take a look around. How much 
headroom do you have? Where is 
your left elbow in relation to the 
door? Is your body centered along 
the steering column? Do you have 
room to raise your knees without 
bumping into the steering wheel? If 
you plan on having a center console, 
is there enough room? How’s the 
view out the windshield and side 
windows?

Now, we must complicate 
everything. Consider where your 
headliner will be. It could be 
anywhere from 1 to 3 inches below 
the shell. Next comes carpeting 
and insulation, usually a combined 
thickness of over 1 inch. Together, 
these can eat up as little as 2 
inches of headroom but sometimes 
upwards of 5 inches. By adding 
strips of plywood under the base 
of your seat and gluing squares of 
cardboard to the roof with contact 
spray adhesive, you can get an 
almost exact idea of where your seat 
will be located in relation to the 
headliner and carpet.

If you find yourself having to 
slide down onto your tailbone to get 
enough headroom then something 
must be done about the seat. In the 
body of the book we tell you just 
how to do that. 

There are several tricks you’ll 
learn on how to drop the seat to 
give added headroom. (You can 
get an inch just by raising the front 
a bit and adjusting the back to 
compensate.) And, if an inch or two 
is not enough, then we’ll talk about 
fabricating new frames. 

Finally, you’ll learn how to build 

a seat from plywood and polyfoam 
for that complete custom fit. 

If it looks like you’ll be building 
a plywood and polyfoam seat, get a 
5/8- or 3/4-inch piece of plywood 
and about 3 inches of polyfoam 
and rig up a trial seat. By blocking 
up here and there you’ll get a good 
idea of where your body’s going to 
eventually come to rest.

The final location of the 
seat should put you in a position 
where you have at least 2 inches of 
headroom; you can operate all the 
controls comfortably; the center of 
the steering wheel aligns with the 
middle of your chest; and your left 
elbow is about 9 inches below the 
top edge of the door panel. That 9 
inches is an arbitrary, but standard, 
location. Consider it a “starting” 
location—especially if you’re a little 
shorter or taller than average. When 
you’ve finished reading the chapter 
on seat building you’ll know how 
to make adjustments beyond what 
we’ve described here.

Locating Controls

Clutch, Brake and  
Dimmer Switch

As upholsterers, we’re not about to 
begin a discussion on mechanics or 
engineering of your clutch and brake 
pedals. We can, however, make a few 
suggestions and reminders to help 
you locate these two vital parts and 
still have a comfortable ride.

The relationship between the 
seat and steering wheel has a lot to 
do with how accessible the clutch 
and brake pedals are to your feet. 
If you’re sitting too close to the 
steering wheel, you may bump your 
knee against it when you lift your 
foot to actuate one of the pedals. So 
now the depth of the seat back and 
the distance the seat can travel on 
its tracks (if there are any) must be 
considered.

Again, in the seat-building 
section we discuss how to expand or 
reduce seat-back thickness to gain 
added leg room. If seat adjustment 

Photos 5-7. The stock door handle on this 
Willys coupe fell right under the armrest. 
It needed to be lowered about 2 inches. 
The final solution: put a Volkswagen door 
pull in the center of the pleated insert.

Photos 2-4. Headliner designs become 
more and more involved as imaginations 
search further and further for originality.
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Photo 8. Speaker wires from this amplifier 
run too close to the emergency brake 
(arrow). A screw-down plate covers the 
raw edges of the carpet around the base 
of the brake lever. Screws for this plate 
would penetrate the speaker wires if this 
loom were not rerouted. Even with no 
screw problems, the wires are rubbing 
against the brake—a sure bet for a  
future short.

Photos 9 & 10. Sometimes it’s impossible 
to arrange things to suit the upholsterer. 
Here, the frame and rollbars of this racing 
roadster present problems the trimmer 
must solve. Ron’s team did a good job of 
solving them.

is not going to give you the needed 
leg room, consider changing the 
steering-wheel or steering-column 
angle.

When locating the clutch pedal, 
consider what your kick panel 
design will be. Often, a rod builder 
will expect to locate one or more 
sound-system speakers here. If the 
speaker has a lot of depth from cone 
to magnet, then the kick panel will 
have to protrude past the front-door 
pillar. This could interfere with 
clutch travel. If you then try to add a 
manual dimmer switch (the foot-
operated style) you’ll be in all kinds 
of trouble. 

