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Steve C. D’Antonio

A partially assembled Verado outboard moves through the
assembly line.

An important task performed at the lab is corrosion
testing. Regardless of how well a marine engine or
component is made, its reliability will be questionable
if it can’t stand up to the environment. Mercury places
a heavy emphasis on testing its metal and electrical
components for corrosion resistance. In addition to
following standard ASTM (American Society for Testing
and Materials) corrosion protocols, Mercury has
developed more rigorous corrosion tests that simulate
long-term exposure to a seawater environment. This
testing system is so advanced, I was asked not to
photograph it.

The “under-pressure lost-foam casting” facility
provided further evidence of Mercury’s metallurgical
expertise and was a gearhead’s sight to behold. The
process of lost-foam casting enables the casting of
complex aluminum alloy components. The Mercury
facility is the only one of its kind in North America
(and only one other such plant exists in the world, in
Germany). This foundry alone consumed approximately
12 million pounds of alloy in 2006. Whereas many
engine components were previously manufactured from
several parts that required assembly with fasteners and

power heads was awzmng quahty inspection and
machining. As I closely examined these parts, I could
clearly make out the Stvrofoam texture that had been
transferred to the aluminum’s surface during the lost-
foam casting process. Meanwhile, a series of pneumatic
jackhammer heads was being cast. Mercury is so adept
at efficiently and cost effectively manufacturing highly
stressed, complex aluminum parts that it does so for a
number of companies, including Harley Davidson, GM,
and Wacker (a jackhammer manufacturer). Mercury
recently developed its own aluminum alloy, Mercalloy,
which it uses for making drive shaft housings and other
select components in its outboards. This ductile, low-
porosity alloy is jointly marketed by Mercury and Alcan
for use in other industries.

Most marine engine manufacturers, whether they
make inboards or outboards, gasoline or diesel engines,
are concerned with noise. It’s a simple marketing fact:
quiet engines are more desirable than noisy ones. Thus, 2
great deal of effort is spent on making engines quiet. To: &
that end, Mercury operates a highly sophisticated Noise
and Vibration Harshness lab, or “WVH” in Merc-speak.
'The only one of its kind in the world, the laboratory is
designed specifically for testing marine engines.

The floor is supported above a large pool of water so
that engines can be run in the most realistic environment
possible. The room, which utilizes a semi-anechoic
chamber, is unnervingly quiet when first entered. Until
you become accustomed to the sensation, the absence
of echoes creates a sense of vertigo. When I visited the
chamber, a Mercury acoustic engineer was in the process
of testing a small outboard. The sound produced by th
engine was recorded and then dissected to determine
how the level of noise could be reduced.
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AT THE END OF THE DAY

_ JD. Power and Associates recently bestowed upon
ercury Marine the coveted number-one ranking in
customer satisfaction for its sterndrives and OptiMax
Outboards, Mercury’s line of fuel-efficient, environ-
mentally friendly, two-stroke fuel-injected outboards. I
don’t believe this came as a surprise to many Mercury
employees. A strong sense of esprit de corps prevails at
Mercury’s headquarters; the atmosphere is similar to
what you'd find on an aircraft carrier or at a Special
Forces compound. These folks are good at what they do.
In many cases they are number one, and they know it,
But their confidence isn’t boastful by any means. They
simply exude professionalism and success.

Mercury is, at the time of this writing, the only marine
gine manufacturer that is 100 percent ISO certified. As
walked through all the plants and throughout the
headquarters, I noticed that everything was spotlessly
‘lean and that no one stood around idly (except maybe
e soft drink delivery guy). At the same time, nobody
peared to be working in a frenzied rush. Instead, there
as a determined steadiness to each employee’s efforts.
As mentioned previously, automation abounds. On

e Verado assembly line, a computerized magnetic tray
stem prevents operators from removing assembly

ols out of sequence, and the torque setting for each
stener is computer controlled. (The Verado is
fercury’s newest four-stroke, supercharged outboard,
2d it will be used to power PMM’s new photo chase
t.) A “pick monitor” determines whether the correct
umber and sequence of parts has been used for each
\gine as it is assembled, and it also records serial
umbers where appropriate. All of Mercury’s finished
ducts, from engines to wiring harnesses, are tested.
“Some longtime Mercury employees like to say that
ey “bleed black,” a reference to Mercury’s black color
scheme. In some families, three generations have
orked for Mercury, going back to the Kiekhaefer
dministration. During my visit, we came upon an
npromptu celebration: an employee commemorating
0 years of service in the Mercury fraternity.

At the end of my day at Mercury Marine, it was clear
hat everyone who is a part of this company operates
ollectively, with just one goal.

 Perfection.

My only lament is that Mercury Marine doesn’t
ranufacture inboard diesel engines for trawlers, with
1e exception of the jointly marketed Cummins

- MerCruiser products. If and when that day comes,

st assured, these engines will be well engineered,
ﬁiciently manufactured, thoroughly tested, and
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