So, with seat in place (this  
will give a good idea of what  
you’ll be doing with your quarter 
panels), locate the clutch, brake, 
dimmer switch and speakers. Then 
you won’t have to worry about jury-
rigging some kind of solution later.

Emergency Brake

Here’s another one of those things 
you can really mess up. “Boy, look 
how nice the emergency brake will 
fit right here on the tranny!” Yes, 
it will fit just fine—until your wife 
gets in the car and moves the seat 
forward. Now the brake is useless! 
Unless the emergency brake will be 
located within a console, be sure 
the seat placement will not interfere 
with its use. This may mean setting 
the seat up on the frame of the car 
(without the body) and making sure 
there’s plenty of travel room for the 
brake. If you fail to do this, your 
only solution may be to cut a corner 
out of the seat!

Door Handles

Door handle (and window crank) 
placement is a direct extension 
of door panel design. Some 
builders will want the door handle 
incorporated into the armrest. 
Others will want that beautiful 
aluminum billet handle to be 
completely visible. There are those 
who may elect to have a button in 
the console. These decisions are all 
yours. What matters now is that you 

make them. It’s always a tragedy to 
build a door panel only to find the 
window crank hits the armrest.

This is a touchy situation at this 
early stage of rod development. It 
presupposes you have a design in 
mind that’s completely finalized. 
Most often, this is not the case. 
Nevertheless, you need to be aware 
that this decision (door handle and 
window crank placement) must be 
made before you begin assembling 
the door panel. Because it is a 
relatively easy project to relocate a 
door handle, this project can be left 
to the last minute—even after the 
door panel is well under way.

The window crank is not an 
easy fix. Maybe that’s why most rod 
builders install power windows! 
Locating a button is much easier 
than relocating a mechanical 
window mechanism. Be alert to 
these two important aspects of 
interior planning.

Wiring

Unlike assembly-line manufact-
ured cars that employ snap-in trim 
finishing, custom car builders 
cement almost all of the interior 
parts to the car. On the family 
Ford or Toyota you can pop the 
headliner out in about 30 minutes, 
then install it in another 20. On a 
one-piece leather headliner in a ’39 
coupe, it’s there to stay. If it must 
come out, then putting it back is 
the same as making a whole new 
headliner. This works the same 
with carpeting and about 1/3 of the 
many panels that make up a custom 
interior. Therefore, accessing the 
car’s electrical wiring could be a 
very expensive project unless a little 
forethought is employed.

Secondly, wiring must be routed 
through places you know will be 
safe. We’ve run into situations where 
a wiring loom passes right under 
the future location of a seat track. 
Too often, while drilling holes for 
panel attachment, the trimmer drills 
right into a bundle of wires. If you 
plan your interior right along with 
the rest of your planning, these 
problems can be avoided.
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Try to run your wiring where 
you will be able to access it without 
ripping out interior parts. As in 
the headliner problem described 
above, install a plastic or copper 
tube for the domelight wire to travel 
through. Then, if it ever needs to be 
removed, you can simply pull it out 
and feed another in. 

If your car has a driveshaft 
tunnel, it’s easy to make a false side 
on the tunnel, out of chipboard, 
through which wiring can be 
run. The carpet can then be 
cemented down, yet the wire loom 
is not sealed in for life. It will take 
imagination and early planning to 
assure yourself that future repairs 
will be as painless as possible.

Locating Peripherals

Sound System
The largest peripheral in a street 
rod is the sound system; locating all 
of its very large parts can challenge 
the best planner. Often, the way the 
interior is designed and planned 
can enhance the system rather than 
cause an upholstery nightmare. Note 
the solution to the speakers behind 
the seats in the truck featured on 
page 95, photo 20. By designing the 
seats with a novel “megaphone,” 
sound is passed out through the 
sides of the seats!

Select your components early 
on. Their size will most often 
determine their location. Standard 
practice usually indicates the 
amplifier will reside under a seat—
unless you decide the seat must sit 
directly on the floor to increase 
headroom. So, here you are again, 
mocking up your interior long 
before the body has been fastened to 
the frame. You just can’t go wrong 
by doing this. Don’t simply measure 
and say, “Yeah, that’s good.” 

With your measuring tape you 
find there are 3 inches of clear space 
under the passenger’s seat and the 
amplifier you want is 2-1/2 inches 
tall. Excellent. Buy the amp now 
and stick it under seat. Then plunk 
your heaviest friend into the seat 

Photo 12. We added this illustration 
just because Don thought the way the 
instrument panel was blended into the 
modesty panel was one of the best he’d 
seen. What a very clean appearance  
it gives.

Photo 11. In the panel section of the book, 
we’ll show you how to make this raised type 
of design. It works really neat!

Photos 13 & 14. Ken Sapper’s ’32 roadster might be considered the ultimate in “high-tech” 
interior appearance. This is, indeed, the “hard” look. From Ford Roadster Custom Interiors.



Photo 1. Juanito, the youngest member of the crew, will make a door-panel pattern for our 
’41 Willys coupe. He begins with a large piece of chipboard, temporarily cemented to the 
door. This keeps it in place while he marks some of the contours around the garnish molding.

Photos 2 & 3. A little more cement will 
hold the chipboard tightly to the door. 
When doing this, allow the cement to dry 
well before bringing the two pieces into 
firm contact. If the cement is wet when 
you “contact” the two pieces and allow 
them to dry together, when you peel the 
chipboard off, most of it will stay on the 
door. Go light with the cement and let it 
dry well before “contacting” the two.

It’s common practice in the street 
rod and custom car fabrication 

business to bring the car to the trim 
shop as a hollow shell. All panels, 
trim, covering, seats, windshield 
and backlite are gone—or never 
existed—in the case of a car built 
from scratch. You, the trimmer, 
are expected to make everything 
that will go into the car as trim or 
upholstery. 

As a trimmer of family cars or 
a hobbyist, you’re accustomed to 
having something to wrap a cover 
around. Now you have to make that 
“something” first. In the past, if you 
had to replace a door panel or kick 
panel, you either had a broken one 
to work from or a left panel to copy 
over to a right panel. Here you have 
no panel at all. 

To make anything from 
“scratch,” such as a door panel, a 
heel pad, luggage panel or any other, 
you must first make a pattern of the 
area you wish to panel. This chapter 
shows you the simple steps to  
do this.

We’re going to learn how to 
make a pattern for a panel that 
fills an open space. This includes 
door panels, kick panels, quarter 
panels and any panel that will be 
upholstered before it is installed. 
We can think of several panels that 
are covered after being installed, 
but we’ll get to those later. The most 
fundamental panel made in the trim 
shop is the door panel. So let’s begin 
our description there.

Making a Pattern  
for a Door Panel
Our first demonstration will be 
to make a pattern of the driver’s 
door panel on a really nice ’41 
Willys coupe. Our guide for this 
demonstration is Juanito, who 
specializes in making patterns for 
the shop. Juanito begins by selecting 

2 • Pattern Making
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Photo 4. Juanito has now marked out 
the cut for the door latch. Here is a good 
demonstration of the ease of cutting and 
fitting in this location. With chipboard, if you 
cut away too much, simply cement a new 
piece in place and cut again. If you were 
using panelboard (wood or Masonite) you 
would have ruined the whole piece.

Photo 5. Juanito’s initial cut around the 
garnish was rough. Now he refines it with a 
scrap pressed tightly to the bottom edge of 
the molding. This is cemented in place.

Photo 6. Here we have a close-up of 
“guestimating” the contour of the molding 
below the piece of chipboard. Juanito will 
cut and fit until his piece is perfect. Then, as 
before, he’ll cement it in place.

Photo 7. The same piece must also fit the 
front edge of the door.

Photo 8. Everything is fitted and cemented 
tight. We now have a perfect fit around 
the garnish molding.

Photo 9. Juanito turns his attention to the 
bottom of the panel. He has cemented 
a second piece in place, making sure 
the bottom of the pattern is in perfect 
alignment with the bottom edge of the 
door. Notice the approximate 2 inches of 
overhang at the front edge of the door 
and how Juanito handles this in the next 
photographs.

a full piece of chipboard and 
squeezing one edge of it under the 
garnish molding. He then outlines 
the edge of the garnish molding 
with a pencil line and cuts away the 
selvage under the molding. This cut 
is fairly rough at this point because 
he knows he must go back and refine 
it later. With the chipboard well 
located, Juanito cements it in place. 
Because this is a temporary hold,  
he only uses a small amount  
of adhesive.

When the chipboard is secure, 
Juanito begins to locate areas 
that will be closely defined. Our 
illustration shows him beginning 
by marking out an area around the 
door latch. Next, he moves up to the 
garnish molding where he will refine 
his line. The following steps are the 
most important in pattern making, 
so follow closely.

Juanito cuts off a scrap of 
chipboard with a good straight line. 
He applies a full measure of adhesive 
to both the pattern piece and the 
scrap. He then presses the straight 
edge of the scrap to the straight edge 
of the garnish molding and presses 
the scrap home. Now he has an 
exact edge which will eventually be 
transferred to a piece of panelboard 
for the finished door panel.

This is the lesson to take away 
in this chapter. To make a pattern 
for any type of panel, you begin by 
securing a large piece of chipboard 
to the area. You then add scraps of 
chipboard around the edges until 
you have the exact shape of the 
panel. These are the basics of all 
pattern making. Now, let’s return  
to Juanito and see how he finishes 
this pattern.

To get the basic line of the curve 
in the rear corner of the garnish, 
Juanito “guestimates” where the line 
is and pencils it in. He cuts away the 
excess and tries fitting it. He will 
trim away the excess two or three 
times before he considers it ready. 
He then cements it in place.

He continues in this fashion 
all the way around the molding. If 
this curve was less tight, perhaps 
a 10-inch radius, he could cement 
small, straight strips around the 



Dan Bissell’s ’57 Chevrolet Bel Air featured in Chevy Tri-Five Custom Interiors.
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Upon first glance you might 
think this chapter is a bit out 

of place and that building door 
and quarter panels should come 
first. Logically, that should work. 
You make the door panel, then the 
armrest and attach it to the panel. 
When we deal with the world of 
custom trim, however, the above is 
not always the way it works. Often, 
the armrest is an integral part of the 
door-panel design. Sometimes it’s 
even the basis of the design. Given 
this importance, we feel it best to 
demonstrate how the armrest is 
made. Then in the next chapter, 
while we explain the fabrication of 
the door panel, we can include how 
the armrest is incorporated into the 
design. In custom upholstery the 
design concept is almost always the 
main consideration. That’s why it’s  
so exciting.

Designing the Armrest
As we suggested earlier, the 
customer may have a design 
concept when he or she comes to 
the shop. Often it will be more than 
a concept—it could be a complete 
treatment. Short of the complete 
treatment, as the trimmer, you can 
help the customer with some of 
the design ideas. The first is one of 
practicality.

The standard location for an 
armrest is about 9 inches below 
the window garnish and about 1/3 
the length of the panel forward of 
the jam-edge of the door. This, of 
course, is based on “average” size 
people and a “standard” car. Given 
a customer who is considerably 
shorter or taller than average or a 
car whose door looks like it was 
lifted from a ’30 Bugatti limousine, 
you’ll need to make adjustments for 
the armrest location. Usually, this is 
done by sitting the customer in the 
car on something representing the 
seat but well located in respect to 

Photo 2. From the customer’s design, George Torres has developed a pattern for the base of 
the armrest frame. He stapled two pieces of panel board together so he can stack-cut both 
bases at the same time. The armrests he’s making are for the rear quarter panels. The front 
door panels are quite different in shape. If all four armrests were the same, George would 
cut all four at the same time.

Photo 1. Usually, we show the finished product at the end. This time we want you to know 
what the finished product will look like before you start working on it. This will help you 
understand where we’re going.

3 • Fabricating Armrests
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where the finished seat will be— 
then locating the armrest directly 
beneath his or her left elbow. If 
husband and wife or owner and 
significant other are far different 
in size, be sure to “average” the 
location so both will be comfortable.

The second consideration 
must be the location of the inside 
door handle. You might wish to 
incorporate the door handle into the 
armrest. Access can be from  
the top or bottom. Usually, if  
access is from the bottom, the 
trimmer will try to design the 
armrest so the door handle is not 
visible. This is almost impossible 
when the door handle is accessible 
from the top. Remember, however, 
as we discussed earlier in the first 
chapter, if you don’t want the  
door handle in the armrest you  
can relocate it.

Because you’re building 
this armrest from scratch, other 
than location restrictions, any 
idea you or the customer wish 
to develop can be built from 
the following instructions. So, 
let your imagination run wild. 
Design something to make your 
car stand out from the rest. Look 
at all the pictures in this book for 
ideas you can incorporate. Look 
for ideas the fabric or color may 
suggest. Consider molding the 
armrest to continue the sweep of 
the instrument panel—or even the 
pattern in the seat back. You are 
limited only by what you can think. 
We’ll make the rest easy by showing 
you how it’s done.

When you have your design 
in mind, sketch it onto a piece of 
paper. If you have trouble drawing 
things, use graph paper. Graph 
paper is divided into grids of equal 
size where each piece of the grid can 
represent a certain dimension. Thus, 
if one square of the grid equals 1 
inch, then a 35 × 29 inch door panel 
could be drawn 35 squares wide and 
29 squares high. Now your drawing 
is the same proportional shape as 
the door panel. 

Onto this outline you can draw 
the shape of your armrest (and any 
other design features you wish). 

Photo 3. At Ron’s shop, they use a saber 
saw to do all the cutting. You can also 
use a band saw or jig saw. If you elect to 
use a saber saw, use a fine-tooth blade to 
eliminate as much splintering as possible.

Photo 4. George even sands both pieces 
at the same time to ensure they both have 
the same shape when they’re finished.

Photo 5. Here’s the result of what George 
has just done. By simply flipping one piece 
over, it’s a mirror image for the other side. 
Be sure you mark each piece as right and 
left or passenger and driver. Failure to do 
this might result in making two identical 
armrests!

Photo 6. George now makes a pattern for 
the top piece. He fits it so there is about 1 
inch of overhang on the base. This allows 
for chipboard and foam covering.

Photos 7 & 8. Again, George stack-cuts the 
plywood for the tops. Note the two screws 
holding the wood to the bench and the two 
pieces together. This is a quick clamping 
device and nothing’s going to move around.



’33 Ford roadster of Connie and Jack Bockelman featured in Ford Roadster Custom Interiors.

In the previous chapters you 
learned how to make a pattern—

and then used that skill to build an 
armrest. We’ll now take those skills 
further by learning how to build 
a door panel (using your pattern) 
and then hang the armrest upon 
it. It might be helpful to go back to 
Chapter 2 and review how to make 
a pattern for a door panel and we’ll 
pick it up from there.

Fitting the Door  
Panel
You have made a pattern of the door, 
stapled it to a piece of panelboard or 
Masonite and cut it out. You must 
now be sure it fits and the door can 
close. Closing the door with the 
door panel attached is the one place 
where a trimmer is most likely to go 
astray. He or she makes the panel, 
covers it, attaches it to the door and 
now the door won’t close! The panel 
is too big. To prevent this, trim 
the door panel first—rather than 
going back, removing the cover and 
trimming it to fit.

In our illustrations we 
demonstrate with two door panels; 
one from the 1957 Ford Coupe we 
introduced earlier and the other 
is the ’41 Willys. After Juanito 
made the pattern for the Willys, he 
transferred it to the panelboard and 
cut out the door panel. 

Place the rough-cut panel on the 
door in the “best-fit” position. Drill 
a hole on each side of the door panel 
and drive in screws into the door to 
hold it in place. In this position you 
can see where there is overhang. In 
the photographs the panel bumps 
into the garnish molding. Not seen 
is the ill fit along the hinge side. It 
will be very easy to see where the fit 
is off. All that needs to be done is to 
mark the area to be trimmed then 
sand away the excess. Using screws 
to hold the panel allows you to take 

Photo 2. No matter how accurate you make the pattern, there’s going to be a little bit of 
refining needed. Here, the panel overlaps the garnish molding, not a big problem but one 
that must be rectified.

Photo 1. To get a perfect fit, Juanito must first fasten the door panel to the door. He does 
this in the “best-fit” position. When it fits the best it will, all around, he’ll drive in a screw 
into the door on each side of the door panel to hold it in place. He can then mark it for 
trimming, remove it, work on it, then replace it exactly.

4 • Fabricating and Upholstering Door Panels
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the panel off a number of times and 
always get it back in the right place.

When all the obvious poor-
fitting places are adjusted, close 
the door with you inside the cab. 
This way you can see how the panel 
fits within the door frame. If the 
panel touches the frame anywhere, 
you’ll have to trim to allow for the 
thickness of the covering material. 
For leather and vinyl, figure about 
3/32 inch. Fabric is thinner by about 
half—maybe 1/16 inch. Pay special 
attention to the area where the door 
meets the rocker (floor-pan edge). 
This is where most of the problems 
will be.

Sometimes a very serious 
problem arises in the rocker area. 
There will be little or no room for 
the thickness of the panelboard and 
the covering. Remember, in this area 
you’ll not have just the thickness 
of the covering material, but the 
padding beneath. Additionally, as 
in the case of the Ford, you may 
have a piece of carpeting here. To 
solve this problem you may have 
to eliminate the padding at the 
bottom of the panel to let the door 
close. We’ve even sanded down the 
thickness of the panelboard to get 
a door closed. If you think there’ll 
be a problem, temporarily cement a 
piece of padding and material along 
the bottom of the panel to see if you 
have room. When you have the door 
panel neatly fitted within the door 
frame with just the right allowance 
for covering materials, you’re ready 
to attach the panel to the door  
with clips.

Attaching the Panel
The easiest way to fix the panel to 
the door is with Auveco door panel 
clips. If you’ve never used these 
clips, they come in two shank sizes: 
short, 5/8 inch, and long, 3/4 inch. 
This accommodates the difference 
in thickness between fiberglass and 
stamped sheetmetal. The short clip 
is Auveco part number 808 and the 
long shank is number 1202.

Fasten the door panel back to 
the door with its two screws. Every 

Photo 3. Juanito gets busy with the sander and takes off a little bit where it hit 
the garnish. He’ll also sand down other areas where the panel was too big.

Photo 4. Here’s the finished rough panel on the passenger side. Note the Auveco clips 
holding it in place. You also see a cutout for the door handle. It’s interesting to note that it 
falls right in the middle of the armrest. Is this a mistake or a design problem? We’ll see in 
a later photo.

Photo 5. This is a finished rough panel for the Ford. It too is held to the door with  
Auveco clips.
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been incorporated into the door 
panels. Although we don’t show 
it here, they also appear as ghost 
flames in the headliner. To transfer 
the flames from the exterior to the 
interior, Ron used clear vinyl as his 
pattern material. He taped a sheet 
of this material to the car and, using 
a grease pencil (China marker), 
outlined the flames. The flames were 
then cut from the sheet of vinyl and 
became the patterns for the door, 
quarter and kick panels. The photos 
show the success of the effort.

Summary
We hope you’ve learned some 
exciting new tricks to try. You’ve 
learned the advantage of using 
closed-cell foam over open-celled 
polyfoam. It can be shaped, sanded 
and sculpted to meet any need. You 
now know how those fancy designs 
have been incorporated to give 
today’s high-tech, “hard” look that 
goes so well with our advancing 
automotive technologies. 

We hope you don’t get side-
tracked changing your working 
order on the sculpted door panel 
where you must now work from the 
bottom up, top down or side-to-side. 
This is a lot different than working 
from the center out—but it prevents 
a lot of problems.

Finally, we discussed the “soft” 
look, a wonderful counterpoint to 
the “hard” look, and it takes a bit of 
the edge off. The part to remember 
here is to at least double the length 
(100 percent) of the material you’re 
going to pleat with. Sometimes 
you’ll even want 150-200 percent. It 
will be up to you and your customer 
or your own artistic temperament.

Chevrolet-GMC 1989-95 pickup with sculpted cloth and leather applied over stock plastic 
door covers.

Custom door panels for big-rig tractors. 
Note speaker pod in left photo, light in 
photo at right.

Chevrolet-GMC 1956-59 truck. Under dash cover. Door panels with custom armrest.
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Mike Rhine is serving as the model in this demonstration. Usually Mike is in the office 
making sure the business is running smoothly. Today, he’s pretending to be a trimmer. 
In so doing he has taped a large piece of clear vinyl, normally used for the rear curtain 
on a convertible and for side curtains on a roadster top. Now it’s being ingeniously 
used to trace the flames on the exterior of the coupe.

Here’s what the finished tracing looks like. The pleated effect in the vinyl is the result of 
having been rolled up, left on the shelf for a year with bunches of other materials on top of 
it. Had we time, we would have set the material out in the sun to soften up. Unfortunately, 
the car had to leave and we wanted to photograph this trick for you.

This is the finished door panel. The flames were cut out of the vinyl and 
transferred over. Even the armrest is incorporated into the flames. This 
is a consistent attention-getter at every show and rod run.

George Johnson’s ’32 roadster displays 
several door panel feature elements. From 
Ford Roadsters Custom Interiors.
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Photos by Gary D. Smith and featured in Chevy Tri-five Custom Interiors and 
Ford Roadster Custom Interiors.





Author: Don Taylor & Ron Mangus 
Price: $27.95
ISBN: 978-1-931128-18-6
Dimensions: 11 x 8.5 x .44 inches
Weight: 1.50 lbs

Create your own interiors in the style you want. Expert trim-
mers Don Taylor and Ron Mangus share two lifetimes of auto 
upholstery experience and secrets in this fantastic book. Over 
800 color photographs capture every detail you’ll need to 
create your own exciting and award-winning custom interiors. 
Precise step-by-step instructions show you how to turn out com-
pletely professional custom interiors.

CUSTOM AUTO INTERIORS

Ron “The Stitcher” Mangus learned his trade from his brother Ernie 
Yanez. Ernie provided special efforts over the course of twenty years in 
getting Ron started on the right track. Ron Credits his brother for teach-
ing him the auto upholstery craft and business.
In 1989 Ron opened his own shop, Custom Auto Interiors, in Blooming-
ton, California and taught basic and advanced upholstery classes at 
San Bernardino Valley College for four years. Students  learned Ron’s 
techniques for sculpting foam, creating molded headliners, and building 
custom door panels.
Soon after opening his own shop, a roadster with his interior won 
America’s Most Beautiful Roadster at the 1992 Oakland Roadster Show. 
Ron’s work has since received numerous Best Interior Awards at a variety 
of car shows, and street rod and hot rodding magazines have featured 
spectacular cars that show off his interiors.

Ken Sapper’s ‘32 roadster 
might be considered the ultimate in 

“high-tech” interior appearance. This 
is, indeed, the “hard” look. 

The panel has been 
completely edged. Juanito checks 

once more for fit.

http://californiabills.com/default.aspx
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Demonstration of covering 
the armrest. George began by cementing 

one end of the vinyl to the bench then stretching 
the material tightly over the armrest. He works 

the wrinkles down and out to the edge.

Connie and Jack Bockel-
man’s ‘33 Ford roadster

Don Taylor grew up in the auto trimming business: his father was a trimmer, Don is a trimmer, 
and his two sons were trained as trimmers as they grew up. As an expert author, Don created the 
Automotive Upholstery Handbook for California Bill’s and six automotive books on engine rebuild-
ing, restoration and paint and body work for HPBooks.
In 1979, with his brother Alan, Don created numerous van conversions. They also created several 
exciting vehicles, including Toyota’s “Yamahauler”, and the “Huskyhauler.” One interesting job 
was trimming a steam-powered taxicab with seating for the physically handicapped. The vehicle 
was displayed for a year at the Smithsonian Museum with a Taylor-Made sign.
Just prior to a 14-year “retirement,” Don’s work on the interior of a 1932 Auburn Coupe won 
Best of Class, People’s Choice, and Best of Show awards at the international Auburn/Cord/Due-
senberg Show. 

After thouroughly cleaning the 
surface Ron begins placing HushMat on the 

inside of the roof.

Pete has outlined 
the edges of the seat where 

his seams will be.
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